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Abstract

This study quantified farm business 
transition within the Minnesota State Farm 
Business Management (FBM) education 
program. FBM instructors (n = 50) responded 
to a census survey regarding the number 
of FBM enrolled farms (n = 2,324) in active 
transition or expected to transition within the 
next five years. Actively transitioning farms 
totaled 17.7% of farms (413), whereas farms 
expected to transition within the next five 
years totaled 26% of farms (604). Although 
generalizability of this survey was limited, 
this study nonetheless suggests the need for 
farm business management and appraisal 
professionals to prepare for transitions to be 
an increasing aspect of their workload.

INTRODUCTION
For farm business management and appraisal 
professionals, farm transition and succession planning 
is not a nascent topic. It has been researched by 
academics and educators (e.g., Kirkpatrick, 2013; Ferrell, 
Boehlje, and Jones, 2013; Hachfeld et al., 2009, 2013), 
private companies (e.g., Shuntich, 2016, on behalf of 
Nationwide Mutual Insurance), and the government 
(e.g., USDA NASS, 2014). For the first time, the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) National 
Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) 2017 Census of 
Agriculture asked producers nationwide about estate 
and succession planning as part of its every-five-year 
count of U.S. farms and ranches (USDA NASS, 2017; 
Bampasidou and McKinzie, 2020). The 2017 Census of 
Agriculture question on estate and succession planning 
focused on farm transition in the context of decision-
making involvement of up to four individuals per 
operation. In the census, 56% of respondents (1,911,680 
producers out of a total of 3,399,834 producers) 
indicated involvement in estate or succession planning 
nationwide (USDA NASS, 2017). Other national data—
such as the increasing average age of farmers (USDA 
NASS, 2007, 2012, 2017) and the high number of acres 
of generational farmland transfer predicted over the 
coming years (American Farmland Trust, 2020)—
provide some existing insight into possible increasing 
rates of farm transition nationwide.

In the United States, 33.2% of principal operators 
were age 65 and older (701,276 operators out of a 
total of 2,109,303), and these farmers owned 26.2% 
of land nationwide (239,753,356 acres out of a total 
of 914,527,657) (American Farmland Trust, 2020). 
Specifically in Minnesota, 18.5% of principal operators 
were age 65 and older (20,255 operators out of a 
total of 111,311), and these farmers owned 20.8% of 
Minnesota’s farmland (5,424,189 acres out of a total of 
26,035,838) (American Farmland Trust, 2020).1

Using an average Minnesota farmland price of $4,800 
per acre (Lazarus, 2020), an estimated $26 billion 
worth of farmland in Minnesota may transition in 
the upcoming decades due to operators over age 65 
selling, gifting, or leaving their land to heirs at death. As 
compared to Minnesota, the USDA estimates average 
U.S. farmland prices to be slightly lower, at $3,160 per 
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acre nationwide (USDA NASS, 2020). Using this average 
price, the amount of farmland nationwide estimated 
to be transferred in the coming decades by operators 
over age 65 is $757 billion. These large numbers do 
not include the crops, machinery, livestock, and other 
farm assets Minnesota farmers age 65 and older own. 
Farm transition is a big deal, from both a financial 
management and human resource management 
perspective.

The $26 billion estimate for Minnesota is based on the 
concept that if a transition does not occur through 
sale or gift, transition will eventually happen due to an 
owner passing on, whether or not planning occurred. 
In other words, a transition of farm assets can happen 
with or without pre-planning; intestacy laws exist for a 
reason. Conversely, even if an owner begins passively 
pre-planning and indicates involvement in transition 
decision-making (the new question asked on the 2017 
Census of Agriculture), they may not actively start 
the legal processes involved in business transition. 
To determine which farms are actively planning, this 
study went a step further than existing data sources 
by quantifying active farm business transition and 
succession planning within a target population of 
Minnesota farmers.

In particular, there was an interest in studying farm 
transition in a specific subset of Minnesota farmers. 
In Minnesota, Farm Business Management (FBM) 
students include adult farm owners, farm operators, 
and individuals interested in farming as an occupation; 
farmers enroll in tuition-based credits with FBM 
instructors at two-year institutions within the 
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities (MN State) 
system (AgCentric, 2020). While “student” is used to 
describe farmers in the FBM program, the term can be 
a misnomer to those unfamiliar with Minnesota’s FBM 
program. All MN FBM participants are adults farming 
professionally either full-time or part-time, meaning 
they differ from the traditional college student in 
terms of age and career status. Individuals enrolled in 
FBM receive educational input on farm management 
topics from FBM instructors in one-on-one settings 
(AgCentric, 2020). Farm management topics available 
through MN FBM are often financial focused but also 
include broader topics such as business and personal 
goal setting, rural mental health, and—most relevant 
to this study—farm transition (AgCentric, 2020). 
Within MN State, eight community colleges offer FBM, 
and two Agricultural Centers of Excellence—one in 
northern Minnesota and one in southern Minnesota—
provide statewide leadership on agricultural education 
issues, including FBM.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The following research objectives guided this study:

1.  Quantitatively measure how many farms in 
Minnesota’s FBM program are actively going 
through a farm transition.

2.  Quantitatively measure how many farms in 
Minnesota’s FBM program are likely to go through 
farm transition planning in the next five years.

3.  Qualitatively identify what suggestions farm 
business management professionals have for 
educational programming on farm transition.

DATA AND METHODS
This descriptive, non-experimental study used survey 
research methodology. The survey results described 
farm transition status of farms involved in MN State’s 
FBM program. Survey design enabled quantitative, 
descriptive analysis of the data (Fraenkel, Wallen, 
and Hyun, 2012), as well as allowed for short written 
qualitative feedback in an open-ended suggestion 
section. Using paper and pen at an in-person meeting 
on September 9, 2019, the research team distributed 
the anonymous farm transition questionnaire to 
respondents consisting of FBM instructors. Data was 
collected following established University of Minnesota 
Extension survey protocols for low-risk ongoing 
anonymous program evaluation.

Population
The accessible target population was FBM instructors 
at the eight MN State community and technical 
colleges that offer FBM programs. The research team 
did not employ random sampling. Rather, the research 
team deemed an attempted census survey of FBM 
instructors preferable due to access to instructors 
at a required statewide FBM instructor professional 
development conference. The attempted census 
resulted in 50 instructor responses out of a total 
of 62 instructors. In other words, 81% of total FBM 
faculty responded, a large majority. The 50 instructor 
respondents represented 2,324 farms enrolled in the 
MN State FBM program in 2019.
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Instrumentation
The instrumentation for this study consisted of a 
short questionnaire administered hardcopy via paper 
and pen at a required FBM faculty development 
conference. This type of surveying of FBM instructors 
about their farms is typical, and instructors are 
expected to come to statewide meetings prepared to 
provide information about their FBM programs.2 The 
questionnaire, developed by the research team for the 
purpose of this study, asked a series of open-ended 
questions including:

A. How many total farms do you work with?

B.  What number of farms you work with are actively 
going through a farm transition?

C.  What number of farms you work with are likely 
going to require farm transition planning in the 
next five years?

D.  Is there something additional you would like 
from the Centers of Agriculture and University of 
Minnesota Extension regarding farm transition 
and estate planning educational resources?

The research team addressed reliability and validity  
of the instrument in several ways. It was assumed  
FBM instructors were able to reliably remember the 
number of farms they worked with and those farms’ 
respective transition status. FBM instructors have close 
and often long-term relationships with the farmers  
they serve. However, no test-retest of the instrument 
was conducted to check the assumption of accurate 
recall reliability. From a validity standpoint, it was 
assumed instructors understood the questions of 
the instrument as intended due to FBM instructors’ 
expertise in farm management topics and familiarity 
with terms used in the questions.3 Data collection 
for research objectives 1 and 2—based on instrument 
questions A, B, and C—resulted in discrete, interval-
level variables, enabling objective quantitative analysis 
(Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun, 2012). Research objective 
3—based on instrument question D—is qualitative 
in nature, but the format of this short one-page 
questionnaire and no follow-up questions led to brief 
responses from only half of respondents. As described 
in Merriam and Tisdell (2016), it was unlikely that 
saturation of qualitative responses was reached  
using this survey instrument. This limited validity of 
objective 3.

Analysis
The hardcopy farm transition questionnaires were 
collected the same day they were distributed, 
September 9, 2019. All anonymous questionnaire 
responses were then entered into Microsoft Excel 16.0 
by a trained Extension support staff member. Data 
was further analyzed in Excel to report descriptive 
statistics for research questions 1 and 2, including 
frequency, percentage, range, and standard deviation. 
Quantitative methods followed approaches as 
described in Field (2015) and Fraenkel, Wallen, and 
Hyun (2012).

Prior to performing descriptive analysis of the data, 
a chi-square test of independence was conducted 
to determine if respondents answered the two 
questions related to number of farms observed to be 
transitioning differently than randomly expected. This 
analysis contributed to the measurement of validity 
within the study. The null hypothesis assumed that 
the difference in the categorical selection of whether 
farms were transitioning and random selection was 
not significantly different from zero. The alternative 
hypothesis indicated selection by respondents was 
independent (i.e., different from zero). The alpha level 
was set at 0.05 a priori. The 2 × 2 observed table was 
constructed with actively transitioning as column one 
and transitioning within the next five years as column 
two. Row one was yes (the sum of responses for each 
question), and row two was no (the difference between 
the sum of yeses and the total number of FBM farms) 
(Table 1). The 2 × 2 expected table was constructed by 
applying random selection of yes/no (0.5 or 50%) 
to the total possible number of farms represented 
by respondents (n = 2,324) to column one’s actively 
transitioning and to the remaining farms (n = 1,162) 
in column two’s transitioning in the next five years 
(Table 2). A third 2 × 2 table was constructed by taking 
(observed-expected)2/expected; the sum of this table 
is the chi-square statistic, X2 (1, n = 2,324) = 1,873.68, p 
= < 0.001 (Table 3). The null hypothesis was rejected, 
indicating respondents’ selection of whether farms were 
transitioning was significantly different from random 
selection. Based on this result, further qualitative 
analysis of research objectives 1 and 2 proceeded.

Research objective 3 was qualitative in nature, but as 
described in the Instrumentation section, the short 
format of the questionnaire and lack of ability for probing 
follow-up questions to expand answers meant that a 
full thematic qualitative analysis with coding was not 
conducted. Instead, responses were read multiple 
times by the research team, looking for repetition of 
ideas. Repetitive short-format ideas regarding suggested 
transition educational content were then summarized.
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RESULTS
Fifty FBM instructors replied, representing 2,324 
Minnesota farms enrolled in adult FBM educational 
programming (Table 4). The average number of farms 
each instructor worked with was 46.48 farms (SD = 
14.55, range 6–65). In general, instructors beginning 
their career in FBM tend to work with fewer farms 
and those with more experience have a larger base of 
farms, which helps explain the wide reported range of 
farms per instructor.

Research objective 1—measure how many farms in 
Minnesota’s FBM program are actively going through 
a farm transition—was analyzed with descriptive 
statistics. An estimated 17.77% of farms (413) were 
undergoing active transition. On a per-instructor basis, 
the average instructor was working with 8.26 farms 
(SD = 6.33, range 0–23) in active transition.

Research objective 2—measure how many farms in 
Minnesota’s FBM program are likely to go through 
farm transition planning in the next five years—was 
also analyzed with descriptive statistics. An estimated 
25.99% of farms (604) are likely to undergo transition 
in the next five years. On a per-instructor basis, the 
average instructor was working with 12.08 farms (SD 
= 7.96, range 1–40) likely to undergo transition in the 
next five years. Overall, FBM instructors identified 
that 43.76% of their FBM program’s farms (1,017) were 
actively transitioning at present or likely to transition 
within the next five years.

Research objective 3—identify what suggestions 
FBM professionals have for educational programming 
on farm transition—was approached from a non-
quantitative perspective. As addressed in the previous 
section, the qualitative responses (n = 26) were not 
formally analyzed for emergent themes, because it 
was unlikely that saturation of responses had been 
reached (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Despite the lack 
of full qualitative thematic analysis, there was some 
repetition of ideas identified among responses. These 
included the need for legal information tailored to 
agricultural transitions, the different needs of farms 
starting a plan versus finishing a plan, the different 
needs for farm transition planning within family 
versus exit planning, and the need to continue farm 
transition conversations started in workshop-based 
programs into one-on-one settings.

While these comments are addressed from the 
educational needs of the FBM participant/farmer, there 
were also comments related to the needs of the FBM 
instructor. Several respondents included suggestions 

for farm transition professional development aimed 
at those new to the career field. Other respondents 
suggested “worksheets,” “cheat sheets,” or “updates” 
for instructors to utilize with farm families in transition. 
Skills-based content desired by respondents included 
farm transition educational programming focused on 
both soft skills (e.g., communication) and technical 
skills (e.g., legal and financial options).

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
In the next five years, farm transition is expected to 
be a part of the farm management process for about 
half of all farms (44%) enrolled in Minnesota FBM, with 
about one-fifth (18%) already actively in transition. 
The percentages from this study were lower than the 
percentages the Minnesota sort of the 2017 Census of 
Agriculture indicated for farm estate and succession 
planning decision-making. Fifty-nine percent of 
Minnesota producers (65,971 out of a total of 111,760 
producers) indicated they were involved in estate and 
succession planning decision-making on the 2017 
Census of Agriculture. As many as four producers from 
each farm could respond to the question. At the overall 
farm level, the percentage jumps higher to 66% of 
Minnesota farms (45,498 farms out of a total of 68,822 
farms) with at least one producer involved in estate and 
succession planning decision-making (USDA NASS, 
2017). However, as mentioned in the introduction, 
just because a producer indicates involvement in 
transition decision-making (e.g., on the 2017 Census 
of Agriculture) does not always mean they are actively 
transitioning from a legal or business perspective. 
Thinking about farm transition does not necessarily 
mean legal aspects of succession and estate planning 
have taken place. Nonetheless, in terms of state and 
national data on farm estate and succession planning 
numbers, the Census of Agriculture provides useful 
insight, clearly shows a large number of farmers 
thinking about transition decisions, and indicates that 
the results of this survey were not too high.

While farm transition planning is not a new concept 
for farm management professionals, the large number 
of farms and producers expected to go through the 
time-intensive and often complex process of farm 
transition in the coming years is noteworthy. Although 
MN FBM farms do not mirror the general population 
of farmers and it is not appropriate to generalize these 
results across all farmers, Census of Agriculture data 
on estate and succession planning can nevertheless 
be generalized. Whether looking at the census data 
or the quantitative results of this study, large numbers 
of farm transitions are undoubtedly coming. Farm 
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families and farmland owners across the United States 
are facing change in the coming years and need to be 
able to properly communicate, analyze, develop, and 
execute individualized estate and succession plans in 
order to transition farms to the next generation.

Most people within the farm management and 
appraisal professions have heard horror stories of farm 
succession and estate planning (or lack of planning) 
leading to undesired results. As identified in other 
studies (Hughes and Mehlhorn, 2019; Schlesser, 
Stuttgen, and Mills-Lloyd, 2019) and the qualitative 
results of this study, many barriers exist within the 
farm transition process. However, if those barriers 
are overcome, properly managed farm transition 
helps facilitate farm entry for beginning farmers 
and retirement/estate planning for older farmers 
(Kirkpatrick, 2013). While group-based educational 
programming such as Extension workshops (Hachfeld 
et al., 2009, 2013) provide an important and valuable 
part of the transition puzzle, farm transition decision-
making and follow-through ultimately happen on 
an individual farm basis. Knowing that farms will 
have increased needs for farm transition assistance, 
particularly at the one-on-one level, farm management 
and appraisal professionals and educators can prepare 
themselves for the upcoming transition challenges of 
their students and/or clients.

FOOTNOTES
1.   Data in the paragraph referring to land ownership by farmers 

age 65 and older was from the 2012 Census rather than the 
2017 Census. In 2017, USDA NASS stopped publicly releasing 
a special sort of farm characteristics by age of producer, so 
number of acres owned by those over age 65 was not readily 
available in 2017 but was available for 2012. Furthermore, the 
older 2012 terminology of “principal operator” is used in this 
paragraph in accordance with the 2012 dataset instead of the 
newer 2017 USDA terminology of “primary producer.”

2.   This statement was corroborated in personal communication 
on January 19, 2021, with AgCentric Assistant Director Judy 
Barka. Data from FBM instructor surveys informs statewide 
policy of farm management topics.

3.   From a validity and results perspective, it was assumed that 
FBM instructors interpreted questions B and C as mutually 
exclusive based on the wording of the instrument and verbal 
instructions. Based on responses, this appears to be the 
case for most instructors; however, at least two respondents 
had answers to questions B and C that sum to higher than 
question A. This indicates that at least two instructors did not 
consider B and C mutually exclusive.
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Table 1. Observed Results of Farm Transitions Among Minnesota Farm Business Management Enrollees (N = 2324)

Variable Actively Transitioning Next 5 Years

Going through transition 413 604

Not going through transition 1,911 1,307

Total 2,324 1,911

Note: Data from survey of 50 instructor respondents representing 2,324 farms enrolled in MN State’s FBM program in 2019.

Table 2. Expected Yes/No Random Results of Farm Transitions Among Minnesota Farm Business  
Management Enrollees (N = 2,324)

Variable Actively Transitioning Next 5 Years

Going through transition 1,162 581

Not going through transition 1,162 581

Total 2,324 1,162

Table 3. [(Observed-Expected)^2/Expected] of Farm Transitions Among Minnesota Farm Business  
Management Enrollees (N = 2,324)

Variable Actively Transitioning Next 5 Years

Going through transition 482.79 0.91

Not going through transition 482.79 907.19

Note: X2 (1, n = 2,324) = 1,873.68, p = < 0.001.

Table 4. Farms in Transition as Identified by Minnesota Farm Business Management Instructors (N = 50)

Variable Number
Percent of Total Farms 

(N = 2,324)
Mean per 

Instructor

Standard  
Deviation per  

Instructor Range

Farms in active transition 413 17.77 8.26 6.33 0–23

Farms transitioning next 5 
years

604 25.99 12.08 7.96 1–40

Farms transitioning combined 1,017 43.76 20.34 12.24 1–56

Total farms represented by  
respondents

2,324 100.00 46.48 14.55 6–65




