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The older age of US farmers remains a topic of concern (see, for example, US Senate Committee on
Aging). The 2022 Census of Agriculture confirms that US farmers continue to age (farmdoc daily.
October 23, 2013 and February 26, 2020, and Zulauf, 2021). However, US farmers are also becoming
younger relative to the US population, and the age distribution of US farmers is consistent with more
farmers entering the profession when economic returns are good. In total, this evidence is not consistent
with the US having either a farmer aging or a farmer replacement problem.

Average Age

According to the 2022 Census of Agriculture, the average age of US farmer is 58.1, 0.6 years older than
in the 2017 Census and 9.4 years older than in the 1945 Census, the first to report an average age (see
Figure 1). Only in the 1978 and 2012 Census was average age more than 0.1 years younger than in the
prior Census (50.3 vs. 51.7, 1978 vs. 1974; and 56.3 vs. 57.1, 2012 vs. 2007).
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Figure 1. Average age of US farmers, 1945-2022
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Relative Age

Age is both a level and relative concept. Relative to the US population, US farmers have become slightly
younger over the last 60 years. Since 1960, the average age of US farmers has increased 7.6 years
while the median age of the US population has increased 8.8 years (see Figure 2). US median age is
from Korhonen and US Census Bureau. (Note, the Agricultural Census does not report a median age.)

Figure 2. Average age of farmers vs. median age of population, US,
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Age Distribution

The share of US farmers between 45 and 64 was lower in the 2022 vs. the 2017 Census (see Figure 3).
In contrast, the shares less than 45 and older than 65 increased from 19% to 22% and from 34% to 39%,
respectively. Farmers older than 65 align with the 1970 period of prosperity while farmers younger than
45 align with the post-2006 period of prosperity (farmdoc daily, November 8, 2023). As economics would
predict, more people enter farming when economic returns are good.

Figure 3. US Farm Operator Age Distribution,
2017 and 2022 US Agricultural Census
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Involvement in Day-to-Day Decisions

In the 2022 Census, 85% of US farmers who are older than 65 reported that they are involved in day-to-
day farming decisions. The share was nearly the same for farmers who are younger than 65 (86%).

Discussion
Average age of US farmers has increased over time, including in the 2022 Census of Agriculture.

US farmers have been and remain older than the US population. A likely reason is that farming requires
inputs other than labor. Capital is required to buy farm equipment and rent or own farmland. Capital
accumulation happens over a person’s lifetime.

Over the last half century, US farmers have become younger, not older, relative to the US population.

The current age distribution of US farmers is consistent with the expectation that more people enter
farming when economic returns are good. US farm prosperity since 2006 (farmdoc daily, November 8,
2023) has been associated with an increase in share of US farmers younger than 45.

These observations do not suggest the US has a farmer aging or a farmer replacement problem.

Democracies get to choose what problems they wish to identify as political issues even if the evidence is
that it is not an issue. What can be asked is that the issue be framed appropriately. Is the US farmer age
issue an age issue or an entry issue? If an entry issue, is the entry issue for individuals raised on a farm
or on a nonfarm? The answers to these questions are not clear. Thus, it is not clear what should be US
public policy in this area.
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Moreover, the large share of US farmers who remain active farmers after reaching the usual retirement
age suggests US farmer age policy should also focus on helping older farmers remain highly productive
members of a profession they love. This policy goal can be accomplished by investing public dollars in
developing technology that helps older farmers remain active farmers as well as in extension programs
targeted at helping older farmer adapt effectively to the aging process.
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