
Direct to
Consumer
Marketing 101
Alexis Sheffield | Extension Specialist | Center for Crop Diversification
Savannah Columbia | Extension Associate | Center for Crop Diversification

DOWNLOAD THIS
PRESENTATION

HERE



Center for Crop Diversification

SAVANNAH
EXTENSION ASSOCIATE

EMILY
EXTENSION ASSOCIATE

GABE
EXTENSION ASSOCIATE

TIM
EXTENSION PROFESSOR

BRETT
EXTENSION SPECIALIST

ALEXIS
EXTENSION SPECIALIST

Ag Economics & Horticulture



What can we NOT achieve today?
Thorough individual reflection on strengths
and weaknesses 
Establish relationships with buyers to assess
interest/demand 
Provide a simple roadmap for “how to sell to
X channel” 
Turn you into a master marketer 



What CAN we achieve today?
Provide you with a few tools to begin some
self-assessment 
Make sure you know about key people &
resources that can help you 
Discuss how to evaluate different markets
(and products for those markets) 
Identify key variables to consider



What we’re talking about
market channel decision making

advantages & disadvantages of
direct-to-consumer channels

questions to guide you



5 WAYS TO MARKET CHANNEL
DECISION MAKING

VALUE YOUR TIME
As a farmer & business owner, you should place
value on your own time when evaluating
market channel opportunities.

1.

KEEP RECORDS!

Take the time to keep records, even if only for
“snapshot” periods, so you can make informed
decisions about your business.

2.

USE THE 6 FACTORS OF
PERFORMANCE

Evaluate a channel for its: Weekly sales volume,
profit, labor requirement, risk, associated
costs, and lifestyle compatibility.

3.

RANK & COMPARE
Rank each channel for each performance factor
(give a a”1" to the best), add them up, and the
channel with the lowest total is the best.

4.

MULTIPLE CHANNEL
STRATEGIES

Combine channels to maximize sales. Have at
least one “steady” channel and one that is
flexible in its volume demand.

5.

Choosing Direct Marketing Channels for Agricultural Products. Megan L. Bunch
and Matthew D. Ernst. University of Tennessee Center for Profitable Agriculture.



Farmers Market



AdvantagesFlexible marketing opportunities for
inexperienced producers or for trying
out new items.

No requirement for sales volume

Allows flexibility in quality and the
methods of selling.

No standard pack/grade

Can see prices, demand, consumer
preferences, and willingness to pay
in real-time.

Access to market information

Can establish a customer
base with some built-in
customers too.

Opportunity Creator



DisadvantagesRequires customer service skills &
good representation of farm

Selling face-to-face

Can be a lot, especially if processing
credit card transactions

Many small transactions

Travel time, set-up time, early
mornings, etc. can be exhausting

Market Schedules

May have booth fees, space
limitations depending on
market

Limited vendor space



Farmers
Market Price
Data



Roadside Stand



AdvantagesProducers set expectations for grade
and sales volumes

No requirement for sales volume

Offer new/experimental products
with low risk

Test market for products

Regular days/hours still important
for producer and  customer

Producer sets schedule

Can be a good way to sell
product in a higher traffic
area

Location Improvement



DisadvantagesCustomers generally interested in
quickly stopping, but still need
customer service skills

Selling face-to-face

Marketing costs of transporting
product to roadside stand

Many small transactions

Needs to be safe & easy for customers to
access; Need property owner permission
(may have a fee/permit)

Location challenges



Roadside Stands &
Farmers Markets

High prices, opportunities for
direct customer interaction 

Limited sales volume potential 

Marketing is time intensive 

Lower barriers to entry



Community
Supported
Agriculture
(CSA)



AdvantagesMany customers pay at least partially
up-front & provides cash flow before
season ; helps estimate product need

Can reduce risk & capital needs

Due to farmer relationship,
customers care less about aesthetics

May reduce customer sensitivity
to cosmetic defects

Typical CSA customers are very
interested in knowing about their
farmer/farm operation

Can help build community
around farm brand

Most marketing happens in
off-season; focus on farming
during season

Reduces marketing time
during production season



Disadvantages
Required each year due to annual
member turnover

Extensive out-of-season
marketing

Smaller customer demographic; bad
interactions have bigger consequences

Heavy reliance on word-of-mouth
marketing

Attracting members requires early
and late season offerings and highly
diverse product selection

Requires careful crop planning &
season extension

CSA membership agreements
are time intensive; reduces
price flexibility

Season-long commitment



Community
Supported
Agriculture
(CSA)



Helpful CSA
Resources



U-pick



Advantages
Can eliminate time needed to pack,
grade, or prepare crops for sales

Reduces harvest & handling
labor

May not need equipment like cold
storage, when customers take it
home right then

Lower equipment costs

Customer experience is part of the
product

Potential for larger transactions
to sell lower-quality product



Disadvantages
You need people to come to your
farm!

Requires good location or
superior advertising

Customers likely to venture to
unsupervised areas; need to reduce
customer exposure to hazards

Liability

Must be on-site to supervise
customers; may also affect crop
yields due to uneven harvesting

Staffing/supervising concerns



U-pick resources



On-farm retail



AdvantagesReduces marketing costs (no need
for fuel or transportation)

No transportation costs

But do not overlook product
presentation and attractiveness

No standard pack/grade

Creates destination for customers,
adding value over a typical retail  
transaction

Experiential buying

Establishes immediate
rapport with customers

Provides credibility for
“locally grown”



DisadvantagesPeople are hard.

Selling face-to-face

Customers may show up on
days/hours the store is not open-
how will you handle it?

Stretched boundaries

Good location is VITAL- can be
overcome with good marketing, but
its difficult

Location challenges

Assess risk and develop a
risk management plan; talk
to your insurance agent

Liability

Depending on what kind of
farm retail store you want

Can be capital intensive
to develop



On-farm retail

Low-Medium Potential Volume 

Can be time-intensive



On-farm retail
resources

@ccduky on YouTube



Online Sales



AdvantagesNo need for a storefront. Many online
platforms are pay-per-transaction,
not upfront payment.

Can have low overhead costs

Can make you competitive with
other grocery options.

Provide convenience for
customers

Does not have to include shipping if that
doesn’t work for your business/time.

Can be flexible for you and customers



DisadvantagesAre you a logistics person?

Problem-solving delivery/pick-up

Can be a challenge- but there is some good
training out there for popular platforms

Learning curve of an online platform

Need to be “on call” for issues

Customer service for any problems



Customer
Characteristics,
Values &
Preferences

» Where are your customers or potential customers located?
» Where or how far are they willing to travel to purchase products?
» Where do they currently shop for similar products?
» How frequently do they purchase similar products?
» How much product do they typically purchase at one time?
» How much do they value convenience? How convenient will it be
for customers to purchase through a particular market channel?
» How much do they value an experience on the farm?
» How much are they willing to pay for products with various
characteristics?
» Would customers value products with “organic,” “locally grown”
or other niche characteristics?
» Which methods of communication will be most likely to
effectively reach potential customers?

Producers considering a direct marketing channel
should ask themselves questions that help identify
the consumer demand for their products. Such
questions include:

GUIDING QUESTIONS



Product
Characteristics

» How much product do you plan to have available for market?
» Are you prepared to supply an appropriate quantity of products
for the market?
» Are you able to employ season-extension techniques?
» What will it take to harvest and prepare the products for the
market?
» Is it possible for customers to harvest the products themselves
through U-Pick?
» Are the products easily transportable?
» What, if any, special equipment is needed to transport or market
the products?
» What, if any, special labor skills are needed in transport or
marketing?
» Are there any special regulatory requirements for marketing your
products through specific channels? If so, can you meet those
requirements?

Questions producers should ask themselves about
their products related to choosing a direct
marketing channel include:

GUIDING QUESTIONS



Land

» Where/how far is your operation located in relation to your target
customers?
» Is your operation easily accessible to customers (easy to find,
good roads, etc.)?
» What facilities or equipment do you have available for use in
marketing?
» Does your farm match the image you want customers to have of
your business?
» Is your farm aesthetically pleasing?
» Do you have adequate space for customer parking?
» Are there any extraordinary safety issues that would increase risk
of inviting customers
to the farm (ponds, farm equipment traffic, etc.)?
» Are you comfortable taking on the risk of having customers visit
the farm?
» Are you able to offer an experience at the farm?

Questions producers should ask themselves about
their land resources related to choosing a
direct marketing channel include:

GUIDING QUESTIONS



Labor

» How much labor and which skills are required for the direct
marketing channel(s) being considered?
» How much time is available from existing labor sources (family
and hired labor)?
» What skills are possessed by available labor related to
production, marketing and customer service?
» What are the costs of available labor?
» Which skills need to be sought from other labor sources?
» If additional labor is needed, what is the expected cost?

Questions producers should ask themselves about
their labor resources related to choosing a
direct marketing channel include:

GUIDING QUESTIONS



Capital

» Which types of infrastructure and/or equipment are necessary for
the direct marketing channel(s) being considered and how much is
the total estimated cost?
» Which type of marketing (communication/advertising) will be
needed to initially reach out to potential customers and how much
is it estimated to cost?
» How much capital do you have or have access to for necessary
infrastructure, equipment and marketing expenses?

Producers should compare answers to these questions related to
available resources to the characteristics, advantages and
disadvantages of the various market channels.

Questions producers should ask themselves about
their capital resources related to choosing a
direct marketing channel include:

GUIDING QUESTIONS



combining
market 
channels

GUIDE TO MARKET CHANNEL SECLECTION: HOW TO SELL THROUGH WHOLESALE AND DIRECT MARKETING
CHANNELS, TOMPKINS COUNTY COOPERATIVE EXTENSION,  CORNELL UNIVERSITY



helpful resource



EXPANDING YOUR MARKET
key takeaways

STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES
what energizes and drains you?
what can you outsource?

OPPORTUNITY COSTS OF NEW MARKETS
what do you need to give up to take on a new market
and what will that “cost” you?

WILL YOU HAVE TO HIRE HELP?
do you have procedures for optimizing their time?



SELLING DIRECTLY TO RESTAURANTS AND RETAILERS BY GAIL FEENSTRA, JERI OHMART, AND DAVID
CHANEY. UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE RESEARCH AND EDUCATION PROGRAM
(2003).
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GUIDE TO MARKET CHANNEL SELECTION: HOW TO SELL THROUGH WHOLESALE & DIRECT MARKETING
CHANNELS. TOMPKINS COUNTY COOPERATIVE EXTENSION, CORNELL UNIVERSITY (2010).

CHOOSING DIRECT MARKETING CHANNELS FOR AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS. MEGAN L. BUNCH AND
MATTHEW D. ERNST. UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE CENTER FOR PROFITABLE AGRICULTURE.

CORNELL SMALL FARMS PROGRAM, GUIDE TO FARMING: 26: DIRECT MARKETING OPTIONS
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