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Problems of the Small Farm 
Introduction 

Many small farms are found in the North Central 
Region. Small farms persist in spite of mechanization 
and their numbers appear to be increasing. They use 
resources, both human and physical (land and other 
material resources). Al though this report contains no 
technical mathematical appraisal of resource productiv
ity, such evidence as the persistence of families on 
small units and the actual increase in the number of 
such units suggests a significant degree of satisfaction 
with the results of resource use on these farms. 

This report may be regarded as preliminary and 
as orienting our thinking in advance of more profound 
mathematical appraisal of resource productivity on 
small farms. Attention is directed first to the numerical 
and geographic importance of small farms. Next, some 
measure of the contribution of the resources involved 
to the total supply of farm products is presented. 
Finally, the report directs attention to other possible 
contributions of these small farms which apparently 
explain the persistence of such business units in our 
agricultural economy. 

According to the 1950 Agricultural Census, there 
were 833,501 small farm units in the North Central 
States (Table 1). Here "small farm" units were inter
preted to mean farms of less than 100 acres. If each 
of these farms were to contribute at least $2,500 in sale 
of products it would mean that their annual contribu
tion to the supply of agricultural products would be 
something like $2 billion. This would hardly be re
garded as an insignificant contribution, and while this 
is much more than they contribute at present, it is not 
an impossible or unreasonable contribution over and 
above the benefits each family derives directly from 
the farm in products and living accommodations. 

On the other hand, it is probably a conservative 

estimate of what might be achieved if the human and 
physical resources were used as effectively as they are 
used on those units that fall in the upper 50 percent 
of farms in this "small-farm" category. 

TABLE 1 -- REGIONAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 
SMALL FARM 

(Under 100 Acres)* 
Item Number and Percent 

Total Farms in Area 2,085,819 

Number under 100 Acres 833,501 
Percent these comprise of 
all farms 40.0 

Operators of farms under 100 acres 
who live on farms operated 

Percent of all farms under 
100 acres 

Operators of farms under 100 acres 
receiving other income exceeding that 
from farm products sold 

Percent of all farms under 100 
acres 

Operators of farms under 100 acres 
doing off farm work 

Percent of all farms under 
100 acres 

Operators of farms under 100 acres and 
doing off farm work, who worked less 
than 100 days 

Percent of those doing off farm 
work 

Operators of farms under 100 acres, 
doing off farm work, who worked 100 

777,189 

83.2 

323,961 

38.9 

404,238 

48.5 

113,462 

28.0 

days or more off the farm 290,776 
Percent of those doing off farm 
work 72.0 

* Source: United States Department of Agriculture Cen
sus, 1950. 
States included are North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, 
Kansas, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, Wisconsin, Illinois, 
Michigan, Indiana, Ohio and Kentucky. 

What Constitutes a Small Farm? 

The term" small farm," has many definitions. In 
this report, its meaning is admittedly an arbitrary one 
which was adopted for working purposes. Two re
quirements appear to be commonly accepted for any 
measure of size. One is a measure which indicates the 
extent of use of human resources independently of the . 
effectiveness of their use. A second measure relates to 
income realized for the year's work and resource use. 

These two measures are purely physical concepts. 
Neither implies any degree or scale of efficiency. Each 
refers to typical performance on the farm or in the 
market place. 

The implication of inadequacy, which apparently 
is associated with the adjective "small," can hardly be 
avoided. If the combination of resources is sufficient 
to permit efficient use of the farm and to provide ac" 
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ceptable returns to those resources it could scarcely be 
regarded as a small unit. Here some difficulty is en
countered. 

The nature of the data available prohibits a firm 
adherence to such a concept. In the North Central 
Regiop many farms of less than 100 acres support a 
large physical volume of business and permit a high 
degree of efficiency in use of resources. To the degree 
that this is true, this study is open to criticism. In 
other words, it is probable that much of the evidence 
reported is more optimistic than it should be because 
of the "lifting" influence of these highly integrated 
units. It has a further weakness in that, in part, the 
data fail to distinguish between farm families who 
depend entirely and those who may depend only par
tially on the farm for subsistence. (See Table 2.) The 
report is not entirely a part-time farming report nor is 
it entirely a report on inadequate farm units. Despite 
this weakness it appears to be a worthwhile inquiry. 

This is not t6 say that a study which would sep
arate part-time farm units from those which have no 
outside income would not be worthwhile and would 
not permit evaluations that are impossible with data 
now available. 

It is likely also that small farms may present some 
difficulties in any study of scale and resource produc
tivity because so many subjective considerations such 
as personal satisfaction are involved. This difficulty is 
due to the relative magnitude of these considerations. 

They exist on larger farm units but probably they are 
less significant. Ordinarily, productivity of physical 
resources is measurable in specific statistical terms. 

The performance of small farm units in the face 
of land and capital limitations appears to possess a 
significance that should not be ignored. Purely objec
tive measures capable of statistical treatment cannot 
explain entirely the persistence of these small-farm 
units. A good analysis of resource use can rather easily 
prove that many of these small unit combinations are 
not practical. Growth of cash operating requirements 
would appear to support further such conclusions. 
Despite this, small farm business units persist. They 
suggest the need for a more complete examination of 
all the evidence. 

It is possible that the significance of the resources 
involved may have changed more than is realized. Cer
tainly we cannot determine what constitutes an opti
mum combination until we are able to include the 
subjective values which play such a large part in any 
appraisal of small-farm units. The history of the last 
quarter century has made obsolete our former concept 
of the inadequate farm unit. The contribution of the 
farm to living has increased in significance. Concentra
tion on small acreages has greatly changed the position 
of such units. The rise in cost of services normally 
provided by the farm operator has modified our con
cept of adequacy. 

TABLE 2 -- DISTRIBUTION OF FARMS, BY STATES AND FOR THE NORTH CENTRAL REGION BY 
ECONOMIC CLASS, PART-TIME, AND RESIDENTIAL 

1 and 2 
($10,000 or 

State more) 
North Dakota 14.6 
South Dakota 16.2 
Nebraska 17.6 
Kansas 13.5 
Minnesota 12.9 
Iowa 25.4 
Missouri 5.4 
Wisconsin 7.6 
Illinois 22.7 
Michigan 4.6 
Indiana 11.1 
Ohio 7.0 
Kentucky 2.6 
North Central Region ~ 
United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

(In percentage of all farms.) 
3 and 4 

($2,500 to 
$9,999) 

62.7 
60.6 
57.8 
47.2 
54.8 
53.3 
31.0 
57.1 
41.8 
34.9 
38.7 
36.8 
19.2 
42.7 

5 and 6 
($250 to 
$2,499) 

18.6 
17.8 
18.0 
24.8 
20.1 
13.7 
35.2 
21.8 
17.7 
29.3 
25.0 
23.7 
39.8 
25.0 

Part
Time 

2.3 
2 .9 
3.4 
6.9 
6.3 
3.8 

12.6 
6.7 
8.3 

15.4 
12.6 
14.1 
11.8 
""9.0 

Residential 
1.8 
2.5 
3.2 
7.6 
5.9 
3.8 

15.8 
6.8 
9.5 

15.8 
13.6 
18.4 
26.6 
11.6 



STATION BULLETIN 660 5 

Small Farms and the Problem of Efficiency in Use of Resources 
To face the entire problem of effective use of re

sources, it would seem necessary to include both phys
ical and human resources. About 40 percent of the 

TABLE 3 -- IMPORTANCE OF FARMS OF SMALL 
ACREAGE (UNDER 100 ACRES) IN NORTH 

CENTRAL REGION, BY STATES 
Total number Farms under 

State of farms 100 acres Percent 
North Dakota 65,302 2,471 3.8 
South Dakota 66,331 5,621 8.5 
Nebraska 107,174 17,048 15.9 
Kansas 131,372 30,350 23.1 
Minnesota 179,119 46,971 26.2 
Iowa 203,155 51,994 25.6 
Missouri 229,958 103,201 44.9 
Wisconsin 168,582 65,941 39.1 
Illinois 195,212 70,843 36.3 
Michigan 155,519 87,480 56.3 
Indiana 166,638 88,989 53.4 
Ohio 199,220 113,800 57.1 
Kentucky 218/237 148,792 68.2 

Total 2,085/819 833/501 39.9 
United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

farm families in the North Central Region occupy 
farms of less than 100 acres. Table 1 and 3. These fam
ilies contribute about 3 percent to the total of farm 
product sales (Table 6). If this evidence alone is con
sidered, it might be concluded that a low level of effi
ciency is achieved on most of these small farm units. 

However, volume of sales may not be the only 
consideration. The problem of costs and the possibility 
that rewards , other than returns from sale of products, 
are highly regarded may require consideration in an 
adequate appraisal. For example, is the volume of 
product adequate to provide a fair wage for the labor 
actually devoted to its production? How much of the 
total cost of living and operation should be charged 
against the product sold? Should the labor involved 
be charged at commercial rates or at some other rate? 
Was the labor taken from the labor supply when there 

were other demands that would pay commercial rates, 
or was it "fill-in" employment? 

Then one must allow for the attitude toward 
working for someone else at regular hours and at com
mercial wages or for himself at home with his family 
and with a work schedule that is less exacting and 
more flexible. Furthermore, is it possible that employ
ment at his own convenience may be preferred to idle
ness? Might the product be justified so long as its sale 
price covers the out-of-pocket costs and depletion of 
ph ysical resources? 

Many small-farm families may have answered 
these questions to their own satisfaction. Thus, re
source combinations below the optimum for com
mercial operation may yield satisfying results. JUSt 
what constitutes an optimum? Is it the same for all 
firms or, indeed, for any two? Possession of a home 
and some products holds increasing significance to 
the farm family as the spread between producer and 
consumer prices widen. What once was a credit to the 
farm of three or four hundred dollars a year may now 
be equal to a thousand dollars or more. The rise in cost 
of services farmers normally provide for themselves, 
such as repairing equipment and doctoring animals, 
furnishes even greater contrast. 

We may well question the adequacy of past evalu
ations which have tended to indicate that small-farm 
business units are inefficient; that they cannot be 
adapted to modern industrialization and mechaniza
tion ; and that, therefore, they must eventually give 
way to "lower-cost," highly mechanized units. The 
small firms have not succumbed. There is evidence 
that they may be expanding in numbers and signifi
cance. They may possess strengths we have been un
able to measure objectively. Forces in the physical 
world may not be the only, or even the major, deter
minants of survival of small-farm business units. 

Location and Concentration of Small Farms 
Geographic location of small farms may have 

considerable significance. Apparently, such farms are 
not confined to frontiers or to highly productive soil 
areas. They are found on good soils, on very poor soils, 
often near industrial centers where part-time employ
ment opportunities or markets for sale of products are 
available. Or they may be small acreages along streams 
or in rough areas similar to frontier farm areas. 

The location of small farms in the North Central 
Region from the viewpoint of sale of products is in-

dicated in Figure 1 and Table 3. It will be noted that 
the smallest concentration of these small units is found 
in the Plains States and in the heart of the corn belt. 
In the Plains States farms are chiefly ranch-type farms 
for livestock production or large farms for extensive 
production of grain crops, accompanied by a high 
degree of mechanization. 

The number of small farms tends to increase as 
we move south and east from North Dakota. The 
heaviest concentration of small farms is in the indus-



6 MISSOURI AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION 

D Under 30t uM~~!}:130 -441-
~~~~~~~ 45 - "9 ~ ITII1llIl60 -71t '" 

• 75 or more 
trial area represented by Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio. 
If we allow for some distortion because of nonfarm 
employment opportunities, the greatest concentrations 
of small farms are in areas of poor soil and rough topo
graphy. Industrial markets, job opportunities, or cheap 
land explain most of the concentration. 

Many small-farm opportunities are the result of 
choice, although complete freedom of choice seldom 
exists. Certain factors limit that freedom. Sometimes 
no known alternatives exist. 

The occurrence of small-farm units because of em
ployment opportunities on less valuable land is better 
understood when we consider that for the most part 
occupiers of these small farms are either holders of 
nonfarm jobs, semi-retired persons, or people with 
limited capital resources. With the latter of these 
three, labor supply and management are the abundant 

Figure 1 -- Percent of Farms, by Counties, in 
North Central Region, With Gross Sales Under 
$1,500.00. (U.S. Census 1950) 

factors. Consequently, adequate space in which to 
work is regarded as more important than productivity 
of land. Labor applied to highly productive land would 
give a much greater response than labor applied to 
land of relatively low productivity. 

Dependable guidance on the substitutability of 
land, labor. or management for capital has been de
rived from studies by farm management research 
workers. Apparently. however, comparable attention 
has not been given to subjective factors which may be 
at least partly responsible for the lack of agreement 
between conclusions based on objective analysis and 
observed performance. Families with abundant capital 
tend to settle on good land in an otherwise favorable 
location and supply themselves with ample equip
ment. Those with limited capital are forced to content 
themselves with more primitive equipment and meth-
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ods on poorer land. One result is the clustering of 
small-farm business units in areas that are more con
genial to such limitations. In these areas, ownership 
is highly regarded and utilization of the labor of the 
entire family on an "opportunity-cost basis* goes quite 

a way in substituting for the capital which these fami
lies lack. This could be a significant, strategic influence 
in competition with commercial wages and in offset
ting other costs which are accepted as a matter of ne
cessity on commercial farms. 

Contribution of Small Farms to the Market Supply of Farm Products 

Measuring the contribution of small farms to 
physical production, expressed in total dollar sales 
for the year in the North Central Region, appears to 
be the most feasible way to indicate the contribution 
of small farms to the market supply of farm products. 
Using such an approach, with the data as presented in 
the 1950 census and the 1950 USDA Agricultural 
Statistics Report, the figures given in Tables 4, 5, and 
6 were derived. 

First, the total contributions of these 13 states to 
total U. S. farm sales were considered (Table 4) . These 

TABLE 4 -- CASH RECEIVED FROM MARKETINGS, 1949 
Total cash Percent of 
received total U. S. 

State (Dollars) farm sales 
North Dakota 533,749,000 1.9 
South Dakota 550,407,000 2.0 
Nebraska 992,895,000 3.5 
Kansas 1,004,215,000 3.6 
Minnesota 1,191,207,000 4.2 
Iowa 2,040,530,000 7.3 
Missouri 1,004,436,000 3.6 
Wisconsin 952,428,000 3.4 
Illinois 1,730,676,000 6.2 
Michigan 670,053,000 2.4 
Indiana 957,300,000 3.4 
Ohio 956,885,000 3.4 
Kentucky 534,444,000 1.9 
U. S. Farm Sales = 28,126,966,000 
Agricultural StatistiCS, 1950, p. 64l. 

states contributed 46.7 percent of the total farm sales 
of the United States. The largest contribution of this 
region was made by Iowa, with Illinois a close second. 
The smallest contributions were represented by 
Kentucky and North Dakota. Farms selling small 
quantities of products were separated from the total. 
The percentages of the farms within the states that fall 
in the less than $1,500 and less than $2,500 classes are 
given in Table 5. In each of these two classes, the 
highest percentages were found in Kentucky, with 
Missouri, Michigan, and Ohio not far behind. 

At the other extreme, the states with the smallest 
percentages of these farms falling in the low sales 

TABLE 5 -- NUMERICAL IMPORTANCE OF SMALL
F ARM OPERATORS IN THE NORTH CENTRAL 

REGION 
(Size: Based on Sales of Farm Products) 

Number and percentage 
Total of those selling less than: 

State Farms $1500 $2500 
Number Percent Number Percent 

North Dakota 65,302 7,355 11.3 14,805 22.7 
South Dakota 66,331. 8,479 12.8 15,445 23.3 
Nebraska 107,174 15,556 14.5 26,518 24 .7 
Kansas 131,372 34,551 26 .3 51,711 39.4 
Minnesota 179,119 36,310 20.3 55,863 31.2 
Iowa 203,155 28,133 13.8 43,117 21.2 
Missouri 229,958 111,798 48.6 146,402 63.7 
Wisconsin 168,582 38,203 22.7 59,367 35.2 
Illinois 195,212 53,230 27.2 69,140 35.4 
Michigan 155,519 72,036 46.3 94,186 60.6 
Indiana 166,638 59,653 35.8 78,542 47.1 
Ohio 199,220 89,602 45 .0 112,087 56.3 
Kentucky 218,237 140,365 64.3 170,693 78.2 
T Total 2,085,819 695,281 33.3 937,876 45.0 
Total farms 

in U. S. 5,379,250 Percent in North Central Region 
38.8 

United States Department of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 6 -- NORTH CENTRAL REGION'S ROLE IN 
PRODUCING U. S. FARM INCOME FROM SALES 

AND PART SMALL FARMS PLAYED, 1949 

State 

North Dakota 
South Dakota 
Nebraska 
Kansas 
Minnesota 
Iowa 
Missouri 
Wisconsin 
Illinois 
Michigan 
Indiana 
Ohio 
Kentucky 

Percentage 
of U. S. 

farm sales in 
1949 

Percent 
1.9 
2.0 
3.5 
3.6 
4.2 
7.3 
3.6 
3.4 
6.2 
2.4 
3.4 
3.4 
1.9 

Average for 

Percentage 
contributed 

by farms selling 
less than $2500 

Percent 
.073 
.071 
.116 
.198 
.219 
.165 
.469 
.235 
.214 
.298 
.255 
.315 
.463 

region 46.7 3.094 
United States Farm Census of Agriculture, 1950, and 
Agricultural Statistics, 1950. 

*Opportunity-cost basis is an economics term for next best use of worker's time. Since most members of the 
family would have little opportunity to earn wages away from home, the work they do on the farm is probably 
not very costly. 



8 MISSOURI AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION 

classes were the Plains States, except Kansas and Iowa. 
Nearly a million farms in the North Central Region 
sold less than $2,500 worth of products. A little more 
than two-thirds of a million sold less than $1,500 
worth. 

Turning again to the significance of these sales in 
the total sales of farm products in the United States, 
we get a much smaller fraction but a significant one. 
For instance, although the North Central Region con
tributed 46.7 percent of all farm sales in the country, 
farms in the region that sold less than $2,500 worth of 
products contributed only 3 percent of all sales of farm 

South Dakota 

Nebraska 

Kansas 

Iowa 

Missouri 

Wisconsin 

Illinois 

Michigan 

Indiana 

Ohio 

products (Table 6) . The smallest contributions from 
the small-farm group again were made by farms in the 
Plains area, except Kansas. The highest contributions 
were made by Missouri and Kentucky. This means 
that a large percentage of the farms in these two states 
fall in the low sales class. Seventy-eight percent of the 
farms in Kentucky sold less than $2,500 worth of prod
ucts per farm. In Missouri, 63.7 percent of the farms 
were in this class. In contrast, only 21.2 percent of the 
farms in Iowa sold less than $2,500 worth of products. 
Sales in the three northern plains states in the North 
Central Region came under 25 percent. 

LEGEND • 
rzJ 

Classes 1 - 4 
($25,000 - $2,500) 

Classes 5 - 6 
($2,499 - $250) 

r:HJ l."(,A'· Part-time Farms 

D Residential 

FIGURE 2 Percentage distribution of farms in North Central 
Region by economic classes, part-time, and resi
dential. Source: United States Farm Census, 1950. 
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FIGURE 3 -- Distribution of farms in North Central Region by economic class 
and part-time and residential farms. 
Source: United States Farm Census, 1950. 
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Under the economic classification furnished by 
the Federal Census it is possible to report by states the 
significance of part-time and residential farms. The 
Census report includes as part-time farms, "farms with 
a value of sales of farm products of $250 to $1,199-
provided the farm operator reported (1) 100 or more 
days of work off the farm in 1949 or (2) the nonfarm 
income received by him and members of his family 
was greater than the value of farm products sold."** 
The Census countS as residential farms, "all farms ex
cept abnormal farms with a total value of sales of farm 
products ofless than $250." It has a third class of ab
normal farms . Since this class constituted less than 1 
percent of the total, it was omitted in Table 2 and Fig
ures 2 and 3. Also, for convenience in constructing 
Table 2, economic classes were combined to save 
space. This was not considered as doing violence to 
the indications of the data. 

Economic classes 5 and 6 (see Fig. 3 for listing of 
classes) correspond approximately to the farms report
ed in earlier tables and referred to later as having farm 
product sales of less than $2,500. The lack of agree
ment between the economic classes and the other ones 
described is explained by the fact that the economic 
classification disregards small farms selling less than 
$250 worth of products, while sales of farm products 
in the other classifications include them. 

As noted in Table 2, nine percent of the farms are 
regarded as part-time farms and 11.6 percent as resi
dential farms. Economic classes 5 and 6 include 25 per
cent of the farms while the percentage of farms selling 

less than $2,500 worth of products amounted to 38.8 
percent. Presumably, the difference between the 25 and 
the 38.8 percent is accounted for by the part-time farms 
excluded in the economic classification but included 
among those selling less than $2,500 worth of prod
ucts. 

In many states, part-time farms made up less than 
10 percent of the total number of farms. In five states 
they made up more than 10 percent of the total num
ber. Michigan and Ohio are at the top in numbers of 
part-time farms. The Dakotas and Iowa are lowest. 
Residential farms are more important in states where 
part-time farming is important. Kentucky stands at 
the top of the list with more than a fourth of its farms 
classed as residential farms. The three Northern Plains 
States and Iowa are at the bottom of the list. This 
table and Figures 2 and 3, are presented as throwing 
some light on the significance of part-time farms 
which were included in the data in Tables 5 and 6. 

Obviously the numerical importance of these 
small units far exceeds the significance of their con
tribution to the market supply. It should be remember
ed that, in addition to actual sales, these farm families 
received a home to live in and certain products toward 
their living. Although their sales were of first impor
tance to these farm units, the influence of such sales 
on the total supply of farm products was comparatively 
negligible. When we remember that these farmers 
must face the need for cash for both operating and 
living, it is not surprising that a large percentage of 
them depend on nonfarm income to make ends meet. 

Importance of Income from Non-Farm Sources 
A significant economic factor in connection with 

the family's level of living and efficiency in use of re
sources is probably the income small-farm proprietors 
and their families derive frum off-farm investments 
or labor. The census reports the percentage of opera
tors who receive other income which exceeds that from 
sales of products. It also .reports the percentage of 
small-farm operators who work off the farm. 

First is given the percentage of farm operators 
who realize income from other sources which exceeded 
the dollar value of products sold. In every state at least 
25 percent of these small-farm operators received in
come from outside sources which exceeded the value 
of product sales. The lowest percentages were found 
in Iowa and Wisconsin while the greatest significance 
of outside income occurred in Kansas, Michigan, and 

**Reference United States Census 1950. Introduction p. XIX. 

Ohio. Another inquiry made by the Bureau of the 
Census has considerable significance. This has to do 
with the percentage of farm operators who do outside 
work, with this outside work divided into two classes 
-those who work less than 100 days off the farm and 
those who work 100 days or more off the farm (Table 
7). Nearly half (48.4 percent) of the small-farm opera
tors in the region did some off-farm work. Slightly 
more than a third (34.8 percent) worked 100 days or 
more off the farm. There is no outstanding variation 
between states in the percentage of proprietors of small 
farms who work less than 100 days. The lowest per
centage was in Ohio with 10.5 percent and the highest 
in Minnesota with 17.5 percent. The average was 13.6 
percent. 

The next step was to learn whether any association 
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TABLE 7 -- SIGNIFICANCE OF OUTSIDE INCOME TO SMALL-FARM OPERATORS 
(Under 100 Acres) 

State 

North Dakota 
South Dakota 
Nebraska 
Kansas 
Minnesota 
Iowa 
Missouri 
Wisconsin 
illinois 
Michigan 
Indiana 
Ohio 
Kentucky 
North Central Region 

Percent of operators 
with other income ex
ceeding product sales 

39.4 
31.3 
32.5 
46.4 
33.6 
25.4 
37.2 
25.9 
40.8 
46.0 
44.1 
47.0 
36.7 
38.9 

United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

existed in the census tabulations of outside income as 
related to farm sales when small farms were subdivided 
into five subclasses. 

As would be expected among the smallest units 
in acreage, more farms depended on outside income. 
The largest units showed the least dependence on such 
income. The decline in dependence was fairly constant. 
Table 8 and Figure 4 show these items in detail. 

TABLE 8 -- PERCENTAGE OF OPERATORS IN EACH 
SIZE GROUP WHO HAD OUTSIDE INCOME THAT 

EXCEEDED RETURNS FROM FARM SALES 
(Grouped by states and acres in the 

farm unit) 
Under lOA. 10-29 30-49 50-69 70-99 

State In percent of all farms in that size class 
North Dakota 48.1 44.1 35.7 35.4 30.1 
South Dakota 46.7 33.3 30.9 20.6 20 .7 
Nebraska 50.8 45.5 30.0 21.0 13.4 
Kansas 62.1 59.0 51.3 37.4 27.5 
Minnesota 52.4 49.2 42.6 31.3 20.6 
Iowa 49.8 43.3 25.1 19.1 8.2 
Missouri 55.1 50.1 40.5 31.2 22.3 
Wisconsin 57.0 54.0 37.9 23.7 13.5 
Illinois 56.6 53.7 43.8 34.7 21.0 
Michigan 59.5 59.4 51. 7 41.6 34.0 
Indiana 61.2 57.3 47.1 36.2 25.5 
Ohio 62.3 60.8 50.7 41. 7 28.3 
Kentucky 47.7 42.0 38.7 31.2 24.3. 
United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

I t should be noted that constant increases or de
clines in utilizing off-farm work do not occur in certain · 
states (Figure 5). For example, the change is quite 
regular in Iowa and Ohio while in others, notably 

Under 100 
days 
16.0 
14.8 
14.5 
13.3 
17.3 
14.9 
12.8 
17.0 
13.2 
11.9 
12.0 
10.5 
15.4 
13.6 

Percent doing off-farm work 
100 or more 

days 

41.3 
27.0 
27.2 
38.6 
28.4 
25.6 
35.1 
27.9 
36.5 
43.8 
42 .3 
44.8 
25.3 
34.8 

Total 

57.3 
41.8 
41.7 
51.9 
45.7 
40.5 
47 .9 
44.9 
49.7 
55.7 
54.3 
55.3 
40.7 
48.4 

North Dakota and Kentucky, there is considerable 
irregularity. But when we stratify the data by amount 
of outside work, more regularity is evident. For in
stance, the group with the smallest farms, those under 
10 acres, showed the highest percentage of operators 
who worked off the farm, and farms just under 100 
acres showed least emphasis on amount of time spent 
in off-farm labor. In Michigan, Indiana, Ohio, and 
Missouri, 85 percent or more of the operators who did 
outside work devoted more than 100 days to it. On 
the larger farms, of less than 100 acres, Nebraska and 
Iowa had the smallest number giving as much as 100 
days or more to outside activity (Figure 6). Operators 
of the very small farms in the more industrial areas, 
such as Michigan and Ohio, must have fairly regular 

. employment off the farm. Furthermore, when such 
regular outside employment is available, the family 
income may be fairly large and entirely adequate to 
support a high level of living. 

Likewise, in the 70- to 99-acre group it is possible 
that most of these farms in a highly productive state 
like Iowa returned a fairly adequate family income 
from sales of farm products alone, so that giving a 
large part of the proprietor's time to outside labor was 

. not necessary. 
There was less shrinkage in importance of large 

amounts of outside labor in states like Michigan as 
contrasted with Iowa, for instance, where the shrink
age in emphasis was rather regular and large as size of 
unit, in acres, expanded. 
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Kind of Tenure on Small Farms 
Information as to whether small farms are owned 

by those who live on them may help in understanding 
this problem. Results of classifying farms of less than 
100 acres by type of ownership are illustrated in Figure 
7. In every state, except Kentucky, the percentage 
owned entirely by the operator declined as the size 
increased from the 1- to 9-acre group to the 70- to 99-
acre group. This change was not uniform and two or 
three contrasts may be pertinent. For instance, only 
Michigan and Minnesota showed 70 percent or more 
of these small farms owned entirely by their operators. 

In Nebraska, Kentucky, Kansas, and Illinois, less 
than 60 percent of the farms were owned by their op
erators. The remaining states were in the 60 to 99 per
centage class. 

In comparing this distribution with that of all 
farms which were classified as to type of tenure, it was 
found that in not a single state were as man y as 70 
percent of the farms owned entirely by the resident 

operators. Only in Michigan and Wisconsin were 60 
percent or more of the farms owned by the resident 
operators. Eleven states showed less than 60 percent 
owner operatorship. 

One may conclude that small farms under 100 
acres are not popular with tenants even in the best soil 
areas. The states in which most of the farms owned by 
their operators, were the states with the highest degree 
of industrial development, particularly Michigan and 
Wisconsin. An irregular decline is noticeable in the 
Dakotas. 

In Kentucky there were about as many tenants as 
there were owners on the smallest units. Enlarging 
the unit did not materially decrease the percentage of 
owner-operatorship. However, most of the increased 
acreages fall in the part-owner or tenant class. 

In Wisconsin and Indiana, part-owners maintain
ed about the same significance in all size groups under 
100 acres. 
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Age of Operator on Small Farms 
The Federal Census reports the distribution of 

of operators by age on the subclasses of small farms, 
and it shows the distribution of a given age group in 
the various classes of small farms. For instance, of op
erators under 25 about 16 percent are found on farms 
of less than 10 acres. (Table 9), and 20 percent are 

TABLE 9 -- PERCENTAGE OF EACH AGE GROUP 
FOUND ON SMALL-FARM CLASSES IN NORTH 

CENTRAL REGION 

Age Group 
Under 25 years 
25 - 34 years 
35 - 44 years 
45 - 54 years 
55 - 64 years 
65 and up 
Average on each 
Size Class 

Small Farm Classes 
Under lOA. 10-29 30-49 50-69 70-99 

16.7 19.6 15.0 13.5 35.2 
15.7 19.2 16.5 13.2 35.4 
15.6 20.2 17.9 13.6 32.7 
14.6 19.8 18.1 14.4 33.1 
14.3 19.4 19.4 15.0 31.9 
17.4 22.9 20.3 14.4 25.0 

15.5 20.4 18.5 14.2 31.4 
Source: United States Department of Agriculture Census, 
1950. 

found on farms of 10 to 29 acres. The percentage then 
shrinks until we reach the 70- to 99-acre group where 
approximately a third of the pr~rietors under 25 years 
of age are found. 

In each age group, the percentage of proprietors 
is smallest on the less than 10 acre farms and in the 
50 to 69-acre class. They are most numerous on the 70-
to 99-acre and the 10- to 29-acre farms. There is no 
great difference between age groups in this distribu
tion except perhaps for the 65-year and up group, in 
which the 30- to 49-acre farms are more popular than 
the less than 10-acre farms and the 10- to 29-acre farms 
are almost as popular as the 70- to 99-acre group. 

In other words, proprietors 65 or older appear to 
concentrate on the 70- to 99-acre, 10- to 29-acre, and 
30- to 49-acre farms. Just why the 50- to 69-acre group 
is least popular with all age groups except those from 
55- to 64 is not apparent. Even in that group the dif
ference between the 50- to 69-acre farms and the less 
than 10-acre farms is not great. 

When the small farms are classified by size (Table 
10), apparently no particular age group is more prom
inent on a given size unit, except for the 65-year old 
proprietors. The percentage of the 65-year-olds declines 
as the size of farm increases, up to and including the 
70- to 99-acre farms. The trend was down for older 
people on these farms. 

TABLE 10 -- DISTRIBUTION BY AGE GROUPS ON SMALL FARMS IN THE NORTH CENTRAL REGION 
Age Groups 

Under 65 or 
Size of Farm 25 years 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 more 

Under 10 Acres 2.5 12.3 20.2 20.7 21.2 23.1 
10 - 29 Acres 2.3 11.5 19.9 21.3 21.8 23.2 
30 - 49 Acres 1.9 10.8 19.3 21.5 23.9 22.6 
50 - 69 Acres 2.2 11.3 19.3 22.1 24.2 20.9 
70 - 99 Acres 2.6 13.7 20.9 23.1 23.3 16.4 
Average on all farms 

under 100 Acres 2.4 12.2 20.0 21.9 22.9 20.6 
Source: United States Department of Agriculture Census, 1950. 

Utilization of Power on the Farm 

Persistence of small-farm business units in the 
agricultural economy in the face of a mechanization 
program that would appear to place such units at an 
almost overwhelming economic disadvantage must 
have a rational explanation. Some of the explanation 
has been reviewed. The Federal Census provides addi
tional information in objective terms on a rather sig
nificant aspect of this seeming strength. This is con
tained in the report on prevalence of tractor and horse 
power on farms classified by number of crop acres con
tained in the farm unit. Table 11 shows the number of 
farms that use tractors and the number that use only 

horses and mules for all farms in each State. Figure 8 
shows the farms that use tractors and those that use 
only horses and mules classified by acres operated. In 
only three states-Kansas, Missouri, and Kentucky
were there any instances in which the use of animal 
power exceeded the use of tractors, and this was true 
only in the case of the very smallest farms. In Kansas 
the instances were few; they occurred only on farms 
of from 30 to 49 acres. In Missouri, farms that used 
horse and mule power only, were of more importance 
until the 140- to 179-acre farms were reached. Below 
that class, animal power only, was used in a larger per-



1 - 9 
10 - 19 
20 - 29 
30 - 49 

North Dakota South Dakota Nebraska Kansas Minnesota 

50 - 99 r ..... w •.•.•.•••.•.•.•••• 

1 - 9 
10 - 19 
20 - 29 
30 - 49 
50 - 99 

1 - 9 
10 - 19 
20 - 29 
30 - 49 
50 - 99 

Missouri Wisconsin 

Ohio Kentucky 

Illinois Michigan 

ntmf~ru = Owners 

~ = Part Owners 

o = Tenants 

Figure 8. "Type of Tenure on Small Farms: Percent of Farms in North Central Region 
occupied by Owners, Part Owners, and Tenants on Farms Under 100 Acres 
(By states and size groups)" 
SOURCE: UNITED STATES CENSUS OF AGRICULTURAL 1950. 

C/l 

~ 
~ 

o z 
tJ:j 
c: 
t-< 
b; 
~ 

Z 
G\ 

~ 

...... 
-...J 



18 MISSOURI AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION 

TABLE 11 -- USE OF TRACTORS AND HORSES ON SMALL FARMS 
(Under 100 Acres by States) 

Total No. having 
State farms tractors 

North Dakota 2,471 856 
South Dakota 5,621 2, 178 
Nebraska 17,048 7,080 
Kansas 30,350 10,363 
Minnesota 46,971 24,602 
Iowa 51,994 25,534 
Missouri 103,201 22,047 
Wisconsin 65,941 40,607 
Illinois 70,843 29 ,795 
Michigan 87,480 52,653 
Indiana 88,989 39 ,875 
Ohio 113,800 58,330 
Kentucky 148,792 18,555 

Total 833 ,50,[ 332,475 
United States Census of Agriculture, 1950 . 

centage of the cases. From, and including, that size on 
to the largest units , farm tractors were of rapidly grow
ing significance. In Kentucky, animal power was prev
alent in a greater percentage of the cases than was 
tractor power up to the ISO-acre farm group. 

The increase in use of tractors was fairly constant 
in all areas. Also, the decline in number of farms using 
animal power usually began only after the 30- to 49-
acre group. 

The assumption is that resources of human labor are 
probably better utilized where tractor power is more 
prevalent. This implies nothing with regard to the . 
cost of getting the job done. It implies merely that an 
hour of man's time probably accounts for greater 
achievement. 

No. using 
only horses 

Percent and mules Percent 
34 .6 540 21.8 
38.7 1,282 22.8 
41.5 3, 502 20.5 
34.1 7,530 24.8 
52.2 8,346 17.8 
49.1 9,279 17.8 
21.4 40,673 39.4 
61.6 10,675 16.2 
42 .0 15,553 21.8 
60.2 12,340 14.1 
44.8 15,955 18.0 
51.2 21,070 18.5 
12.5 78,541 52.8 
!9.9 225,Hm 27J) 

There may be less effective use of capital accom
panying greater use of power on small farms . It may 
also be guestioned whether it is wise to substitute cap
ital for labor when a job is adapted to power operation. 
On most small farms many tasks have not been suc
cessfully mechanized as yet. A tractor might con
ceivably justify itself by releasing the labor force for 
work the tractor cannot do. We might go even further 
and suggest that timeliness in performance and saving 
children from drudgery of field jobs they could not do 
without power, such as breaking ground, may well 
justify a re-examination of present input-output rela
tionships. When our hypothetical reasoning leads to 
conclusions contrary to trends in practice, then it may 
be time to re-examine the reasoning. 

TABLE 12 -- NORTH DAKOTA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules Percent 

Under 10 Acr es 571 81 14.2 60 10.5 
10 - 29 660 200 30.3 170 25.7 
30 - 49 435 135 31.1 140 32.2 
50 - 69 240 110 45.8 80 33 .3 
70 - 99 565 330 58.3 90 16.0 

100 - 139 650 330 50.8 175 26.9 
140 - 179 4, 555 3,325 72.9 520 11.4 
180 - 219 1,270 1,055 83.0 150 11.8 
220 - 259 2,070 1,750 84.5 200 9.7 
260 - 499 23 ,317 21,357 91.5 1,270 5.5 
500 - 999 22 ,138 21,268 96.0 570 2.6 
1000 or more _8,831 8,397 95.0 304 3.4 
State 65,302 58,338 89.0 3,729 5.7 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 



TABLE 13 -- SOUTH DAKOTA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules Percent 

Under 10 Acres 1,350 275 20.4 160 11.9 
10 - 29 1,196 311 26.0 275 23.0 
30 - 49 922 371 40.2 331 36.0 
50 - 69 560 235 42 .0 175 31.3 
70 - 99 1,593 986 61.9 341 21.4 

100 - 139 1,527 1,062 69.5 300 28.2 
140 - 179 8,750 7,285 83.3 835 9.5 
180 - 219 2,972 2,577 86.7 230 7.7 
220 - 259 4,988 4,578 91.8 270 5.4 
260 - 449 21 ,979 20,075 91.3 1,450 6.6 
500 - 999 11 ,781 10,830 91.9 771 6.5 
1000 or more 8,713 7,683 88.2 978 11.2 
State 66 ,331 56 1267 84.8 61116 9.2 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 14 - - NEBRASKA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules 

Under 10 Acres 4,507 697 15.5 591 
10 - 29 3,388 966 28.5 770 
30 - 49 2,240 969 43.3 665 
50 - 69 1,341 581 43.3 445 
70 - 99 5,599 3,867 69. 1 1,031 

100 - 139 5,297 4,250 80.2 617 
140 - 179 20,774 17,811 85.7 1,868 
180 - 219 7,849 7,163 91.3 460 
220 - 259 11,441 10,489 91.7 601 
260 - 499 26,933 24,607 91.4 1,701 
500 - 999 10,580 9,633 91.0 702 
1000 or more 7,225 61534 90.4 592 
State 107,174 87 1567 81.7 10z043 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 15 -- KANSAS; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number 

of 
Size Class farms 

Under 10 Acres 7,774 
10 - 29 ,6,202 
30 - 49 4,586 
50 - 69 3,147 
70 - 99 8,641 

100 - 139 6,966 
140 - 179 17,216 
180 - 219 7,431 
220 - 259 10,384 
260 - 499 33,870 
500 - 999 17,486 
1000 or more 7,669 
State 131,372 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture , 1950. 

Number 
having 

tractors 
1,233 
1,582 
1,496 
1,216 
4,836 
4,716 

13,658 
6,356 
9,204 

31,158 
16,334 

7,181 
98 ,970 

Percent 
15.9 
25.5 
32.6 
38.6 
56.0 
67.7 
79.3 
85.5 
88.6 
92.0 
93.4 
93.6 
75.3 

Number using 
only horses 
and mules 

945 
1,375 
1,665 
1,075 
2,470 
1,505 
2,111 

810 
725 

1,476 
701 
346 

Percent 
13.1 
22.7 
29.7 
33.2 
18.4 
11.6 
9.0 
5.9 
5.3 
6.3 
6.6 
8.2 

"9.4 

Percent 
12 .2 
22.2 
36.3 
34.2 
29.0 
21.6 
12.3 
10.9 
7.0 
4.4 
4.0 
4.5 

TABLE 16 -- MINNESOTA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules 

Under 10 Acres 5,785 1,173 20 .3 405 
10 - 29 6,345 2,230 35.1 1,020 
30 - 49 8,861 3,725 42.0 2,205 
50 - 69 4,551 2,502 55.0 1,035 
70 - 99 21,428 14,972 69.9 3,681 

100 - 139 23,123 18,686 80.8 2,985 
140 - 179 39,479 35,042 88.8 2,976 
180 - 219 17,590 16,135 91.7 1,000 
220 - 259 17,240 15,799 91.6 1,041 
260 - 499 29 ,566 27,765 93.9 1,370 
500 - 999 4,557 4,316 94.7 110 
1000 or more 593 566 95.4 12 
State 179,119 142 z911 79 .8 17,840 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

Percent 
7.0 

16.1 
24 .9 
22 .7 
17.2 
12.9 

7.5 
5.7 
6.0 
4.6 

12.4 
2.0 

10.0 



TABLE 17 -- IOWA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 

Size Class 
Under 10 Acres 

10 - 29 
30 - 49 
50 - 69 
70 - 99 

100 - 139 
140 - 179 
180 - 219 
220 - 259 
260 - 499 
500 - 999 
1000 or more 
State 

Number Number Number using 
of having only horses 

farms tractors Percent and mules 
9,585 1,791 18.7 675 
9,181 2,636 28.7 1,686 
7,334 3,207 43.7 2,052 
4,780 2,575 53.9 1,260 

21,114 15,325 72.5 3,606 
28,720 23,972 83.5 3,127 
48,846 43,917 89.9 2,818 
22,457 20,338 90.5 1,443 
19,896 18,431 92.7 1,037 
28,144 26,219 93.4 1,408 

2,845 2,661 93.6 152 
253 233 92.2 13 =--::-::-=-203,155 161,305 79.2 19,278 

Number Number Number using 
of having only horses 

Percent 
7.0 

18.4 
28.0 
26.4 
17.2 
10.9 

5.8 
6.4 
5.2 
5.0 
5.3 
5.1 
9.5 

Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules Percent 
~U~n~d~er~170~A~c~r-e-s--------------~1~3~,2~4~8~----------~1~,739~8~----------~1~0~.5~----------~1~,7~6~5~----------~13.3 

10 - 29 20,351 2,768 13.6 5,515 27.1 
30 - 49 23,078 3,790 16.4 10,466 45.4 
50 - 69 13,754 3,578 26.0 6,725 49.0 
70 - 99 32,770 10,513 32.1 16,202 49.7 

100 - 139 32,102 14,612 45.6 13,835 49.4 
140 - 179 27,966 15,498 55.5 10,191 36.1 
180 - 219 17,787 11,556 65.0 5,091 28.7 
220 - 259 13,906 9,692 69.5 3,594 25.8 
260 - 499 27,537 20,950 76.1 5,664 20.6 
500 - 999 6,311 5,002 78.2 1,048 16.6 
1000 or more 1,148 955 83.2 162 14.1 
State 229,958 100,312 43.5 80,258 34.9 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 19 -- WISCONSIN; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY .sIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number USing 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules Percent 

Under 10 Acres 5,827 1,737 29.8 335 5.7 
10 - 29 6,884 2,961 43.1 880 12.8 
30 - 49 11,103 5,502 49.5 2,350 21.1 
50 - 69 7,910 5,330 67.3 1,425 18.0 
70 - 99 34,217 25,077 73.2 5,685 16.6 

100 - 139 35,497 28 ,859 81.3 4,866 13.7 
140 - 179 27,697 23,381 84.5 3,281 11.9 
180 - 219 15,176 13,211 87 .2 1,590 10.5 
220 - 259 9,310 8,140 87.6 860 9.2 
260 - 499 13,136 11,648 88.8 1, 180 9.0 
500 - 999 1,631 1,467 90.0 133 8.2 
1000 or more 194 175 90.0 10 5.2 
State 168,582 127 1488 75.6 22,595 13.4 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 20 -- ILLINOIS; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE- LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules Percent 

Under 10 Acres 13,666 2,468 18.1 1,222 8.9 
10 - 29 15,982 4,461 27.9 3,458 21.6 
30 - 49 12,143 4,721 38.9 3,931 32.4 
50 - 69 8,411 3,951 47.0 2,826 33.6 
70 - 99 20,641 14,195 68.8 4,016 19.5 

100 - 139 25,065 20,353 81.2 2,940 11.7 
140 - 179 31,741 28,635 90.2 1,726 5.4 
180 - 219 19,429 17,752 91.4 1,065 5.5 
220 - 259 16,198 15,177 93.7 565 3.5 
260 - 499 27,534 26,055 94.6 878 3.2 
500 - 999 3,997 3,842 96.1 108 2.7 
1000 or more 405 379 93.6 13 3.2 
State 1951212 141,988 72.7 221753 11.7 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 



TABLE 21 -- MICHIGAN; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of . having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules 

Under 10 Acres 
10 - 29 

8,518 3,090 36.3 560 
15,200 7,293 48.0 1,925 

30 - 49 20,866 11,699 56.1 3,570 
50 - 69 12,026 8,051 66 .9 1,900 
70 - 99 30,870 22,520 73.0 4,385 

100 - 139 
140 - 179 
180 - 219 
220 - 259 
260 - 499 
500 - 999 

24,827 20,400 82.2 2,570 
17,400 14,944 85.9 1,546 
9,740 8,625 88.6 555 
5,824 5,328 91.5 275 
8,795 8,099 92.1 500 
1,232 1,135 92.2 46 

1000 or more 
State 

221 189 85.5 21 
7C15=-=5--:, 5:-719::- 111,373 71.6 

Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 22 -- INDIANA; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules 

Under 10 Acres 14,427 3,142 21.8 980 
10 - 29 20,208 6,051 29.9 3,155 
30 - 49 16,987 7,346 43 .2 4,000 
50 - 69 12,318 6,523 53.0 3,035 
70 - 99 25,049 16,813 67.1 4,785 

100 - 139 23,876 18,185 76.2 3,366 
140 - 179 19,281 16,426 85.2 1,750 
180 - 219 11,717 10,401 88.8 710 
220 - 259 7,846 7,206 91.8 320 
260 - 499 12,896 12,036 93.3 473 
500 - 999 1,822 1,708 93.7 67 
1000 or more 211 200 94.8 6 
State 166!638 1062037 63.6 22 2647 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

TABLE 23 -- OHIO; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number 

of 
Size Class farms 

Under 10 ACres 18,329 
10 - 29 24,919 
30 - 49 19,328 
50 - 69 18,694 
70 - 99 32,530 

100 - 139 32,369 
140 - 179 21,950 
180-219 11,770 
220 - 259 7,221 
260 - 499 10,362 
500 - 999 1,558 
1000 or more 190 
State 199,220 
Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

Number 
having 

tractors 
5,512 

10,622 
9,668 

10,799 
21,729 
23,879 
17,825 
10,104 

6,250 
9,376 
1,454 

172 
127,390 

Percent 
30.1 
42.6 
50.0 
57.8 
66.8 
73.8 
81.2 
85.8 
86.6 
90.4 
93.3 
90.5 
63.9 

Number using 
only horses 
and mules 

1,265 
3,645 
4,515 
4,660 
6,985 
5,770 
2,955 
1,191 

651 
660 
97 

8 

Percent 
6.6 

12.7 
17.1 
15.8 
14.2 
10.4 
8.9 
5.7 
4 .7 
5.7 
3.7 
9.5 

1T.5 

Percent 
6.8 

15.6 
23.5 
24.6 
19.1 
14.1 
9.1 
6.0 
4.1 
3.7 
3.7 
2.8 

13 .6 

Percent 
6.9 

14.6 
23.4 
24.9 
21.5 
17.8 
13.5 
10.1 
9.0 
6.4 
6.2 
4.2 

TABLE 24 -- KENTUCKY; INDICATORS OF EFFICIENCY IN USE OF THE LABOR FORCE BY SIZE GROUPS 
Number Number Number using 

of having only horses 
Size Class farms tractors Percent and mules 

Under 10 Acres 24,173 1,513 6.3 5,960 
10 - 29 37,764 2,852 7.6 16,776 
30 - 49 28,803 3,053 10.6 17,520 
50 - 69 27,731 4,166 15.0 18,815 
70 - 99 30,321 6,971 23.0 19;470 

100 - 139 29,146 9,746 33.4 16,755 
140 - 179 15,184 6,508 42.9 7,6'10 
180 - 219 9,211 4,544 49.3 4,167 
220 - 259 4,844 2,729 56.3 1,925 
260 - 499 8,721 5,518 63.3 2,802 
500 - 999 1,933 1,415 73.2 402 
1000 or more 406 327 80.5 57 
State 218

2
237 49!342 22.6 112!319 

Source: United States Census of Agriculture, 1950. 

Percent 
24.7 
44.4 
60.8 
67.8 
64.2 
57.5 
50.5 
45.2 
39.7 
32.1 
20.8 
17.4 
51.5 
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Other Considerations 
It has been noted that small-farm operators make 

a comparatively insignificant contribution to the total 
agricultural product that reaches the market. The low 
dollar value may not reflect adequately the full impor
tance of this contribution. In these communities, this 
low dollar value has been responsible for much non
farm employment. Furthermore, the consumer func
tion in connection with nonfarm-ptoduced goods and 
the stability which this population segment contrib
utes to the local economy must be included in any 
further appraisal of the contribution of small-farm 
families to the total economy. 

A further item of significance is the young people 
reared on these small farms who are released eventual
ly to other vocations or professions. This item adds 
substantially to the real value of contributions by agri
culture, and particularly small-farm agriculture, to the 
overall economy. Migration from the country to non
farm vocations at about the beginning of the young 
peoples productive years, after the farm families have 
met practically all the cost of rearing, represents an 
enormous export of capital from the farm to the non
farm segment of the economy. 

It is necessary to acknowledge the contribution 
which government payments to agriculture make to 
farm income. Although these items are not large on 
small farm units, they do constitute a contribution. 
This item was something less than $200 million for 
the whole United States for 1949, or something less 
than $40 per farm if evenly distributed to the entire 
agricultural population. It was not included in cash 
receipts from the sale of farm ptoducts quoted earlier. 

So far as known, no comprehensive attempt has 
been made to assemble a complete list of the debits 
and credits for small-farm operators. This summary 
does not claim to be a complete appraisal. Only readily 
obtainable statistical items are included. 

The per acre or per dollar credit for rearing future 
nonfarm workers should not be ignored in considering 
the contribution of small farms to the national welfare. 
On the basis of capitalized potential earning capacity 
in trade or industry, a boy or girl from a 40-acre farm 
may be about as valuable as one from a 400-acre farm. 
This value should be a legitimate credit in estimating 
small-farm contributions. 

The fact that small farms persist and that their 
numbers have actually increased in the more highly 
industrialized regions leads to the conclusion that 
it will require more than casual examination of input
output relations to explain this phenomena. 

It is possible that a small farm plus outside em
ployment may have increased greatly the effective uti
lization of much of the labor force in the economy. 

It may be that a larger proportion of the jobs that 
need attention on small farms as compared with those 
on larger ones cannot be mechanized. If so, the prob
lem of productivity involves consideration of the prac
ticability of mechanization as well as the total produc
tion that results from a given man-power input. 

Additional consideration that may justify a lower 
rate of physical productivity per unit of input of capi
tal is the necessity for maintaining some level of satis
faction for the labor force which is not readily measur
able in product output per unit of resource input. 

On small farms where the labor force is commit
ted to outside, part-time employment, synchronizing 
that outside employment with farm tasks becomes a 
problem. This problem does not exist on farms where 
only farming operations require the attention of the 
workers. Many of our small farms are places of semi
retirement or a refuge for aged or partially disabled 
people who cannot qualify for full-time jobs on as
sembly lines, in offices, or on mechanized commercial 
farms. 

The foregoing considerations suggest that an 
economic appraisal of small-farm units requires a dif
ferent emphasis of objective and subjective values than 
those applicable on larger commercial farms. It should 
be obvious that real costs differ in significance as be
tween small and large farms. 

We may have emphasized these features insuffi
ciently in attempting to compare the strengths and 
weaknesses of small farms with commercial farming 
units. In this field, sentiment-psychic values or any 
other term used to designate subjective considerations 
-plays a large part. No one has yet succeeded too well 
in measuring these subjective aspects. Their values 
shift in ways not readily anticipated, and they result 
in developments that differ from those expected. This 
could have resulted from overemphasis on the objec
tive and underappraisal of the subjective influences 
that determine resource productivity. There may be 
significant returns from a small-farm business which 
the more objective approach cannot reveal. At any 
rate, small-farm business units have persisted thtough
out the years of mechanization and increasing cash 
requirements on commercial farms. 

The small farm with its own labor and manage
ment, its own capital, its freedom from the rigidities 
of organized labor, time clocks, and assembly lines, its 
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opportunity to supplement farm production with out
side employment, its assurance of a portion of its food 
supply and a home must admittedly possess features 
denied more highly organized business units. It may 
possess a strength frequently underrated but sufficient 
to maintain the family on that small unit. 

Questions raised in this appraisal appear to in
clude the following: 

In our emphasis on the impersonal in the labor, 
capital, and government fields, may not the small-farm 
family preserve personal values which may be well 
worth preserving? Do the small-farm proprietors and 
his family tend to interchange labor and leisure fea
tures in their appraisal of what is worthwhile? Is phys
ical output the only determinant of what an individual 
or family will choose to do? May we not have much 
to learn about the appraisal of physical and nonphys
ical features in appraising resource productivity? Are 
there not subjective values which may be highly sig
nificant? How many units of physical production must 
be achieved to compensate adequately for the surrender 
of free choice of occupation and way of life? 

Some things that may help to explain the persist
ence of small farms are: 

They offer an escape from urban rigidities. They 
permit a higher degree of personal independence, 
which even the operators of commercial farms do not 
enjoy. Recent developments in the plant and animal 
science fields offer opportunities to improve small-farm 
practices without compelling operators to sacrifice 
their freedom for the regimentation that awaits them 
in many nonfarm vocations. 

Balancing objective and subjective values is not 
an easy task and it is not always achieved on small 
farms. Frequently, even physical resources are poorly 
balanced. The substitution of subjective for objective 
rewards to the greater satisfaction of the entrepreneur 
and his family is evident on many small farms. 

From the viewpoint of the total economy, the 
objective of achieving a considerable degree of integra
tion of farm people and nonfarm industries and em-

ployment is being achieved, but there is still much to 
do in this direction. An enormous potential labor re
source depends on this integration for effective eco
nomic utilization. 

It would be unfortunate if families whose financial 
resources were inadequate to acquire and operate com
mercial farms were prevented by public regulations 
from acquiring small-farm units where they can live 
the kind of life they prefer. It is still true that essential 
services such as schools, health facilities, community 
service institutions, and protection of life and proper
ty are an obligation of all the public to all its young 
people. Lack of such facilities should not be sufficient 
cause for denying to small-farm families the right to 
live in the open country, to work together, to pay their 
fair share of the cost of these facilities and services, and 
to avoid a nonfarm environment if they so choose. If 
reasonable opportunity to earn enough on the farm 
together with nonfarm employment or other income 
to pay the family's share of the cost of such facilities 
does not exist, the remedy should lie in zoning proce
dures. Zoning regulations sh~)Uld apply in any area in 
which the costs of such facilities are unreasonable or 
prohibitive. 

The small-farm problem must be treated as an 
individual family-unit problem. It is not enough to 
dismiss it with the comment that such a unit is ineffi
cient and ,therefore, must disappear. The problem 
persists. Evidence suggests it will be with us from now 
on despite mechanization. It is possible that, in some 
respects, the small farm is superior to systems used on 
larger units when both objective and subjective factors 
are appraised. 

In their quest for economic efficiency, economists 
must recognize that the factors they seek to combine 
in organizing a business are not all of the same dimen
sions. A small-farm business with enterprises that re
quire only 50 standard productive man-work units may 
be highly efficient. It may use all of the labor that the 
operators can supply. The labor thus used might be 
wasted if the operator were not on a small farm. 
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SUMMARY 
Almost 40 percent of the farms in the North 

Central Region (833,501) are less than 100 acres in 
size. Forty-five percent of the farms sold less than 
$2,500 worth of products per farm in 1949. 

If the economic classification given in the 1950 
Census is used, farms from which less than $2,500 but 
at least $250 worth of products was sold, and which 
were not classified as part-time or residential farms, 
made up 25 percent of the total farms in the region. 
This figure differs from the 45-percent figure by the 
elimination of part-time and residential farms. It does 
include economic classes 5 and 6 (see Fig. 3 for class 
descriptions) . 

The 45 percent selling less than $2,500 worth of 
products applies to the 13-state region as a whole. 
Seventy-eight percent of Kentucky farms were in this 
class. The smallest percentage was found in Iowa with 
21.2 percent. 

The 13 States of the North Central Region fur
nished 46.7 percent of total U. S. farm product sales 
in 1949. Iowa furnished more of these sales than any 
other State. 

Contribute Few Products 
The contribution of farms from which less than 

$2,500 worth of products per farm was sold was only 
3 percent offarm sales in the United States. 

Thirty-nine percent of the operators on farms of 
less than 100 acres received outside income greater 
than their total sales of farm products. Forty-eight 
percent of these operators did off-farm work to sup
plement their income from sales. The states with the 
highest amounts of outside income exceeding the 
value of farm sales were Ohio, Kansas, and Michigan. 
Those with the smallest percentages were Iowa and 
Wisconsin. 

Off-Farm Work 
Farms were classified by size to determine the per

centage on which income from off-farm work was 
greater than that from farm sales. In the less-than-10-
acre group, operators of more than half of the farms 
received more outside income than they received from 
sales of farm products. This percentage declined rather 
uniformly to the 70-to-99-acre group. Of the operators 
of these larger farms, only about 22 percent received 
outside income greater than farm sales. The decline 
from approximately 55 to approximately 22 percent 
was fairly uniform. Outside labor to supplement in
come from farm sales was emphasized in all states. 
This indicates that outside investment income was ap
parently of little significance. 

In the industrial states of Ohio and Michigan, the 
data indicate that of the many operators of small farms 
who worked off their farms , 75 percent or more had 
outside jobs which took more than 100 days of their 
time. This was the tendency even on the largest of the 
small farm units. In some other states, such as Illinois 
and Iowa, the number of operators who worked off 
their farms for more than 100 days was smaller and 
the number dropped more rapidly between the 
smallest and the largest acre classes in the small farm 
group. 

Size Affects Ownership 
As might be expected, full ownership of farms 

was more common in the smallest acre-group. The 
percentage of operators who owned their farms out
right declined from the smallest to the largest acre
group, though not uniformly. In Michigan and Min
nesota, 70 percent or more of the small farms were 
owned entirely by their operators. Illinois, Nebraska, 
Kentucky and Kansas had a larger proportion of part
owner or tenant-operated small farm units. In most of 
the North Central Region, farms of less than 100 acres 
are not popular with tenants. A possible exception is 
Kentucky where, in 1949, there were almost as many 
tenants as there were owners on the smallest units. 

Prefer 70.to 99 Acres 
When farm operators were classified in age 

groups, it was found that all age groups tended to 
emphasize the 70- to 99-acre farms. This emphasis was 
strongest with all ages up to 65 . The 30- to 40-acre 
unit was more popular in the 65-year group than in 
any other age group. It was not far behind the 70- to 
99-acre unit in popularity. Nearly a third of all age 
groups were found on the largest of the small-farm 
units. Least popular from the standpoint of size of unit 
appeared to be the 50- to 69-acre group. Aside from 
the largest farm units in the less-than-100-acre class, 
the distribution of proprietors according to age was 
fairly constant. 

In the kind of power used, tractor power was out
standing on all farms, although not uniformly so. In 
the small-farm groups up to 99 acres, several states 
showed that exclusive use of horse and mule power 
was about equally important with exclusive use of 
tractors. Extreme cases were found in Kentucky and 
Missouri. There were more horse and mule farms than 
tractor farms up to and including the 140- to 179-acre 
group in Kentucky, and up to and including the 100-
to 139-acre group in Missouri. In every state, on some 
of the largest farm units, the work was done exclusive
ly by horses and mules. 
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