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Whole Farm Survey Data for Economic 
Indicators and Performance Measures 
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Abstract 

The aggregate economIc Inwcators and statlstlcal serles pubhshed by the U S 
Department of Agnculture provIde InsufficIent Informatlon for declslonmakers re
questing w.ssggregated analyses of farm Industrles, farm types, or farm SIzeS 
However, th,s Informatlon can be obtained through the annual probablhty-based 
Farm Costs and Returns Survey, whIch uses Integrated rephcate samphng 
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INTRODUCTION 

Users of agncultural data have become accustomed 
to a long history of published aggregate agnculturaI 
~tls1;,cs The Bureau of the Census, through the 
qwnquenrual Census of Agriculture, and the U_S 
Department of Agnculture (USDA), through perlodlc 
surveys conducted by the Natlonal AgnculturaI 
StatIStICS ServIce (NABS)', have proVlded most ag
gregate farm sector data on the number of farms, the 
charactenstlcs of farms and theu- operators, land use, 
commodity productIon, chBposltlOn and value, Inven
tones, certaIn purchased inputs and other resource 
use, pnces pRld and receIved, and IInnted data on 
labor hours and wages (2) 2 

Although a vanety of prlmary and secondary data 
senes IS aVRllable for economIC analYSIS, the agn
cultural data base contlnues to contain lIlSJor Inade
quacIes LIttle attention has been gIVen to "our _ _ 
investment In the conceptualiZatIon of agncultural 
data systems and to developIng the entirely new sys
tems of data needed to contend WIth problems of a 
rapidly changing economy and way of life" (1)_ The 
techrucal, finanCIal, and managerlal orgaruzatlOn of 
fanmng IS undergOIng dramatlc changes Yet, the 
econonnc data base for agnculture remams focused 

·The authors are agnc:ultural economISts Wlth the National 
ECODOIruCS DtVlSlon, ERS 

IFormerly the StatIStical Reportmg Servtce 
2ltahcJ..Ze<i numbers 10 parentheses refer to Items In the 

References at the end of thIS article 

largely on the concept of a homogeneous fanmng sec
tor - informatIon about the econonnc performance and 
wen-beIng of chfferent types and BlZeB of farms and 
other wstnbutlOnaI Issues may, therefore, not be 
reliable when denved from aggregate StatlStlCS (13) 

A second, more practIcal problem IS the lack of ap
propnate data to Implement current aggregate 
economIc Inwcator concepts and wstrlbutlOnal In
wcators eIther now developed or under development 
For example, a large number of the components of 
the farm Income and balance sheet StatlStlCS pub
hshed by the Econonnc Research ServIce (ERS) are 
benchmarked to SOCloecononuc data collected through 
the Census of AgrICulture and specIalIZed Census 
foUowup surveys, many of wInch have been d,scon
tinued Thus, POrtIOns of our agncultural economIC 
StatlStlCS senes have been eIther WIthout a bench
mark data source, such as off-farm Income, or WIth a 
benchmark that, at best, WI"II soon be more than a 
decade old 

Two Important Issues relate to our lnablhty to fully 
use survey data to develop and Improve research 
related to the weB-being and performance of agncul
tural subsectors Fu-st, aI though eXlStlng published 
data are useful, even crltlcal, to most economIc 
analyses, these cross-tabulatIOns are often inade
quate to meet specIalIZed analytIcal needs or to 
create new or nontrawtlOnal economIc Inwcators 
Th,s Inadequacy occurs because many of the pohcy 
or research problems to be addressed focus on mIcro
economIc Issues and requu-e data that focUs on sub-
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sets of the farm-sector populatlOn Wlth partIcular 
charactenstlcs And, although data are publIshed for 
mOJor farm subsectors and by MOJOr farm character
IStiCS, SImIlar data, are not avaIlable gtVlng Jomt 
dtatnbutlons of these and other charactenstlcs such 
as SIZe of farm, finanCIal structure of the busmess, 
and socloeconOInlC charactenstlcs of the operator (10) 

We are also unable to match data from mttltlple 
survey sources to proVIde an Integrated perspectIve 
on the economIc performance of the farm sector 
Surveys are conducted at dtfferent tImes and by dtf
ferent orgaruzatlOns for dtfferent purposes The 
population to be surveyed also changes Moreover, .r 
surveys are conducted Wlth dtfferent samplIng pro
cedures, analytical questIOns may be raIsed about 
the use of multi-source, multi-time-frame data eIther 
to develop economIc performance measures'or to 
analyze changes m economIc structure or behaVIor 

Over the last decade, and especIally over the last 3 
years, ERS has been reVleWlng the conceptual foun
datIOns and emplncal procedures m the publIshed m
come, coat of productIOn, balance sheet, and produc
tIvity accounts We have also been reVleWlng the prI
mary surveys conducted by ERS and NASS to support 
enterpnse costs, productIVIty, farm mcome, and 
balance sheet accounts Over ,the' last several years, 
USDA has reVIsed enterpnse (cost-of-productlon) and 
whole-farm (Income) survey questlol1I18Jres, samplIng 
methodology, and sample SIzeS These reVISIOns WIll 
prOVIde a data base suffiCIent to allow dIsaggregation 
of the natIOnal accounts to'proVlde statIstically 
rehable data on farms by type, SIZe, and regton 
USDA has also deSIgned modular questIonnaIres to 
eastly accept data changes m mcome, finance, or cost 
concepts SO that future changes m data needs WIll 
not cause mOJor changes m survey deSIgn 

A Historical Perspective 

The qualIty and use of agrIcultural data embrace 
both conceptual development and empmcal measure
ment The research commumty, both wlthm and out
SIde USDA, has focused consIderable attention for 
many decades on the quahty and potential analytIcal 
usefulness of a natIOnal agncultural data system for 
the farm sector to support pohcy, productIOn, finance, 
and farm management research 

Conceptual Development 

The CommIttee on EconomIC StatistIcs of the 
Amencan Agncttltural EconoInlcs ASSOCIatIOn stated 
m 1972 that, WIth contmued structural transforma
tIOns m agncu1ture and rural hfe, "theoretical con
cepts around whIch we have constructed our data 
systems grow progressIvely more obsolete-so 
obsolete that mmor tmkermg WIth each Census or 
survey no longer seems to bndge the,basIC Inade
quacy of the Ideas bemg quantified" (1) The Com
mIttee left the profeSSIOn WIth an ambitlOus agenda 
of tOPICS focused on reducmg data collectIon obso
lescence As Lee noted, however, the COmmtttee dId 
not go beyond hstmg Issues that establIshed "the 
dImenSIOns of SOCIal data needs "(6) However, 
several years later, 10 h,s preSIdential address, 
Bonnen moved the profeSSIon well beyond hstmg 
data needs by prOVIdIng InsIght mto conceptual ob
solescence 10 data and by developmg a paradigm for 
an agncttltural mformatlon system (3) 

Durmg the sIxties and seventIes, USDA economIsts 
also studIed conceptual and empmcal data system 
Issues, the latter through statIstIcal redesIgn of 
samplIng frames for crops and lIvestock "The cor
nerstone for a new farm statistICal structure 10 the 
Umted,States was laId 10 1966 when the StatIstical 
Reportmg ServIce of the USDA put a probabIlIty 
samplIng scheme mto operatIOn 10 the 48 contiguous 
States" (14) Begtnmng 10 1970, NASS used hst 
samphng frames to supplement area samphng 
frames, thus retamIng'a probablhty survey deSIgn 
whIle mtroducmg the "multlframe" samplIng pro
cedure mto USDA surveys In 1976, the "multl
frame" survey approach was extended to surveys 
used to collect economIc data 

ERS staff has researched the economIc concepts and 
accountmg procedures underlymg the cost and 10

come accounts publIshed by the Agency Weeks 
reVIewed aggregate data senes pubhshed for agncul
ture and explored alternative approaches to shIft the 
cOl'ceptual emphaSIS m agncultural data toward the 
same procedures and ratIOnale as the national 10

come and product accounts publIshed by the U S 
Department of Commerce (17) A task force on Farm 
Income and CapItal AccountIng was establIshed m 
1972 and agam 10 1974 to IDventory the baSIC In
come and accountmg work,done 10 ERS, appraIse 
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conceptual content and estimatIOn procedures, and 
proVlde recommendations for program Improvement 
(15, 16> 

Among the 1974 task force conclusIOns was'a recom
mendatIOn that "net Income of farms" be substJtuted 
for Unet Income of farm operatIons" This recommen
datIOn entailed a conceptual shift In the agncultural 
accounts, meamng that the farm would be measured 
as a bUSiness enterpnae or establishment, rather 
than as a,famlly household or consuming umt 

ERS has also moved toward Implementing the con
ceptual arguments advanced dunng the preVlOUS 
decade_ ReVlsed Income accounts first pubhshed In 
1980 were based on "the concept of separating the 
measurement of the econOInlC Vlablhty of the produc
tion units of the farm sector from the well-being of 
the'farm operator'caInllles" (11) ERS developed a 
farm productIOn tranSactIOn account to meaiiure the 
mcome from production estabhshments so that the 
value added by the farm production sector can be 
dlStnbuted to the InstJtutiOns or mdiVlduaIs who con
trol the sector's resources In tlus account, the 
residual IS a return to operators In 1983, ERS also 
reVlsed cost-of-productlOn accounts by Implementing 
a conceptually'stronger methodology and presenta
tIOn format The reVlsed cost-of-productlon budgets 
measure cash receipts, cash and econOInlC costs of 
productIOn, and cash-flow measures for enterpnses, 
and they proVlde a basiS for detenrumng the longrun 
return to farm assets 

Data Problems and the Economic 
Indicator Accounts 

The current data series are Increasmgly recogmzed 
as Inadequate for analYZIng mdustry-specrlic or 
distt:tbutlOnal Issues_ As KaIlek stated In 1981, 
"There IS a growing reallZBtlon that farms are In
creasmgly drlferent, they have drlferent resource 
charactenstlcs, needs, and goals Part-time farms dif
fer from full-time farms as do dairy farms from cash 
gram farms" (5) 

We do not diSCUSS all the data VOids or InadequaCies 
that eXISt for the venous Indicator accounts lD tins 
article These problems must eventually be addressed, I 
however, either through pnmary surveys or from 
secondary data sources, such as adIn1mstrative data 
provided by other USDA agenCies, mcluding the 

Farmers Home AdmlmstratlOn, or other mstltutlOns, 
-such as the Farm Credit System We WIll hlghhght a 
few specrnc conceptual and empmcal data Issues to 
Illustrate why ERS IS concerned WIth the appro
pnateness of Its own data'collectlOn efforts (9)_ 

First, ERS uses production, marketing, and pnce 
data obtained from NASS to estimate most compo
nents of gross receipts for the farm sector as a whole 
for most commodi ties We are concerned about cover
age, ho~ever, and we have discussed WIth NASS 
ways to Improve' aggrega~ estimates of "Inlnor" or 
specialty crop marketings Important to a partiCUlar 
locahty, but perhaps lesS Important either to an lD

dlVldual commodity or on a natIOnal basiS If these 
commodities are not properly Included In the ac
counts, gross receipts can be understated 

Second, we Include an estimate of the value of home 
consumptIOn of commodities produced on farms m 
estlmates'of net mcome to help fully account for the 
use of mputs that are meluded m sector expenses 
Rehable home consumptIOn data eXist for hvestock, 
but data for frUIts, vegetables, and other crops have 
not been available for several years A benchmark 
has Simply been adjusted to reflect changes that 
could affect consumptIOn ,We reVised our 1985 
surveys to collect consumption value estimates, and 
we WIll evaluate these data to determme their use
fulness m estlmatmg these accounts. 

Third, estimates of the value of the change m mven
tones are of cntlcal concern To estimate sector net 
mcome from productIOn activIties dunng a specrned 
calendar year, we el ther add to or subtract fro!,! 
gross mcome an estimate of the value of the change 
m phYSICal quantity We estimate the change m 
physlcsl quantity stored by subtractmg marketmgs 
and onfarm use from production Data have not been 
collected on the quantity offeed, hay, and other out
put fed on farms where produced, and benchmark 
estimates are several years old Meanwhile, changes 
m the operatmg characteristics of the feed-hvestock 
subsector mfluence estimates of the quantity of gram 
sold versus the quantity fed, and these changes affect 
the overall estimates of cash receipts To address 
these data problems, USDA added questIOns to sector 
surveys conducted for 1984 and 1985 The results 
from these questIOns will be used to detenrune the 
use of farm-produced feed and to derive a more 
rehable estimate of mventory adJustments and cash 
receipts 
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Fourth, we have also begun to research and revIew 
the gross receIpts accounts to detenrune If addltlonal 
mcome sources have been madvertently omItted For 
example, we now charge mterest paId on machmery 
and real estate as an expense, but we do not treat 
the sale of machmery as capItal account transactIOns 
or as an mcome source to the busmess S,m,larly, 
wages paId to famIly members are counted as ex
penses, whIch IS proper for the busmess, but these 
wages are not also counted as mcome when total 
family mcome IS bemg measured Any measure of 
famIly well-bemg IS probably understated WIthout 
consIderation of these wages, whIch amounted to 
about $3 b,llIOn m 1984 

Fifth, we still have not addresaed several conceptual 
and empmcal problems WhIle most expense esti
mates may have an adequate underlymg data base 
for any partIcular Item at an aggregate level, we do 
not know how expenses dIffer for dlfferent types of 
farm busmesses One conceptual Issue we are study
mg IS the need to separate hvestock purchased for 
capItal account uses from hvestock-purchased for 
resale Th,S separatIon would prevent overstatmg 
productIOn expenses and understatmg capItal expendl
tures Survey data from 1984 md,cate that about 34 
percent ofhvestock purchases were for breedlng stock 

SIXth, mterest expense estImates obtaIned through 
sector surveys, mcludlng the Census of Agnculture, 
dIffer sigruficantly from estimates developed from 
the use of InstitutIOnal debt and a calcwated average 
mterest rate Survey data, mcludmg the 1982 Cen
sus of Agnculture, suggest that cash mterest ex
penses may be overstated m the USDA accounts 
Moreover, the accounts should dlstmgulsh short-term 
productIon loans from longer term loans ,and farm 
versus household shares Fmanclal data whIch more 
clearly dlstmqUIsh between operator and landlord 
debt holdlngs and debt for farm and nonfarm bUSI
ness purposes (even If the debt were secured by farm 
collateral, espeCIally real estate) wowd greatly Im
prove the accuracy and usefulness of both the mcome 
and balance sheet accounts 

Seventh, purchased but unused fuel, seed, fertIlIZer, 
and feed are expense Items that pr~bably should be 
mcluded m an operatmg mput mventory because 
many farmers prepurchase and stock these Items for 
later use To the extent that mputs are purchased 
but not consumed, mcome and balance sheet ac

counts cowd be mcorrectly estimated and net mcome 
wowd be understated dunng the year of purchase 
and overstated durmg the year of use We collected 
data to prOVIde an operatmg mput inventory esti
mate the fIrst tIme for 1984. Our lrutIal estImate m
dlcated that farmers spent about $1 6 bllhon on m
puts stIll on hand at the end of the calendlIr year 

Because we do not know the year of purchase, we 
wIll need addltlonal data to track annual changes so 
that the change m mput mventones can be 
measured and added to or subtracted from gross m
come and assets measures We are also collectmg 
data to Improve estImates of the costs asSOCIated 
WIth marketIng, hmng, machmery, and custom-work 
serVIces These expense Items were probably not too 
Slgruficant when the mcome accounts were beIng 
developed many years ago, but they have become far 
more SIgruficant dunng the past decade 

Fmally, we need addltlOnal data to Improve the cost
of-productIOn (COP) estImates Speclahzed farm COP 
surveys have been used smce 1974 to determme ap
phcatIon rates, machInery operatIOns, bUIldmgs, and 
other techrucal InformatIon Because these com
modlty-speclfic surveys were taken every 4-5 years, 
cost estImates are pnmanly updated between survey 
years only for changes m mput pnces USDA econ
omIsts denve labor, fuel, lubncatlOn, and repaIr costs 
of machmery usmg engmeenng equatIOns and rela
tIOnshIPS denved m the SIxtIes We ,'should Ideally 
collect data to update all enterprIse cost Items an
nually based on a combInatIon of quantIty and prIce 
changes Instead of mput PrIce changes omy A more 
Important shortcommg of preVIOUS (pre-1984) crop 
COP surveys IS that they were conducted WIth a non
probablhty samphng deSIgn We have consequently 
not been able to use these data to conduct analyses 
of enterprIse costs concernmg the portIOn of produc
tIOn at certaIn cost levels, farm SIZe, commodlty 
speclahzatlOn, and other operatmg characteristICS 
useful m understandlng dlfferences m farm efficIency, 
costs, and returns Many of these enterprIse cost 
relatIOnshIps WIll be addressed WIth data collected 
m subsequent surveys 

Data Needs and Survey Plans 

PrIor to 1984, ERS and NASS Jomtly conducted two 
mdependent natIonal surveys' the Farm ProductIon 
Expendltures Survey (FPES) and the Cost-of-Produc
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tIon Survey (COPS) ERS has spent about $2.2 
DIlIl'0n on the FPES and COPS, alloWIng a survey 
sample suffiCIent to YIeld 3,0004,000 uaable COP 
questlonnrures and 7,000-8,000 uaable FPES ques· 
tlO1llUl11"es annually The FPES was a probabIlIty. 
based, whole·farm survey collectmg total farm ex· 
pense and receIpt data used m prepanng natIonal 
economIc mdIcator senes The COPS collected 
enterpnse·specrlic technIcal data by selectIng farms 
proportIonal to the acreage of selected enterpnses 
Although slDlllar mformatlOn was gathered from 
both surveys, the COPS data could not be used to 
supplement the FPES, and the FPES could not be 
used'to supplement COPS data (fig 1). Thus, from 
the perspectIve of eIther survey, much mformatlOn 

Figure 1 

FY 1978-79 Surveys 

Integrated 
characteristics 
and expenses 

Farm Production Expenditure 
Survey 

• 	 16,000 producers 

• 	 Whole farm survey· 

• 	 30 pages 

• 	 Structural and organizallOnal charactenstlcs 

• 	 Stratified probability sample by Income class of 
farm 

• 	 Each farm has expansion factor 

• 	 Aggregate expense statistics calculated 

• 	 Conceptual baSIS for FPES essentially modular With 
new sections added qUickly In response to ob
served Information needs 

was Irrelevant, from the perspectIve of dlstnbutlOnal 
analysIS, only a portIOn of the farm busmess mfor· 
matIon base needed was avrulable Because the sur· 
veys' data could not be merged, neIther survey pro
VIded a very relIable source of cross-tabulated data 
Even at the natIonal level, some of the data had 
relatIvely large measures of dIsperSIOn (coeffiCIents of 
vanatlOn for the 1981 FPES ranged from 82-150 
percent, for example) 

Mamtammg thIS dual·track enterpnse and whole 
farm survey system caused several other maJor prob· 
lems. FIrst, conductmg two mdependent surveys m· 
creased overhead costs for survey schools and costs 
for data collectIOn on those farms m both surveys 

~ 

~ 


Coot-of·ProduCl.on 
Survey 

• 	 6,000 producers 

o 	 Part I limited amount of organizallOnal data 
o 	 Cropland ownership and use 
• 	 Farm machinery Inventory 

o 	Part II. Enterpnse speCifiC technical production 

practice InformallOn 

o 	 Input costs per acre 
o 	 IrngallOn practices 
o 	Machinery operations 

o 	 Farms selected on baSIS of enterpnse acreage 

• 	 Average per-acre costs aggregated on baSIS of pro
duction patterns 

o 	 Nonprobability survey 
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Second, when the same farm IS covered In both 
surveys, the two surveys competed for producers' 
tIme In supplYing informatIon, enumerators made 
multiple VISIts aslung for some of the same data 
TInrd, we were unable to establISh data relationships 
between enterpnse actIVIties and the farm busmess 
FInally, we were also unable to answer questIOns 
about data rehablhty, disperSIon, and variance of 
econonnc indicator measures for drlferent types and 
SIZeS of farms by ownershIp, region, and other 
charactenstlcs 

Thus, beginning In 1982, ERS and NASS dIscussed 
ways to merge the FPES and COPS Into a proba
blhty-based Farm Costs and Returns Survey (FCRS) 
This completely Integrated whole-farm and com
modity-specific survey uses replicated samples for 
speclfic1detalied (techmcal or cntlcal problem) mfor
matlon The FCRS addresses five objectIVes (1) 
estlmatmg COP budget Items on a probablhty basIS, 
(2) redesIgning the COPS questIOnnaires to mclude 
whole-farm data, thus proVIdmg a hnk to the 
preVIously conducted FPES, (3) enhancing farm 
finanCIal data, (4) enhancmg data collectIOn, edltmg, 
'and reVIew procedures to reduce ,oyerhead costs, and 
(5) mcreaslng the mvolvement and techmcal support 

for the survey from vanous data collectIOn and 
anal) SIS UnIts WIthin ERS and NASS The newly 
structured survey IS expected to have a sample SIZe 
of about 24,000 farm operators annually and to have 
coeffiCIents of vanatlOn (CV) less than 4 percent for 
lII8Jor expense categones and 10 percent for others 

Because the new FCRS survey IS probablhty-based 
and h!lS a relatIvely large sample, we can conduct 
dlStnbutlOnai analyses of operatmg costs, returns, 
and financial charactenstlcs by SIZe and type of farm 
by m9Jor producmg regions (tables 1 and 2) The 
CV's for total expenses were dropped to 2 percent In 
the 1984 survey_ Even lII8Jor components of expenses 
now carry a CV of about 4 percent or less More 'Im
portant, the last column of table 1 shows the etrect of 
the survey merger on the qualIty of the aggregate 
expense data used to estImate farm mcome_ CV's 
were substantially reduced; the CV for total expenses 
dropped from 2 0 percent ,to 1 7 percent Another !IIa
Jor etrect IS the abIlity to develop more,statlStlcally 
rehable cross-tabulations (table 2) Estimated CV's 
for ll1lIJor'data Items for any of the farm SIZe classes 
are about 6 percent or less Those Items,Wlth CV's 
greater than 5-6 percent are Items that occur 
sporadically and would not be expected on a large 

Table 1-1984,Farm Costa and Returns Survey: Multlple-lrame elqlllDlliollS and coefBc:ients of variation, aelected 
I~ elqlendltUre vendon and all vendollS 

Multlple-frame gpanBlODS CoeffiCIents of venatlon 

Expense Expendltl!re All Expenditure All 
VerBlOn VeJ'810DB VerBlon vermonsI I 


MdllOn dollan Percent 

Total 129,001 131,614 2_0 17 

LIvestock and 
poultry 33,272 34,325 36 34 

Farm S8I"VICeS 25,411 25,796 26 19 

Feed 18,146 18,341 41 36 

Wages and contract 
labor 11,125 11,642 36 33 

Fertilizer 8,817 9,144 26 21 

lntsrest 13,474 13,669 26 20 

Fuels and energy 6,996 6,961 23 1.8 
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Table 2-Farm flnanclallnformatiOD by acres operated, 1984' 

Up to 100 acres 101 to 250 acres 261 tD 500 acres 500 to 1,000 acres 
Item I Average I CoeffiCIent I Average I CoeffiClent I Average I CoeffiC!e~t 1 Average I CoeffiCIent

Total Total Total Totalper farm of venation per farm of vanatlon per farm. of vanatIon per farm of vanatloD 

1,000 1,000 1.000 1.000 
dollan! Dol1llr. Percent dol1llr. Dollan! Percent dol1llr. Dollan! Pen:ent dol1llr. Dol1llr. Percent 

Gross farm IDcome 14,705,311 22,908 630 15.824,779 41,229 446 21,891,860 74,096 379 27,186,532 137.981 440 
LIvestock and crop 
marketlngB 13.586,228 21.132 558 14,621,430 38,094 463 20,553,396 89,586 388 26,284,880 128,228 440 

AJ1QQvenunentfann 
payments 87,986 137 1614 216,292 581, 1079 427,461 1,447 788 786,071 3,388 691 

Other farm lllCOme 1,052,098 1,639 1062 988,067 2,674 1160 911,003 3,063 839 1,166,581 6,886 1611 

Operating expense leBB 
mterest 13,365,793 20,806 619 12,597,440 32,821 469 17,099,690 67,876 404 19,867,363 100,834 410 
Interest paid on real 

estate debt 1,119,804 1,744 626 893,962 2,329 563 1,360,134 4,670 690 1,693,421 8,087 526 
Interest paid OD 

operatmg loans 373,041 581 841 582,772 1,618 661 1,057,922 3,581 669 1,413,696 7,176 474 

Net cash Income -143,326 -223 22903 1,760,616 4,661 1481 2,384,104 8,069 1664 4,312,033 21,886 1398 
Off-farm Income 12,237,494 19,084 607 6,203,618 13,667 613 6,281,335 17,876 2962 1,862,346 9,462 964 
Farm f8Dllly Income 12,094,167 18,841 610 6,964,233 18,118 688 7,886,439 26,946 2028 6,174,380 31,337 10.20 

Total rarm debt 13,017,862 20,279 641 13,947,869 36,339 681 22,604,627 76,170 612 28,710,272 135,663 441 
Total rarm asaets 90,697,745 141,291 431 81,456,714 212,224 370 96,739,018 327,424 356 99,782,767 606,329 412 

Percent 

DebUIlIIIIet ratio na 14 466 na 17 646 na 23 414 no 27 368 
Asset turnover ratio na 16 634 no 18 433 no 21 320 no 26 384 
FmOO 888et tura.over 

ratio no 16 646 no 20 467 no 26 344 no 30 409 
RatiO of mterest to 
total cash __- no 10 518 no 10 436 no 12 361 no 13 328 

Ratio nroIf·rarm mnome 
to net cash mcome no -8,638 19847 no 297 1696 no 222 3684 no 43 1691 

See rootnotea at end or table 
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Table 2-Farm financial informaboD by acres operated, 1984'-Continued 

1,001 to 2,000 acres Over 2,000 aaes All acreage c1....,. 

Item Average I CoeffiCIent Average I CoeffiCIent Average I CoeffiClentTotal Total Totalper farm ofvanatJ.on per farm of vanatlon per farin ofvanatlODI I I 

1,000 

doUars DoUor. Percent 
1,000 

doUor. DoUor. Percent 
1,000 

doUor. DoUor. Percent 

Gross farm mmme 
Llvestock and crop 

marketlDgB 
All Government farm 

payments 
Other farm InCOme 

19,589,235 

17,987,172 

907,894 
694,189 

189,871 

174,343 

8,800 
6,728 

621 

646 

661 
12'44 

20,800,828 

18,819,729 

963,018 
1,028,082 

286,769 

269,467 

13,139 
14,174 

479 

499 

773 
864 

119,998,636 

110,811,836 

3,367,712 
6,828,989 

70,840 

66,417 

1,982 
3,441 

186 

191 

339 
487 

Operstmg expense less 
IDterest 
Interest paid on real 
estate debt 

Interest paid on 
operatmg loons 

16,178,167 

1,166,696 

1,161,771 

147,097 

11,308 

11,184 

6.23 

682 

698 

16,736,312 

1,437,319 

1,398,388 

230,720 

19,816 

19,279 

440 

616 

691 

94,831,773 

7,661,328 

6,977,568 

66,983 

4,464 

3,629 

188 

243 

244 

Not cash IDOOme 

Off-farm mmme 
Farm family lI1C01IIe 

2,094,810 
1,626,204 
3,619,814 

20,302 
14,783 
36,088 

2039 
2702 
1671 

1,229,831 
1,084,066 
2,313,898 

16,966 
14,946 
31,900 

4187 
912 

2292 

11,627,888 
27,194,061 
38,821,929 

6,884 
16,064 
22,918 

914 
677 
629 

Total farm debt 
Total farm II8IIets 

20,388,631 
73,620,078 

197,426 
713,672 

646 
516 

23,628,990 
104,411,699 

324,381 
1,439,464 

6_31 
618 

120,078,131 
646,887,910 

70,887 
322,732 

211 
183 

Percent 

DebtlB88et ratio 
Asset turnover ratio 
FIxed aseet turnover 

ratto 
RatIO of mterest to 
total cash expense 

RatiO ofoff-farm lUcome 
to net cash lDcome 

na 
DB 

na 

na 

DB 

28 
24 

29 

13 

73 

413 
397 

438 

512 

3326 

DB 

DB 

na 

na 

na 

23 
18 

21 

14 

88 

680 
621 

663 

406 

3156 

na 
na 

no 

na 

na 

22 
20 

23 

12 

234 

196 
181 

194 

171 

1151 

De = not applIcable 
lAverage per farm represents the meaD per reportlDg farm 10 the sample except for the case of ratlOB where they are sectoral averages The 

coeffiCient of VBnatlOn IS-defined as the standard deVIation diVIded by the mean 

Soun:e (8) 
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number of farm operatIOns The probablhty.based 
FCRS proVIdes the opporturuty to state the accuracy 
of estImates and to examme and evaluate the sample 
SIze By comparIson, m the nonprobablhty COPS, 
USDA chose sample SIzeS usmg subjectIve cntena, 
the sample was drawn from a core of cooperatIve 
farmers, and statIstIcal accuracy could not be obJec· 
tIvely measured 

The phYSIcal and mvestment charactenstlcs of the 
farm operatIOn are also mcluded m the FCRS (fig 2) 
In part I, for example, enumerators ask each farm 
respondent for mformatlOn on general farm chin-ac· 
tenstIcs: Farm expenses and mcome Items are 
recorded m part IT and mclude· whole farm expenses 
by type or category, land use; crop acreages and 
YIelds, hvestock mventory, sales, purchases, and feed 
use, crop recelpta, mventory, and so forth, and farm 
busmeas and finanCIal charactenstlcs Part ill 
representa the modular sectIOns that are used to ob· 
tam spe,cIfic detaIled techrucal and other farm· or 
household·related mformatlOn ThIs detaIled mforma· 
tlon can then be related to general farm charactens· 
tICS because of the subsamplmg procedures whIch are 
based on preselectIOn WIth known probablhtIes Such 
detaIled data collectIon procedures prOVIde pnmary 
survey data on partIcular types or categones of farm 
busmess and farm households, theIr orgaruzatlOnal 
charactenstIcs, and theIr operatIng or techrucal 
practIces 

Several repercussIOns WIll occur WIth the new survey 
approach We WIll have more ngId, formal, and com· 
plex procedures both when conductmg the survey 
and when usmg the data We wIll also be able to 
evaluate and report on the accuracy of the data so 
that data users can evaluate theIr rehablhty for 
other analytIcal purposes 

Distributional Indicator Data Series: 
Enhancing the Aggregate Perspective 

The ablhty to focus analyses, on certam types and 
kInds of operatIOns was perhaps urumportant when 
the farm sector was composed of several mIlhon 
farms, mostly small and rehant on agnculture for 
fRl1lIly mcome RelatIve homogeneIty Wltlun the 
sector meant aggregate measures could be used to 
chscuss economIc well.bemg of the component 
subsectors 

However, agrIculture has become mcreasmgly and 
notICeably heterogeneous As a result, aggregate 
economIc accounta and data senes, constructed m the 
absence of chstnbutlOnal consIderatIOns, have become 
mcreasmgly meffectIve m provlchng InsIght mto the 
well·bemg of VarIOUS farm subpopulatIons SundqUIst 
Illustrated thIS pomt m 1970 by argumg that 
.. there seems to be httle merIt m speakmg of 
average Income, average problems, or average any
thmg for uruts classIfied as farms" (12) 

The dIfficulty of usmg averages to represent commer· 
clal and noncommercIal operatIOns, varIous legal 
organIzatIOns, tenure groups, or commodIty subsec
tors becomes partIcularly acute when the analyses 
are focused on the chstnbutlOnal consequences of 
agncultural and econonnc pohcy and on finanCIal 
condItIOns (7) Johnson and Short have suggested 
that "usmg aggregate sales or productIOn data to 
assess dlstnbutlOn of mformatIon requIres a strong 
assumptIOn, often',untenable, about class composl· 
tlOn" (4) ThIS vlewpomt WIll probably become m· 
creasmgly Important for future agrIcultural pohcy 
and research efforts 

USDA deSIgned the 1984 FCRS to prOVIde finanCIal 
characterIstIcs of the farm busmess, sales, operator 
occupatIOn and off·farm mcome, productIOn, capItal 
expenchture, and Government-program partICIpatIon 
m addItIon to the usual expense data For example, 
the data m table 2 were derIved from the 1984 FCRS 
and demonstrate conclUSIvely that producers m the 
chffenng acreage classes VarIed substantIally WIth 
regard to every operatmg characterIstIc shoWn Even 
a ,superficIal analYSIS of these data strongly'suggesta 
that conclusIOns reached usmg Just aggregate data 
for pohcy or program purposes would probably be 
mlsleadmg or mcorrect 

ThIs pomt IS made even more emphatIcally by the 
data on the sources and uses of cash mcome of farms 
producmg corn (table 3) Corn ,farmers' level, and 
sources of gross cash mcome vary consIderably by 
regIon Expenses, espeCIally mterest paId, also vary 
consIderably by regIon Farmers groWIng corn show 
net operatmg margIns rangIng from a large posItIve 
to a large negatIve Moreover, the level of farm 
bUSiness leverage and off-farm Income varies con
SIderably ThIs varIatIon Illustrates the dIfficulty m 
usmg aggregate sector data to estImate eIther the 
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Figure 2 

The Farm Costs and Returns Survey: FY 1985 

Detailed expenditure Detailed enterprise 
and receipts version Technical practices versions 

Farm Costs and Retums Survey 
24,000 contacts 

Part I 	 Part I 
General farm General farm 

operating and screening operahng and sereenlng 
ch.aractenstlcs charactenstlcs ~ 

Partll.A 	 Part II C 
Detailed production 	 Aggregate expenditures, 
expenditures data 	 hnanclal and receipts data 

r--	 ~ 

Part II B 	 Part '" B 
Detailed receipts and Enterpnse technical 

financial, data P!achces data 
13,500 contacts 10,500 contacts 

Part I Screening and general farm operating charactenshcs 

o 	 Land use 

.' Crop acreages, Yields, and so'forth 

• 	 Farm bUSiness and finanCial organization 

Part II Farm production expenditures, receipts, and financial data, Including Items such as 

• 	 Whole-farm expenses by type or categolY 

• livestock InventolY, sales, and purchases 


., Crop receipts, InventOlY, and so forth 


., The farm bUSiness balance sheet 


Part III Modular sections for specifiC detail 

A 	 Detailed Information needs for special and key vanables and data Items relabng to production 
activities and whole farm expenses 

B 	 Data on particular types or categones of farm organlzabonal charactensbcs and technical prac
tICes used In crop and livestock production 
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Table 3-Sources and uses of cash Income on (anns producing com, by region, 19841 

Lake Southern MountaIn Pacrlic All

I Com Belt I Northern I I
Item I Northeastl Slales Plams Appalachia Southeast I Della Plams Slates Slales reglons 

Number 

Sample SIZe 610 997 1,450 427 748 258 92 81 342 174 5,179 
Expanded number of fanns 59,104 140,733 227,522 62,159 81,569 29,017 6,716 8,171 10,051 4,354 629,396 
Expanded share of .U farms (pe_roent) 9 22 36 10 13 5 1 1 2 1 100 

Dollars per farm 

Livestock sales 74,977 54,029 43,756 65,459 37,857 26,545 32,776 66,536 129,774 302,493 52,912 
+ Crop sales 16,065 25,127 49,093 54,979 32,009 53,637 31,550 83,440 60,211 257,412 41,087 
= Cash sales 91,042 79,156 92,850 120,438 69,866 60,182 64,326 149,976 189,985 559,906 93,999 
+ Government payments 985 2,290 1,739 4,667 806 1,386 2,233 4,683 3,361 8,053 2,056 
+ Other cash Income -1,923 2,566 2,746 6,885 2,269 1,665 788 5,907 9,598 19,961 3,174 
= Gross cash Income 93,949 84,012 97,335 131,990 72,940 83,232 67,348 160,566 202,944 587,920 99,230 
- I nterest paid 6,852 11,676 11,696 16,454 6,180 7,913 8,262 18,638 26,851 61,060 11,454 
- Other operatmg expenses 72,775 62,624 67,947 99,099 53,884 77,089 61,760 162,850 186,566 478,423 74,785 
= Net operatmg margin 14,323 9,712 17,692 16,438 12,676 1,770 2,674 -20,922 10,472 48,437 12,990 
+ Off-farm Income 7,773 11,943 12,452 4,563 12,721 11,248 11,045 13,370 4,170 10,237 10,949 
= Total cash aV31lable 22,095 21,655 30,144 21,000 25,597 9,478 8,372 7,551 -6,303 58,674 23,939 
- Fanuly LIVing expenses 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 12,950 
- Pnnclpa1 payments 5,718 9,431 9,226 11,404 4,335 5,825 7,153 15,264 18,185 45,494 8,823 
= Cash baJance 3,427 726 7,969 3,355 8,262 9,297 11,731 35,765 37,437 230 2,165 

Tolal value of owned asseLs 345,531 352,885 364,383 457,304 274,629 314,489 302,005 548,960 911,793 1,384,211 372,813 
Total value of debt 66,492 109,663 107,275 132,606 50,988 67,734 83,174 177,488 211,452 528,998 102,598 

Percent 

Debt/asset ratio 1924 3108 2944 2900 1857 2154 2754 3233 2319 3822 2752 
Debt as a share of U S debt 609 2390 3780 1277 644 304 087 225 329 357 10000 
Assets as .d. share of U S assets 870 21 17 3533 1211 955 389 086 1 91 391 257 100 00 
Balance as a share of cash s.Ues 376 na 858 n. 1183 n. na na na 04 230 
Bai.d.nce a::, a share of towl assets 99 n. 219 na 301 na na na n. 02 58 
Share of farms WlLh neg.ltlve 

or zero cash balclnce 5801 4850 4704 5551 4560 5763 7792 7078 5886 4579 5035 
Share ~f fanils pmlclpatmg 

In Government programs 1653 3703 3717 5582 23 21 1922 1830 15 b5 2944 3174 3377 

na = not applicable, because cash balance IS negative 

I Data may not add because of roundmg 




solvency, hqwwty, or profitablhty of a busmess or 
the probable effects of pohey adJustments on a par
tIcular segment of the mdustry 

Other cross-cIBBBmcatlDns can be developed from the 
FCRS to enhance financial analyses of the farm busI
ness estabhshments Because these data are based 
on a multlframe probablhty aample of,nearly 24,000 
farms, rehable natIOnal and regtonal estImates are 
easily obtamed Other wstnbut.onally related 
mlcroeconOmlC mdlcators can be orgaruzed by SIZe 
(such as acreage or sales c1BBB), occupatIOn, tenure, or 
farm busmess orgaruzatlD,! Of course, when the data 
are wsaggregated to proVlde a dJsaggregated perspec
tIve, tlun data 10 a specmc mdlVldual cell are POSSI
ble When tlus situatIOn occurs, thm data estimates 
should be used only as a guide to the characterIstics 
of farms m'the subpopulatlDn rather than as a pre
Cise estImate 

To reduce the mCldence of tlun data cells, USDA has 
recommended an mcrease 10 funwng This funding 
would also allow USDA to expand the FCRS sample 
SIZe ,so that rehable aggregate data can be obtamed 
at the State level These aggregate data would allow 
multIple-dImenslOn cross-tabulatIOns,at the natIOnal 
and regtonal'levels Moreover, the expanded survey 
would proVlde aample data that can be used to 
develop more waaggregated natIOnal perspectives of 
changtng conwtlOns 10 the farm sector by type, SIZe, 
and other charactenstics 

Conclusions 

Aggregate agncultural stat18tlcs and mdlcators have 
long served as measures of econOmlC well-bemg of 
the farm sector_ In the future, econOmlC mwcators 
Will need to be dJsaggregated to be useful for pohey 
and program analYSIS To meet tlus demand for dIf
ferent farm-sector data and for mforinatIon better 
descrlbmg changtng economic conwtlOns, USDA 
merged the preVlously condu~d FPES and COPS 
mto a new and broader economic survey, the FCRS 

The FCRS IS an mtegrated, probablhty-based, annual 
natIonal whole farm survey conducted to Improve 
both aggregab. and waaggregate economic mdlcators 
needed by Government offiCials as well as by farmers 
and others who make deciSIOns that affect the farm 
sector The resultmg data set mcludes detaIled mfor
matlOn on finanCial charactenstlcs, expenses, 

receipts, resource base, and productIon practices on 
farms_ To be even'more useful, the FCRS wdl also 
provide other SOCloeconOmlC data such as age, educa
tIOn, and off-farm mcome These data W11l allow not 
only more accurate estimates of farm-sector mcome 
but also a better grasp of mcome dlStnbutIOn among 
sector partiCIpants, wlule contnbutmg to our goals of 
mamtairung conceptual clanty, flexlblhty, and pro
gressive adaptablhty for the future 
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Over the years, the price of human time has risen 
greatly relative to that of the sel'Vlces of nat!l"al 
resources Real hourly wages m the Umted States 
were more than five times as !ugh m 1972 as they 
were in 1900, whereas the real price of the com
mochtles most dependent on natural resources tended 
not to nse 
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