Initial Considerations for Marketing a U-Pick Operation in Kentucky
Introduction
A popular practice among Kentucky agritourism farms is Pick-your-own or U-Pick operations. U-pick allows customers to travel to the farm and harvest their own products, gain educational experience of agriculture, and potentially offset farm harvest labor. There are challenges, but also considerable opportunities for farm businesses offering Pick-your-own options. Whether you want to provide education about agriculture or find another form of income for your operation, there are several reasons for implementing pick-your-own management practices.
U-Pick operations saw renewed enthusiasm in the early 2020s during the Covid-19 pandemic. Many urban and suburban centers had gathering restrictions, limiting in-person activities to outdoor-only. This opened up a unique opportunity for U-pick farms to be a desirable location for people to leave their homes and make memories during this unique time. Farmers across the state and the nation responded to this opportunity and started adjusting or expanding their operations to meet consumer demand. U-pick operations are a form of direct-to-consumer marketing that requires  specific marketing considerations. Below are some key factors you want to consider whether you are just starting out with your U-pick operation or looking to improve the marketing of your current operation.
Identifying your demographic
When looking at your business goals and where you see your U-pick operation going; it is important to identify your target audience. This will influence various management practices including marketing, pricing, services offered, goods available, and other factors. Understanding the community and the surrounding area can play key roles in this. U-pick operations can look very different depending on where they are located. For instance, if you are closer to a college town, you might want to target those in their late teens and early twenties. Whereas if you live in a more rural, less developed area, you might want to target a family or retirement-age demographic. You will likely decide that you will market your business to multiple demographic groups, and it’s important to use different strategies to reach these audiences. Keep in mind that if you are too far away from towns or cities, any on-farm sales effort will likely face marketing challenges. 
Marketing to your demographic
There are many ways to better understand who your target customers may be, including:
· Being involved in your community so that you have a good understanding of the age, income, and other demographics
· Being flexible: it is important to tailor your business to your community so that you can stand out against other businesses in your area.
· Becoming familiar with the ways that people in your community find and gather information- is this through local radio, social media, or community message boards? 
As you are likely to target multiple groups, you will need to use multiple strategies to reach them. For example
·  Younger audiences may be more open to text and email sign-ups, reward programs, giveaways, and social media engagement. 
· Some rural and elderly customers are better reached via word of mouth, radio, newspaper, or community-based advertisements, but many of them also use social media too. 
All of this suggests starting with a multi-method marketing approach, including a variety of channels and assessing the efficacy of those efforts often. These might include:
· email lists
· social media
· Cards
· Pamphlets
· printed materials
· radio or TV advertisements
· Billboards
· local signage
· custom product packaging, and any other number of strategies. 
Regardless of your approach, you want to be able to get feedback from your customers to further refine your approach. Customer surveys, inviting social media feedback, and offering coupons or discounts for feedback are all methods you might consider getting feedback from your customers on your products and your marketing approach. 
Website 
A common question is “Do I need a website?” And this can vary based on your strategy and goals for your U-pick operation. A website offers an opportunity to share information about your business with your clients who are unfamiliar with agriculture or how pick-your-own works.  It also creates an option for customers to pay the admission fee online. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some U-pick operations implemented online scheduling programs through their websites to allow them to manage how many people were on-farm at once and promote social distancing. Since the pandemic, some of these operations have maintained a scheduling system to manage traffic and ensure high quality experiences for their customers.  For many producers, the downside of having a website is the logistical challenge of creating and managing it. In recent years, many low-cost DIY websites and e-commerce design services have emerged to allow businesses and individuals to create and control their online presence. Some of the popular platforms among Kentucky producers include Square, Wix, and Squarespace. 
 Some key information you'll likely want on a website:
· Address
· Days & Hours of Operation
· Activities offered
· Clear Pricing
· Images of familiar places and staff
· Calendar of Product Availability
· “What to expect” or “visiting the farm”
· Contact Information
On-site Communication
Clear Signage & Instructions
Signage is an opportunity to communicate about your brand, direct customers to different parts of the operation, and to inform customers of the rules of your operation. While you cannot guarantee that customers will respect rules that you have in place, having clear signage and instructions for your customers can help decrease the odds of them doing excess damage or wandering into areas that are off-limits to the public. Signs should be plentiful, legible, redundant and located in any retail spaces and in the field. Employees should be aware of rules and reinforce them with customers. Make sure your rules are consistent across signage, website, and employee training.
One sign you’ll likely want to have on farm is an Agritourism Limited Liability sign available at-cost from the Kentucky Department of Agriculture. (link: https://www.kyagr.com/marketing/documents/AT_LLWarningSign.pdf ) Producers outside of Kentucky should consult with their agriculture department to see if a similar sign and protection are available for your operation. Though this sign does not replace liability insurance, it is another strategy to offer protection as you invite the public onto your farm.  
Admission Fees 
 Producers may be hesitant to invite communities with little-to-no farm experience into their fields, but there are strategies they might use to assure safety, minimize economic damage, and ensure a good customer experience. One of these strategies is to charge an admission fee. Interviews and conversations with producers revealed that on average, visitors will damage or eat some products while in the field. Some estimate this damage at around $5 per customer.  Implementing an admission fee allows you to have a source of income on this inevitable loss. Managers highly recommend implementing your admission fee from the start of your business so that consumers can expect it every year, rather than building your customer base for several years and then implementing an admission fee. Producers who established their business without an admission fee reported that customers are resistant to paying a new fee. Some of these businesses have implemented only a very small fee of (for example, $2) to defray costs.
In addition to offsetting potential losses, U-pick admission fees may help generate revenue that can be reinvested in new or improved agritourism features like child play areas, hayrides, shuttles, and other infrastructural updates to enhance customer experience.  The important part of the admission fee is to make it high enough to cover operating expenses and produce losses, it also needs to be low enough so that consumers are not discouraged by the fee. Note that the fee is in addition to the price you’ll charge for the produce your customer purchases.
Other Markets
While some U-pick operations market exclusively through that channel, U-pick is more typically part of a marketing mix that helps to diversify risk and create relationships with different customer segments. Other market types you may consider include local farmers markets, on-farm markets, roadside stands, produce auctions, and selling to local restaurants or wholesalers. You can also consider diversifying your agritourism operation itself with things like on-site playgrounds, hayrides, wedding venue rentals, school field trips, or on-farm events. 
Programs in Kentucky 
Kentucky is fortunate enough to have an abundance of programs for producers. Many of these programs include the Kentucky Proud Program, Community Supported Ag (CSA), Farmers Market, Farm to Fork, Appalachia Proud, Homegrown by Heros, Kentucky Farm to School Program, Certified Farm Markets, Produce Auctions, and so many more. These programs bridge the gap between locally produced food and the table. Consumers often find these relationships with farmers valuable, and this keeps them coming back repeatedly. More resources for these programs can be found below. 
https://www.kyfb.com/federation/programs/certified-farm-markets/
https://www.kyagr.com/marketing/direct-farm-marketing.html
https://www.kyfarmtoschool.com/ 
Conclusion
U-pick operations come with inherent risks for farming enterprises, but with proper precautions, farms can thrive within the agritourism sector. The benefits of U-pick ventures are substantial, including the creation of an additional income stream, reduced labor costs, and the opportunity for consumers to gain valuable experiences in agriculture. The extra income can help with farm maintenance or even expansion, ensuring that farms continue to serve their communities for many years. By reducing labor demands, allowing customers to pick their own produce also frees up employees for other tasks. While U-pick operations still require adequate staffing, the workload is generally reduced, allowing for more flexible labor arrangements. Additionally, educating the public about agriculture through these hands-on experiences offers an irreplaceable opportunity to bridge the gap between consumers and the farming industry, particularly for those with limited agricultural exposure.

However, it's essential not to overlook the challenges that accompany opening a farm to the public. Farmers must manage the behavior of visitors who may not always respect the property, and they must also recognize the intensive management that U-pick operations demand. Every decision, from how crops are presented to how visitors are handled, will be scrutinized by the public. Therefore, ensuring that all aspects of the operation are carefully researched and managed is crucial to success. By balancing the benefits and obstacles, farmers can create a sustainable U-pick operation that supports profitability, education, and the long-term viability of the farm within its community.
