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INTRODUCTION

Davis Farmers Market—established in 1976 by four pioneering 

farmers who were recent UC Davis graduates—has become one 

of the premier farmers markets in the country. It is the only 

&DOLIRUQLD�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW�ZLWK�LWV�RZQ�SDYLOLRQ��EXLOW�
by the City of Davis), enabling the Market to be open twice a 

week, year-round, rain or shine.  

Today, Davis Farmers Market operates two markets a week in 

Central Park (Saturdays, 8 am-1 pm; Wednesdays, 4:30-8:30 pm 

mid-March through October and 2-6 pm November through mid-

March). We also manage UC Davis Farmers Market at the Silo 

on campus on Wednesdays, 11 am to 1:30 pm in the Spring and 

Fall quarters, and the Sutter Davis Hospital Farmers Market, on 

Thursdays 10 am to 1 pm, May through August at the hospital’s 

entrance. 

In 2010, the USDA awarded a Farmers Market Promotion 

3URJUDP�JUDQW²RQH�RI�¿YH�DZDUGHG�LQ�&DOLIRUQLD²WR�8&�'DYLV�
for a project entitled, “Growing Farmers through Health Care 

Partnerships.” Davis Farmers Market partnered with UC Davis 

Sustainable Agriculture, Research and Education Program to 

research, market and open a farmers market at the entrance to 

Sutter Davis Hospital. The grant also funded work to implement 

institutional changes in how the hospital purchases food and 

promotes local food and farmers to hospital staff and patients.

That grant included a training component for new farmers and 

this guide reveals the information, experience and knowledge 

Davis Farmers Market staff gained while opening and managing 

the Sutter Davis Hospital Farmers Market. What we learned 

about emerging farmers markets is this: new small farmers are 

key to building new farmers markets. Cultivating those new 

farmers in small or emerging farmers markets can help those 

farmers advance to larger, more successful markets. Emerging 

farmers markets are the training ground and the proving ground 

for new farmers market sellers.

Davis Farmers Market has a history of successful, sustainable 

growth and we pride ourselves on discovering new ways to grow 

both new farmers and farmers markets. This manual provides 

an overview for new farmers, ranchers and food producers about 

engaging in direct marketing via farmers markets. Plus, you’ll 

¿QG�DGYLFH�IURP�VXFFHVVIXO�VHOOHUV�DW�'DYLV�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW��

You will learn why farmers markets are good for small farmers, 

and the traits of successful farmers market sellers. You will learn 
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how to examine your readiness to sell at farmers markets and 

how to plan, including researching markets, estimating costs, 

connecting with farmers market managers, creating a farmers 

market stand that works, delivering good customer service, 

expanding your market, and tracking and evaluating results.

This how-to guide shares what we know from our personal 

perspectives: that of a 30-year veteran farmers market manager, 

and a 30-year marketing professional, who work together to 

promote and grow farmers markets and small farms. 

As you move through the process of becoming a farmers market 

seller and gain experience, consider referring to this guide 

frequently. You’ll discover that your new farmers market selling 

experience will help you see the advice and tips in this guide with 

a fresh perspective.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 

Randii MacNear is Executive Director and Market Manager of 

WKH�'DYLV�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW��RQH�RI�WKH�ODUJHVW�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�
Markets in California, with a national reputation including being 

voted “America’s Favorite Farmers Market” in 2009. In 2012 USA 

Today ranked Davis No. 2 in its list of 10 Great Places to Shop 

at a Farmers Market, and U.S. News & World Report ranked the 

Market No. 5 in its list of America’s 10 Best Farmers Markets. 

With over 30 years in the farmers market industry, MacNear 

is responsible for the bi-weekly, year-round Davis Farmers 

Market, as well as the UC Davis Farmers Market and Sutter 

Davis Hospital Farmers Market. She co-founded the industry 

RUJDQL]DWLRQ��&DOLIRUQLD�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�0DUNHWV�
and is a member of the statewide UC Davis Farm Center 

Advisory Group. For eight years, MacNear served on the board 

of the North American Farm Direct Marketing Association and 

chaired its North American Farmers Market Coalition. She was a 

member of the USDA Forum on Farmers Markets, the California 

'HSDUWPHQW�RI�)RRG�DQG�$JULFXOWXUH¶V�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW�
Advisory Committee, and WIC Roundtable. She has been a 

featured speaker at California Farm Conferences, and numerous 

national and international symposiums. MacNear has consulted 

on farmers market projects in California, New Mexico, Hawaii 

and Japan. She currently serves on the board of Yolo Farm to 

Fork, the Small Farm Center Agricultural Tourism Workgroup, 

Davis Farm to School Project, Yolo County Ag Futures Alliance, 

&DOLIRUQLD�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�0DUNHWV��DQG�<ROR�
County Visitor’s Bureau.

“If you want to get into 

a successful market like 

Davis Farmers Market, 

you have to have great 

product. The best. 

Be friendly, because 

you’re going to meet a 

lot of people. You need to 

be able to talk, interact 

and ask and answer 

questions. I get a lot of 

questions. The goal is 

to communicate with 

customers.

Be prepared to get along 

with everybody at the 

market, even people who 

aren’t very friendly.”
Lucas Boucher

Boucher Plants 

Suisun City, CA

DFM seller since 2012
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MacNear has contributed to over a dozen publications about 

farmers markets, including: The Davis Farmers Market 

Cookbook (Brennan and Evans, 2012); The Farmers Market 

Management Series: Vol. 1, Starting a New Farmers Market, 

and Vol. 2 Farmers Market Management Skills (Small Farm 

Center, UC Davis, 2005); The New Farmers Market: Farm-Fresh 

Ideas for Producers, Managers & Communities (V. Corum, M. 

Rosenweig and E. Gibson, 2001); Cultivating Common Ground: 

Biennial Report of the UC Sustainable Agriculture Research and 

Education Program (UC Davis, 2000); Sell What You Sow!–The 

Grower’s Guide to Successful Produce Marketing (E. Gibson, 

1994); and 2UJDQL]LQJ�D�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV¶�0DUNHW�(Revised), 

(California Department of Food & Agriculture, 1992).

MacNear has a B.A. in Art from Antioch College in Yellow 

Springs, Ohio.

Shelly Keller has been marketing and events manager at 

Davis Farmers Market since 2008, providing marketing, media 

relations, promotions, special event management, advertising 

and long-range planning for Davis Farmers Market as well as the 

Sutter Davis Hospital Farmers Market. 

Keller was founding food editor and writer for Solano Magazine 

from 2004 to 2008. From 1986 to 2004, she was president of 

Keller Marketing & Communications, a small business that 

produced special events, marketing campaigns, publications 

and training programs for public agencies, small businesses and 

QRQ�SUR¿WV��6KH�KDV�WDXJKW�WZR�VHPHVWHUV�RI�³:ULWLQJ�IRU�35´�DW�
UC Davis Extension, and “How to Shop the Farmers Market” for 

Sacramento’s Learning Exchange. 

Keller’s articles about food and farmers markets have appeared in 

The Sacramento Bee, The Davis Enterprise, Edible Sacramento, 

Winters Express, Solano Magazine and Inside the City. 

Keller has a B.S. in home economics from the University of 

Maryland, College Park.
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WHY FARMERS MARKETS ARE 
GOOD FOR FARMERS

Farmers markets have grown in number dramatically in the last 

twenty years. According to the USDA, between 1994 and 2011, 

the number of farmers markets has grown from 1,755 to 7,175.  

Those new farmers markets have added new opportunities for 

small farmers to sell directly to consumers at retail prices.  For 

decades, farmers markets have helped small farmers grow their 

businesses in several other ways as well.

)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�EHQH¿W�QHZ�IDUPHUV�LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�DUH�HVSHFLDOO\�VXLWHG�WR�WKH�VPDOO�IDUPHU�
and markets often function as business incubators.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�RIIHU�EHWWHU�SULFLQJ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��RIWHQ�
substantially higher than wholesale.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�OHW�WKH�JURZHU�VHW�WKH�SULFH��ZKLOH�
FUHDWLQJ�FDVK�ÀRZ�

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�EHQH¿W�IDUPV�WKDW�DUH�IDPLO\�EXVLQHVVHV�

���7KH\�RIIHU�DQ�LQH[SHQVLYH�DQG�HI¿FLHQW�ZD\�IRU�VPDOO�
farmers to reach consumers.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�RIIHU�IDUPHUV�SHUVRQDO�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�DQG�
social interaction between seller and customer, and among 

market sellers.  

���7KH\�FUHDWH�D�ERQG�EHWZHHQ�SURGXFHU�DQG�FRQVXPHU�WKDW�
does not occur in traditional grocery stores.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�JLYH�IDUPHUV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�WU\�QHZ�
crops and get valuable feedback from customers.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�UHTXLUH�IDUPHUV�WR�VSHQG�OLWWOH�RU�QR�
money on packaging, advertising or promotion.

���0RVW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�RIIHU�H[HPSWLRQ�IURP�VWDQGDUG�VL]H�
and pack regulations.

���7KH\�UHTXLUH�PLQLPDO�VWDUW�XS�FRVWV��XVXDOO\�UHTXLULQJ�
only a truck and a farmers market stand.

���)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�FUHDWH�DQ�DWPRVSKHUH�ZKHUH�FRQVXPHUV�
can learn about farming, farm products, nutrition, and 

food security.

Farmers markets function as business incubators because they 

RIIHU�DQ�HI¿FLHQW�DQG�LQH[SHQVLYH�PHDQV�RI�UHDFKLQJ�FRQVXPHUV��
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New sellers get exposure to experienced sellers, who can provide 

advice and answer questions that many new farmers have during 

WKH�¿UVW�\HDUV�RI�WKHLU�ÀHGJOLQJ�EXVLQHVV�

Small farmers also get a better price for their products at farmers 

markets than they can wholesale. Farmers can bring varieties they 

couldn’t otherwise sell wholesale, and products that don’t make 

standard pack and grade. Plus, the cash transactions at farmers 

PDUNHWV�DOVR�KHOS�IDUPHUV�ZLWK�FDVK�ÀRZ��:KHQ�D�IDUPHU�VHOOV�
wholesale, it’s 30 days out for payment, and sometimes no payment 

at all. This makes farmers markets more economically viable and a 

better economic model for farmers than selling at wholesale.

 The social nature of farmers markets also provides farmers with 

positive feedback from consumers, while being good for their 

morale. Farmers markets help farmers feel appreciated for their 

work. That just doesn’t happen a lot in farming except at farmers 

markets.

TRAITS OF SUCCESSFUL 
FARMERS MARKET SELLERS

Farmers who enjoy success at farmers markets share several 

traits. These include:

��(QMR\LQJ�VHOOLQJ�WR�DQG�LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�SXEOLF

��3DUWLFLSDWLQJ�DV�D�WHDP�SOD\HU�DW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV

��8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�NQRZLQJ�DQG�IROORZLQJ�
farmers market’s rules and regulations

���$ELOLW\�WR�WDNH�GLUHFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�PDQDJHU

���$ELOLW\�WR�DFFHSW�WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�WKH�PDUNHW�PDQDJHU�DV�
the representative of the market’s governing board

���8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�ZKLOH�WKHLU�IDUP�RSHUDWLRQ�LV�WKHLU�
individual business, in a farmers market each farmer 

is part of a cooperative store and they have to abide by 

decisions made for the whole market, not just for the 

individual farmer

���&RPSHWHQF\�LQ�SRVW�KDUYHVW�KDQGOLQJ±WKLV�LQFOXGHV�
knowing when to harvest and still get product to market 

while it’s looking its best.

“Engage with your 

customers. Make eye 

contact with those 

walking by. Smile! Stay 

off the phone.

Offer free samples as best 

you can in conformance 

with market standards 

and regulations. Be 

generous.

Offer ‘bulk’ discounts. If 

someone wants a whole 

box or boxes, recognize 

that you won’t have to 

invest as much time per 

unit to make that sale.

Boil down your display 

to as simple an exercise 

as you can. Nice looking 

for sure, but something 

that is easy to set up AND 

pack up and transport.”
Rich Collins

California Vegetable 

Specialties 

Rio Vista, CA

DFM seller since 1989
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READINESS: IS SELLING AT A FARMERS MARKET 
RIGHT FOR YOU?

All new endeavors require a certain level of readiness if you are to 

be successful. Being “ready” requires knowledge and awareness 

of what a new endeavor requires, and your willingness to do what 

LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�VXFFHHG��,W¶V�GLI¿FXOW�WR�NQRZ�LI�\RX�DUH�³UHDG\´�LI�
you have no knowledge of how a farmers market functions, what 

opportunities farmers markets offer, and whether you have the 

necessary qualities for success.

One of the biggest issues is this: if you don’t like to talk to 

FXVWRPHUV��DQG�\RX�GR�QRW�KDYH�WKH�HQHUJ\�WR�EH�DQ�DFWLYH�VHOOHU±
then selling at farmers markets is probably not right for you. 

You have to understand that your goal at a farmers market is to 

engage customers and move product during the 4-5 hours of a 

market. If you don’t like to talk to strangers, if you aren’t a social 

person, if you do not have the patience to answer questions and 

interact with customers, you will probably not enjoy success as a 

farmers market seller.

Another gauge of readiness is your ability to follow farmers 

market rules and regulations. That requires good communication 

with the market manager, understanding the importance of 

arriving on time, and being aware of your place in the market as 

part of a team. While farming allows you to be your own boss, 

farmers markets require that you are able to take direction from 

the market manager. That means following rules and regulations 

that are not of your own making. Selling at a farmers market 

requires that you participate in a system where you didn’t help 

make the rules, and maybe don’t agree with them. Following 

market rules and regulations are a necessary aspect of being a 

farmers market seller.

Knowing if you are ready to sell at farmers markets requires that 

you do some research. 

���:KLFK�PDUNHWV�GR�\RX�ZDQW�WR�EH�SDUW�RI"�

���'R�WKRVH�PDUNHWV�DOUHDG\�KDYH�VHOOHUV�ZLWK�SURGXFWV�WKDW�
you grow? 

���+RZ�IDU�DUH�\RX�ZLOOLQJ�WR�WUDYHO��URXQG�WULS��WR�VHOO"�

���+RZ�PXFK�WLPH�FDQ�\RX�DIIRUG�WR�EH�DZD\�IURP�IDUPLQJ"�

���:KR�ZLOO�VHOO�\RXU�SURGXFWV�LI�\RX�FDQQRW�EH�DW�WKH�PDUNHW"�
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���:LOO�WKH�WLPH�\RX�VSHQG�VHOOLQJ�DW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�
produce the revenue you need?  

���&DQ�\RX�DIIRUG�WKH�IHHV�RI�WKH�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�ZKHUH�\RX�
want to sell? 

���'R�\RX�IHHO�OLNH�\RX�ZLOO�¿W�LQ�DW�WKRVH�PDUNHWV"�

���$UH�\RX�FRPPLWWHG�WR�EHLQJ�D�UHJXODU�VHOOHU�DW�IDUPHUV�
markets?

You can answer most of these questions by doing three things:

1.  Research the farmers markets in your area.

2.  Visit the markets where you would like to sell.

3.  Talk to sellers at those markets to determine customer 

WUDI¿F��FRPSHWLWLRQ��VDOHV�SRWHQWLDO��HDVH�RI�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�
the market manager there, and the personality of that 

market. 

The more you know about the farmers markets you are interested 

in, the more you will be able to evaluate your readiness. The 

Readiness Check-list on page 29 can help you assess your 

prospects for success.

PREPARING TO SELL AT FARMERS MARKETS

Once you’ve determined your readiness to become a farmers 

market seller, take time to put in writing the answers to these key 

questions:

1. What products will I sell?

2. What kinds of customers will I serve?

3.  What is unique about the products I will sell?

4.  How will I price my products?

5.  What does my farm’s brand look like? 

6.  What does my farm’s retail stand look like? 

7.  Where should we display my farm’s logo, banner or sign?

8.  How can I make my products more appealing to 

customers? 

“Be honest and be 

consistent. Be reliable 

and be on time at every 

market.

It takes a lot of work to 

sell at farmers markets. 

If you bring good quality, 

people will come back to 

your stand again.”
Luis Guevara

Rancho Mi Familia Fruit & 

Produce, Inc.  

Santa Maria, CA

DFM seller since 1999
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PRICING AND PRICING STRATEGIES

3ULFHV�DW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�DUH�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WZR�WKLQJV��
production costs and customers’ willingness to pay. When you set 

prices for your products, it is important to set them at a level that 

FRYHUV�DOO�\RXU�FRVWV�SOXV�D�IDLU�SUR¿W��3ULFHV�DUH�DOVR�VRPHZKDW�
dependent on competitors’ prices, and customers’ demand for 

your products. When there are several sellers offering the same 

SURGXFWV��FRPSHWLWLRQ�H[HUWV�PRUH�LQÀXHQFH�RYHU�WKH�SULFH�\RX�
can set.

Your best selling price falls somewhere between what you need 

to cover costs and what the customer is willing to pay. Usually, 

prices at farmers markets fall somewhere between wholesale 

DQG�UHWDLO�JURFHU\�VWRUH�RU�IRRG�FR�RS�SULFHV��7KH�¿UVW�VWHS�WR�
pricing your products is to know your costs. The goal is not just 

WR�VHOO�\RXU�SURGXFH��EXW�WR�PDNH�D�SUR¿W�VHOOLQJ�LW��,I�\RX�FDQ¶W�
sell a crop for more than your production and marketing costs, 

GRQ¶W�JURZ�LW��*RRG�UHFRUGNHHSLQJ±WUDFNLQJ�FRVWV�DQG�UHWXUQV�IRU�
HDFK�FURS�VHSDUDWHO\±ZLOO�UHYHDO�ZKLFK�FURSV�DUH�SUR¿WDEOH�DQG�
which are not. Trial and error is a natural part of setting prices. 

Your price is probably too low if other sellers start to complain 

to the market manager about your prices; or if your prices are 

substantially lower than other sellers at that market.  In some 

markets, low prices can also be a niche for reaching price-

sensitive customers. And remember, farmers market customers 

DUH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�TXDOLW\�¿UVW��DQG�WKHQ�SULFH�

Multiple pricing allows you to charge a per-pound price, and then 

a lower price for higher-volume purchases. For example, you 

might price a product at $1 per pound, or 3 pounds for $2.50. 

This encourages customers to buy more and save.

9ROXPH�SULFLQJ±VHWWLQJ�D�ORZHU�SULFH�IRU�ÀDWV�RI�EHUULHV��ER[HV�RI�
WUHH�IUXLWV�RU����SRXQG�XQLWV�RI�YHJHWDEOHV±LQFUHDVHV�VDOHV�GXULQJ�
peak season when customers are freezing or home-canning fresh 

produce.

Bag pricing is another way to attract customers. By bagging 

produce in half-pound or one-pound bags or $1 and $2 bags, the 

customer can determine at a glance if that bag of produce looks 

like a good value. Many shoppers don’t have any idea what a 

pound of something looks like, and this strategy makes it easier 

for them to decide to buy your products.
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SETTING GOALS

When preparing to sell at farmers markets, it is important to 

set reasonable goals. How many farmers markets do you have 

time to sell at? How far are you willing to travel to sell at farmers 

markets? Which farmers markets would you like to be part of? If 

you can devote three days a week to selling at farmers markets, 

this information can help you when you research prospective 

markets.

Davis Farmers Market operates four markets in Davis: two 

markets in the Pavilion in Central Park, one on Wednesday 

afternoons and one on Saturday mornings. Davis Farmers Market 

also operates the UC Davis Farmers Market on Wednesdays 

during Spring and Fall Quarters; and the Sutter Davis Hospital 

Farmers Market on Thursdays from May through August.

Nearly every new farmer approaches us about selling at our two 

largest, and most successful markets in the Pavilion in Central 

Park. The waiting list to become a seller at our large markets 

gets longer and longer every year because sellers at that market 

have been around for years or decades. Successful markets tend 

WR�EH�IXOO��ZLWK�SOHQW\�RI�VDWLV¿HG��FRPPLWWHG�VHOOHUV��PDNLQJ�
those farmers markets very hard to get into. But getting into our 

small or new markets is considerably easier to do. Those farmers 

markets are often a perfect match for the new small farmer.

As you set your sights on farmers markets where you want to 

sell, consider the size of the market, how long that market has 

been operating, and who else sells there. It is also advantageous, 

when possible, to apply to farmers markets or farmers market 

organizations that operate more than one market. Small farmers 

are more likely to get into one of the smaller markets operated by 

those organizations. 

Another advantage to working with operators of many markets is 

this: as your farm grows, you may be able to move up into one of 

the larger markets when an opening occurs. That’s because you 

have developed a relationship with the farmers market manager/

operator by selling at a small market, establishing your credibility 

as an active seller who follows the rules and adds to the market’s 

success. 

“The most important 

thing is to visit a few 

farmers market to see 

if their atmosphere, 

sellers and shoppers 

are appropriate to your 

commodity.

We found that the 

farmers markets closest 

to our farm are most 

receptive. The fact that 

our farm is close by, 

and that they would 

be welcome to visit our 

farm, means a lot to 

them.

You have to remember 

that when you’re selling 

food at a farmers 

market, you are 

selling retail food. It is 

important to understand 

the rules related to food 

products and fresh 

produce to ensure that 

your product is safe 

because you have a lot to 

lose if your customers get 

sick.”
Dan Jones

Islote Farm, Esparto, CA

DFM seller since 2011  
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RESEARCHING PROSPECTIVE MARKETS 

There are several excellent sources of information about 

farmers markets. The USDA’s Directory of Farmers Markets 

has information on location, days and hours of operation, size, 

and number of vendors. The website, localharvest.com, also 

provides information on farmers markets. Another web site, 

cafarmersmarkets.com, provides contact information, times, 

locations, size, and operator of a particular market in your city, 

county or region. You can also search this website for farmers 

markets based on size (under 10 sellers; 10-20 sellers; 21-35 

sellers; and over 35 sellers).

To map your prospective markets, mark the location of your farm 

and draw a circle around it that represents the distance you are 

willing to travel to sell at farmers markets. Now you can search 

the databases above to come up with a list of prospective farmers 

markets that meet your needs.

As you consider markets, pay close attention to the days and 

hours of each market’s operation. Often you can piggyback small 

markets, selling at a morning/mid-day market and an evening 

PDUNHW�KHOG�QHDUE\�ODWHU�WKDW�VDPH�GD\��7KLV�FUHDWHV�HI¿FLHQFLHV�
that small farmers need to succeed. Even if you can only be away 

from the farm three days a week, you might be able to sell at as 

many as six markets in a week.

Knowing which farmers markets you want to be part of is the 

¿UVW�VWHS��9LVLW�WKH�PDUNHWV�\RX¶UH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ���(YDOXDWH�WKHLU�
potential for you as a seller.  And remember that small farmers 

who don’t grow organics, probably shouldn’t be part of a market 

that focuses on organics.

While you can learn a lot about farmers markets from researching 

WKH�,QWHUQHW±PDUNHW�DJH��ORFDWLRQ��KRXUV��UXOHV��UHJXODWLRQV�DQG�
IHHV±QRWKLQJ�UHYHDOV�DV�PXFK�DERXW�D�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�DV�YLVLWLQJ�
it. With your map and farmers market prospect list in hand, 

YLVLW�HDFK�PDUNHW�DQG�DVVHVV�WUDI¿F��FXVWRPHUV��VHOOHU�SULFLQJ��
competition, space available, and marketing style of sellers.

The Farmers Market Visit Evaluation form on pages 30-31 can 

KHOS�\RX�FKRRVH�WKH�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�WKDW�RIIHU�WKH�EHVW�¿W�DQG�WKH�
most potential for you and your farm. 

“Go to farmers markets 

and look for products 

that are missing or in 

short supply. Don’t try 

to come into a market 

with peaches or squash 

or something that’s really 

common.

Look for markets whose 

size will support you. 

Markets should be big 

enough to support your 

product. If you only go 

to one small market and 

expect to make a living, 

that’s probably not going 

to happen. If you sell at 

multiple small markets, 

or get into one or two 

larger ones your sales 

will be higher.

Connecting with 

customers is not 

about sales; it’s about 

education. A farmers 

market is farming for 

cooking. Be prepared to 

talk in depth about how 

to cook your products 

and be excited about 

it. If you don’t love to 

continued on next page
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GETTING YOUR DOCUMENTS TOGETHER

Each farmers market has different requirements for 

documentation, depending on the county they are located in, 

and the rules and regulations governing that market. Every small 

IDUPHU�ZKR�VHOOV�DW�D�&DOLIRUQLD�&HUWL¿HG�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW�ZLOO�
QHHG�WR�KDYH�D�&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHU�&HUWL¿FDWH��VHH�EHORZ�IRU�WKH�
link) before they can be admitted into a farmers market. You 

should have this document before you begin to contact farmers 

market managers about selling at their market. You can get any 

other necessary documents together once you are admitted to a 

farmers market.

Farmers markets differ in how to apply to be a vendor, and you 

FDQ�¿QG�WKLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�ZHE�VLWH�RI�WKH�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�
you are interested in. 

While all farmers markets are different, here is the process 

we used at Davis Farmers Market: Farmers may apply to the 

Davis Farmers Market with their agricultural products (fruits, 

YHJHWDEOHV��KHUEV��PXVKURRPV��QXWV��KRQH\��ÀRZHUV��DQG�WKHLU�
QRQ�FHUWL¿DEOH�DJULFXOWXUDO�SURGXFWV��PHDWV��SRXOWU\��HJJV��
dairy products, aqua-culture). All products must be grown in 

&DOLIRUQLD��,Q�RUGHU�WR�VHOO�FHUWL¿DEOH�DJULFXOWXUDO�SURGXFWV��
\RXU�IDUP�PXVW�EH�FHUWL¿HG�E\�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�)RRG�DQG�
Agriculture in the county where the products are grown or raised. 

<RX�PXVW�KDYH�\RXU�FXUUHQW�&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHUV�&HUWL¿FDWH�RQ�¿OH�
with the farmers markets where you sell.

&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHU�&HUWL¿FDWH�RQOLQH�DSSOLFDWLRQ� http://

www.cdfa.ca.gov/egov/farmersmarket/producers_app_step1.asp

&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHUV�$SSOLFDWLRQ�WR�6HOO� The application 

requires your signature which attests that you have read Davis 

Farmers Market Association’s Rules and Regulations, and which 

states you agree to abide by those rules.

Fees: Stall Fees are calculated as a percentage of the seller’s gross 

sales for that Market Day. A minimum stall fee will be collected 

for each space used, even in case of no sales.

��0HPEHUV�����RI�JURVV�VDOHV������PLQLPXP�RQ�6DWXUGD\������
minimum at Picnic in the Park on Wednesdays, 4:30-8:30 

pm and $10 minimum at the UC Davis Farmers Market)

��0HPEHUVKLS�'XHV������¿UVW�\HDU������VXEVHTXHQW�\HDUV

��1RQ�0HPEHUV�����RI�JURVV�VDOHV������PLQLPXP��\RX�PXVW�
be a member to sell on Saturday or at the UC Davis or 

Sutter Davis Farmers Markets).  

cook and eat what you 

grow, how can you share 

that enthusiasm with 

customers? 

People are buying raw 

ingredients, and if there 

is a market seller who 

is excited, customers 

share that excitement. 

It’s important to have 

those conversations, and 

that shared experience of 

being excited about your 

food.”
Kristy Lyn Levings

Cache Creek Meat 

Company

Esparto, CA

http://www.cdfa.ca.gov/egov/farmersmarket/producers_app_step1.asp
http://www.cdfa.ca.gov/egov/farmersmarket/producers_app_step1.asp
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ESTIMATING YOUR COSTS

In addition to the costs associated with growing your crops, there 

DUH�FRVWV�VSHFL¿F�WR�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV��LQFOXGLQJ�PHPEHUVKLS�IHHV�
DQG�GDLO\�PDUNHW�IHHV��2WKHU�FRVWV�LQFOXGH��FRXQW\�FHUWL¿FDWH�IHHV��
transport and delivery of your products; pop-up tents, tables and 

chairs; scale, calculator and cash register or cash box; reusable 

crates, boxes or baskets plus packing materials for transporting 

and displaying produce; supplies for sampling (containers with 

lids, tongs and gloves); customer shopping bags; farm sign or 

EDQQHU��SULFLQJ�VLJQV��ODERU�FRVWV�RI�VWDI¿QJ�\RXU�ERRWK��DQG�
SULQWHG�ÀLHUV�DERXW�SURGXFW�VWRUDJH�DQG�UHFLSHV��LI�\RX�FKRRVH�WR�
use them to promote your farm and your products). Whether you 

staff your own booth, or pay a family member or employee to sell 

for you, be sure to account for the value of your own time spent at 

the farmers market. You can use the Budgeting Farmers Market 

Costs form on page 26 to estimate costs.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
MARKET MANAGERS

Market managers are the gatekeepers of the farmers markets 

WKH\�PDQDJH��<RX�RQO\�JHW�RQH�FKDQFH�WR�PDNH�D�¿UVW�LPSUHVVLRQ�
with a market manager, and if you want to sell at his or her 

market, you want to make a good one.

)LUVW��EH�VXUH�\RX�KDYH�\RXU�&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHUV�&HUWL¿FDWH��&3&��
before you approach a market manager. Your CPC needs to be 

displayed at every farmers market where you sell, and every 

market where you sell needs to have a copy of your current CPC 

RQ�¿OH��'RZQORDG�WKH�DSSOLFDWLRQ�IRU�DQ\�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�ZKHUH�
you want to sell, and bring the completed application with you, 

even if you do not know if there is space in that farmers market. 

These two documents help the market manager learn who you 

are, what you sell, and how committed you are to selling at his or 

her market.

Because market managers have different management styles and 

preferences about communication, it is not usually a good idea to 

just show up at the market and expect the manager to have time 

to talk with you. Call or email the market manager to schedule a 

time to talk. Find out their preferred communication style. Do they 

prefer email or phone? Do they have a slow time at their market 

when they have time to talk with you? 

Market managers receive dozens of inquiries from small farmers, 

and you want to begin your relationship by valuing their time 
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and respecting their styles of communication. Most market 

PDQDJHUV�SUHIHU�HPDLOV�WR�SKRQH�FDOOV�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHLU�HI¿FLHQF\��
%XW�¿QGLQJ�RXW�HDUO\�KRZ�WKH�PDQDJHU�OLNHV�WR�GR�EXVLQHVV�ZLOO�
go a long way toward getting you and your farm into the farmers 

markets you favor.

PITCHING YOUR FARM TO A MARKET MANAGER

Market managers want to know about you and your farm. How 

long have you been farming? How committed are you to being 

at his or her market every week? What makes your products 

desirable and unique? Is it the variety of products, the quality, or 

product uniqueness? 

Knowing your sales expectations can help the market manager 

place you in a farmers market that is a good match for you as well 

as the market. Your willingness to start in a small market helps 

build trust with the manager, while getting your relationship with 

the manager off on the right footing. Above all, farmers that are 

new to farmers markets cannot expect to start in the bigger, more 

successful markets. That rarely happens.

 

FOLLOW-THROUGH BUILDS TRUST

By developing a person-to-person relationship with the market 

manager, you begin your partnership in a way that promotes 

learning and communication. Study your farm to see what 

products are coming to harvest and keep the market manager 

informed. Be consistent and organized. Market managers will 

appreciate your professionalism while you build trust and 

credibility.
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YOUR FARMERS MARKET RETAIL STAND

Think about what your style is. What is your décor? The days of 

putting out an old, dirty table with boxes on it are over. Good 

markets are looking for more than that. If you don’t know what 

kind of booth you want, look at displays at farmers markets and 

¿JXUH�RXW�ZKLFK�VW\OH�IHHOV�OLNH�\RX��,W�UHDOO\�SD\V�RII�WR�VHH�ZKDW�
successful sellers’ booths and stands look like, so you can create 

D�VHOOLQJ�VSDFH�WKDW�UHÀHFWV�\RX��\RXU�IDUP�DQG�\RXU�VW\OH��5HDOL]H�
that the most successful sellers have a style and a décor that they 

brand for themselves and they carry it out at every single market. 

$QG�D�UHFRJQL]DEOH�VW\OH�KHOSV�FXVWRPHUV�¿QG�\RXU�VWDQG�DW�WKH�
market.

Do you need shelter for your booth? A pop-up tent can protect 

SURGXFW�TXDOLW\�DQG�SURYLGH�FXVWRPHU�FRPIRUW�ZKLOH�GH¿QLQJ�
your selling area. Most farmers markets are held rain or shine, 

and a pop-up tent can protect your products, your customers and 

you. A white fabric tent is best because blue and green fabrics 

make fruits and vegetables appear discolored.

DISPLAYING YOUR PRODUCTS

,Q�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV��GLVSOD\�LV�GH¿QHG�DV�WKH�JHQHUDO�OD\RXW�RI�
\RXU�PDUNHW�ERRWK�RU�VWDQG��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�¿[WXUHV�\RX�XVH�WR�
hold your products. There are two secrets to a good display: 

abundance and neatness. An attractive display is key to attracting 

FXVWRPHUV��DQG�GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ�\RXU�IDUP±DQG�\RX±IURP�WKH�
other farms and farmers in the market. Customers buy more 

when displays are bountiful. Display your products so that they 

are easy for customers to reach. Keep used boxes, trash and 

damaged produce out of sight. Is your farm name prominently 

displayed? Does your display look abundant? Is your produce 

clean, neatly arranged and regularly inspected to remove 

damaged products?

'LVSOD\�¿[WXUHV�FDQ�EH�ZRRGHQ�ÀDWV�RU�FUDWHV��ZLFNHU�RU�EXVKHO�
baskets, or burlap bags over cardboard boxes. Customers like 

a stand that looks natural. A country look and old-fashioned 

containers can give your booth a farm atmosphere. Keep color 

in mind when selecting display materials and go for simple but 

effective color to dress up your display. Green, earth colors, and 

checked or gingham fabrics look great beneath fresh produce. 

Whether you like baskets, or farm boxes and old lug boxes, 

create a plan for your booth and display, and work to improve it 

throughout the year.

“Our philosophy has 

always been, the more 

variety you have, the 

better. That allows us to 

sell as much as we can 

to each shopper. It’s high 

management and more 

GLI¿FXOW�WR�GR��EXW�DOO�WKDW�

variety pays off when 

you have a great display.

I think display is 

everything. Presentation 

is so important. You’re 

creating an art palette 

when you create 

your farmers market 

display. Make sure you 

have tablecloths, use 

contrasting colors, and 

pay attention to how you 

put things together.

We used to handwrite 

prices on the tops of 

cardboard boxes and set 

them next to the produce, 

but we ended up with 

a lot of trash because 

products and prices 

change from week to 

week. Now we use very 

continued on next page
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Finally, while plastic bins, plastic boxes and plastic containers 

may offer durability, convenience and ease of transport, go easy 

on using bright plastic in your display. The most colorful thing on 

your farmers market stand should be your products. 

CREATING SIGNS THAT BRAND YOUR FARM 

Signs can provide information to help you sell, add color to your 

stand, and help “brand” your farm. The three basic types of signs 

are: price signs, information signs, and brand signs. 

Price signs are important and should be clearly marked near the 

products. Food shoppers are used to shopping retail stores where 

they don’t have to ask about prices.  If they have to ask about the 

price, some shoppers may not even consider shopping at your 

stand. A large chalkboard or white board can be used in place of 

individual signs if you don’t have too many products. Or you can 

create price signs on cardboard, or purchase small chalkboards to 

display the price near each product. Some farmers markets have 

rules regarding price signs, so check your market’s rules before 

deciding how to display prices.

Product information signs include signs saying “organic” or 

“picked today.” Some include information about storage or 

cooking tips. If you offer a new or unusual variety of produce, 

ODEHO�LW�ZLWK�D�VLJQ�DQG�WKLQN�DERXW�KDYLQJ�D�ÀLHU�H[SODLQLQJ�KRZ�
to store it and prepare it. And be sure to be aware of the labeling 

laws regarding organic produce.

Brand signs are used to convey your farm name, and develop 

name recognition. When a customer returns to the market, they 

are more likely to revisit your stand if they remember your name 

or what your farm sign looks like.

DRESSING FOR SALES SUCCESS

You and the people who help you sell are part of your display. If 

you don’t have aprons or t-shirts  with your farm name on them, 

ZHDU�D�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�DSURQ��&RQVLGHU�ZHDULQJ�D�KDW±ZLWK�HLWKHU�
your farm name or the farmers market name on it. And wearing a 

nametag lets customers approach you to say, “Hello, Joe!”

small chalkboards, which 

is easier and part of our 

décor.

Since you’ll have different 

produce from week to 

week, you can’t set up 

your stand the same way 

every time. It makes 

sense to have versatile 

produce chalkboards—so 

you can switch them, and 

change them.

Get to know your 

customers’ names, and be 

willing to chat and have 

real conversations with 

them. That’s why people 

come to the market. They 

want that interaction 

with the farmer. That’s 

why it’s important that 

the farmer is the seller. 

It’s an opportunity 

for the farmer to have 

an exchange with the 

customers. You need to 

be there yourself as much 

as possible.”
Annie Main

Good Humus 

Capay, CA
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STAFFING YOUR FARMERS MARKET STAND

While one person can staff a small booth, having two people to 

wait on customers, re-stock the display and allow for breaks, 

is optimal. That’s not usually possible for new farmers. If you 

cannot be at every market, it’s important to use the same crew to 

sell at each market. Familiar faces help increase every customer’s 

comfort level when they shop at your booth. 

Most shoppers expect to be able to speak directly to the farmer, 

or someone who works on the farm. It is one of the appeals of 

buying directly from the producer. There will be times when you, 

the farmer, cannot staff your farmers market booth or stand. 

Many farmers involve family members in selling at the market. 

Some farmers bring their farm workers to help sell, while others 

employ people just to sell at the market. 

Whenever you have family members or employees selling your 

products, you need to train them and provide guidance about 

how you expect them to interact with customers. Make a list 

of tasks when you involve family members or hire employees. 

%H�VSHFL¿F��LQFOXGLQJ�ZKHQ�WR�DUULYH�DW�WKH�PDUNHW��ZKDW��WR�GR�
regarding set-up, where to place signs, how to greet customers, 

and how to weigh produce and make correct change. 

WELCOMING CUSTOMERS

Making eye contact is the best way to welcome customers. If a 

shopper cannot make eye contact with the person selling at your 

stand, that shopper may move on. If you don’t want to lose the 

“people touch” that encourages people to visit and shop your 

stand, be sure employees and family know your rules about 

customer service, especially about being friendly and readily 

accessible. Tell your employees your rules regarding texting 

and talking on the phone, reading a book, using computers, or 

visiting with neighbors when the market is busy. And be sure 

employees are dressed appropriately. 

You can build a relationship with each person who buys your 

products with a friendly greeting, a thank you, and taking time 

to visit. If a customer is looking but not buying, offer them a 

sample, or suggest a product that is at the peak of the season. 

One way to get repeat customers is to ask them to come back and 

tell you how they prepared your products. Keeping the “people 

touch” with customers, no matter who is doing the selling, will 

impact how much you sell at every farmers market. If you hire 
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someone who is friendly and cordial, you are going to sell more 

product and make more money.

Finally, tell the farmers market manager if you want his or her 

observations on how employees are doing. Also let the employees 

know you are asking the market manager to check on them.

OFFERING SAMPLES

Savvy sellers know that sampling is the most effective marketing 

method you can use. Sampling helps familiarize customers with 

your products. It’s not only great advertising, it’s inexpensive. If 

giving away $50 in product makes the difference between a $300 

day and a $600 day, it’s worth it. 

Sampling also helps shoppers choose your product because 

of taste, freshness and quality of the sample. And remember, 

shoppers are more inclined to sample if it is offered to them. Be 

sure to talk to the customer about what they are sampling.  It’s 

also a good idea to have a sign near sample containers that reads : 

“Try a free sample!”

Your samples should be fresh and their containers clean. Don’t 

cut up too much product at one time, so you can offer the freshest 

samples. Check with the market manager and county health 

department about regulations concerning sampling. Follow 

health department guidelines. The most common regulations 

are: samples must remain covered; perishables must be iced; 

sellers doing sampling must wear food service rubber gloves; 

and samples must be offered using a disposable utensil or tongs 

without anyone’s hands touching the sample. 

 

CREATING EFFECTIVE CUSTOMER HANDOUTS

Many successful farmers market sellers have learned that 

ÀLHUV�ZLWK�SURGXFW�VWRUDJH�WLSV�DQG�VLPSOH�UHFLSHV�FDQ�KHOS�VHOO�
more product. Today’s shoppers are looking for ways to use the 

produce and products they buy at farmers markets. 

6KDULQJ�VWRUDJH�WLSV�ZLWK�VKRSSHUV±ZKHWKHU�YHUEDOO\�RU�LQ�SULQW±
helps them use every bit of product they buy without waste. 

Nobody wants to waste money on fresh food. Customers also like 

UHFLSHV±WKH�IHZHU�LQJUHGLHQWV��WKH�EHWWHU±DQG�HYHU\RQH�ORYHV�QHZ�
ideas for what to cook for dinner.

“My biggest piece of 

advice for new farmers 

HQWHULQJ�PDUNHWV�LV�¿QG�

something to grow that 

nobody else is growing, 

RU�¿JXUH�RXW�D�ZD\�

to grow it BEFORE 

everybody else has it (like 

we do with tomatoes and 

melons).

%H�ÀH[LEOH�ZKHQ�LW�

comes to attending 

markets, ‘bloom’ where 

the manager needs 

you to be–it does no 

good for anybody to be 

antagonistic.

Make your stall space 

welcoming, bright and 

colorful. Nothing is 

worse than looking at a 

stall and seeing stuff just 

thrown on the table.

Be polite, honest and 

helpful, and dress 

appropriately.

And ALWAYS bring 

plenty of change.”
Debbie Ramming

3DFL¿F�6WDU�*DUGHQV�
Woodland, CA

DFM seller since 2002
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Avoid printing full-page handouts. To be cost-effective and 

environmentally friendly, go with half-sheet or quarter-sheet 

ÀLHUV�DQG�UHFLSHV��%H�VXUH�WR�DGG�\RXU�IDUP�QDPH��ZHE�VLWH�DQG�
HPDLO�RU�SKRQH�QXPEHU�WR�\RXU�ÀLHUV��7KLV�KHOSV�EUDQG�\RXU�IDUP�
and your products and increases the likelihood that shoppers 

come back for more. 

EXPANDING YOUR MARKETING

One of the considerable advantages of selling at farmers markets 

is that you don’t have to do any advertising or publicity because 

the farmers market handles that. But there are affordable, and 

relatively easy ways to promote your farm beyond the farmers 

market.

2Q�OLQH�GLUHFWRULHV�DQG�ZHE�VLWHV offer free listings for 

small farmers, especially those who sell through farmers 

markets or Community Supported Agriculture boxes (delivered 

to customers). Be sure to sign up to be included on these web 

sites: localharvest.org; farmtotableenm.org; and your State 

Department of Agriculture web site.

+RVWLQJ�D�ZHE�VLWH for your farm is not a necessity for most 

small farmers. But today, creating a web site has never been 

easier. Customers are going to “Google” your farm one day. 

Give them a website with basic information to land on! Even if 

your web site simply states your farm’s general location, your 

products, the farmers markets where you sell, and how to contact 

you, this is often enough information to promote your farm. 

:KHWKHU�D�FXVWRPHU�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�¿QG�RXW�ZKHQ�D�FHUWDLQ�SURGXFW�
will be coming to market, or the markets where you sell, or wants 

to place a large order for canning or freezing, a web site is a good 

ZD\�IRU�WKHP�WR�¿QG�\RX�DQG�JHW�LQ�WRXFK�

Your web site can be simple, and should include:

���<RXU�IDUP¶V�QDPH�DQG�RU�ORJR

���3KRQH�QXPEHU�ZKHUH�\RX�FDQ�EH�UHDFKHG�TXLFNO\

���/RFDWLRQ�RI�\RXU�IDUP��QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�\RXU�DGGUHVV�

���:KDW�\RX�JURZ

���/LVW�RI�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�ZKHUH�\RX�VHOO

���3KRWR�V��RI�\RX�DQG�RU�\RXU�IDPLO\�RQ�\RXU�IDUP�

���/LQN�WR�HPDLO�\RX�

“Farmers market 

managers and sellers are 

all in this together. It is a 

privilege to have a space 

in a good market. 

Every seller needs to 

actively participate in 

the market—by being a 

good seller and a team 

player, by helping other 

sellers, and making 

customers feel welcome. 

Every seller has a role 

in making their farmers 

markets better. 

Play that role–to the 

hilt.”
Randii MacNear

Davis Farmers Market

Market manager 

since 1978

http://www.localharvest.org
http://www.farmtotablenm.org
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Here are some suggested sources for help creating a web site for 

your farm:

���*RRJOH�6LWHV�LV�IUHH��http://www.google.com/sites/help/

intl/en/overview.html

���:RUGSUHVV�VRIWZDUH�WR�FUHDWH�ZHE�SDJHV�LV�IUHH��EXW�\RX�
QHHG�WR�¿QG�DQG�SD\�IRU�D�ZHE�KRVW��http://wordpress.org/

Here are additional sources for creating a simple web site:

http://virb.com/

http://www.squarespace.com/

8VLQJ�)DFHERRN seems to be the modern day version of staying 

in touch. Even if you don’t use Facebook, many of your customers 

do. And while no one knows yet what kind of impact Facebook 

has on our purchasing habits, we do know that people share 

information on Facebook. If you have computer skills, you can 

probably set up your own Facebook account. Use it a few days a 

week to post photos and information about your farm and your 

products coming to market. If you don’t have computer skills, ask 

a family member or friend to help you. Consider trading product 

for their help. And ask them to show you how to post. 

$W�'DYLV�)DUPHUV�0DUNHW��ZH�WU\�WR�SRVW�RQ�)DFHERRN±XVXDOO\�RQFH�
D�GD\±��RU���GD\V�D�ZHHN��:H�XVH�)DFHERRN�WR�NHHS�RXU�FXVWRPHUV�
informed about upcoming events, entertainment, what’s in season, 

or days the market is closed. We post photos of people, upcoming 

events, produce and nutritional information. The number of people 

who “friend us” keeps growing and growing. 

8VLQJ�0HGLD�DQG�3XEOLFLW\±0RVW�VPDOO�IDUPHUV�GRQ¶W�
have the time to stay in touch with the media, and don’t have 

to, because farmers markets handle that aspect of marketing. 

+RZHYHU��IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV±HVSHFLDOO\�EXV\�RQHV�ZLWK�JRRG�PHGLD�
FRQQHFWLRQV±UHJXODUO\�JHW�SKRQH�FDOOV�IURP�UHSRUWHUV�ORRNLQJ�
to interview a farmer who grows certain products coming into 

season. Be sure that the market managers where you sell have 

your current contact information where you can be reached.

Rule No. 1 of media relations and publicity: If the media calls, 

return the call. When you do, you’ll probably get free publicity 

for your farm, which in turn expands the number of people aware 

of your farm and your products. If that reporter was referred to 

you by your farmers market manager, that also means publicity 

for that farmers market. And that will make the market manager 

happy, too. 

“Maximize freshness. In 

the food biz, people feast 

with their eyes before 

WKH\�WDNH�WKH�¿UVW�ELWH��

Know how to handle 

the crops to make them 

their most attractive and 

fresh-looking.

Scope out the markets 

you’re interested in and 

WU\�WR�¿QG�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�

produce that is not at 

the market, or is under-

represented.

&RPPLW�WR�VWDI¿QJ�\RXU�

own booth. Farmers 

markets are educational 

institutions, not just 

commercial outlets. 

Market managers will 

appreciate your being 

present to respond to 

customer inquiries 

and comments, and to 

volunteer information 

and perspectives on 

farming.”
Jim Eldon

Fiddlers Green Farm 

Brooks, CA

DFM seller since 1992

http://www.google.com/sites/help/intl/en/overview.html
http://www.google.com/sites/help/intl/en/overview.html
http://wordpress.org/
http://virb.com/
http://www.squarespace.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Create-new-account/118227141561583
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If you don’t return the call, three things will happen. That 

reporter will probably never call you again. You will have chosen 

to not to publicize your farm or help the market manager build 

awareness of his or her market and small farms. And the market 

manager will probably take your name off the market’s media 

referral list. 

STAYING IN TOUCH WITH MARKET MANAGERS

Market managers have lots of good information. Use your time 

at farmers markets as an opportunity to talk with them. If you’re 

not the seller at the farmers market every week, it’s important 

to check in with the market manager to see how your stand, and 

your employees are doing. The manager can offer suggestions 

about your display, your customers and your employees. 

Remember that the market manager is on your side, and you 

want to be on his or her team. Too often, sellers see the market 

manager as “the market cop.” Viewing the manager as a partner 

or coach will yield a better relationship and more opportunities 

for you at the market. It is always best to talk to the market 

manager, not to other sellers, if you have a problem.

Many small farmers are seasonal sellers at farmers markets, 

which means they don’t have year-round contact with farmers 

market managers. If you know how your market managers like to 

FRPPXQLFDWH±DQG�\RX�ZLOO�LI�\RX�DVNHG�WKHP�ZKHQ�\RX�¿UVW�PHW�
WKHP±\RX�FDQ�WRXFK�EDVH�ZLWK�WKHP�HYHU\�IHZ�PRQWKV�E\�SKRQH��
or email or mail, whichever he or she prefers. 

Tell market managers about any new products you are growing, or 

ask their advice about value-added products you want to bring to 

market. Give the manager samples of your products to try. Discuss 

when you’ll be ready to return to the farmers market, and ask if there 

will be space available. 

,I�\RXU�FRQWDFW�LQIRUPDWLRQ±SKRQH�QXPEHU��DGGUHVV�RU�HPDLO±
changes, be sure to let all of your market managers know. If 

\RX�KDYH�D�QHZ�EXVLQHVV�FDUG��ÀLHU�RU�UHFLSH�IRU�\RXU�IDUP��VHQG�
the farmers market managers a copy. Send a card thanking the 

manager for bringing you into the market. Like any relationship, 

a little bit of nurturing helps build a long-lasting relationship 

with your market manager, and ensures your spot in next year’s 

market.

“The hardest working 

farmer I’ve known said, 

‘To be a farmer, you only 

need two things: a strong 

back and a weak mind.’ 

While the strong back 

is absolutely true for 

farming, he never sold 

vegetables at a farmers 

market so the weak mind 

part is dated.

A person selling at a 

farmers market needs a 

sharp mind, a sense of 

humor, integrity, ethics, 

an aesthetic vision, 

honesty and morals. I 

try to focus on my ten 

feet of stall space and not 

worry about what other 

farmers are doing. 

I want my customers to 

leave my stand feeling 

they got a good deal on 

the best vegetables they 

can get. You have to be 

serious about quality and 

fair prices.”
Lloyd Johnson

Lloyd’s Produce  

Davis, CA

DFM seller since 1999
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Farmers market managers and sellers are all in this together. It 

is a privilege to have a space in a good market. Everyone has to 

SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�WKH�PDUNHW±E\�EHLQJ�D�JRRG�VHOOHU��D�WHDP�SOD\HU��
helping other sellers, and making customers feel welcome. As a 

team player, you have a role in making the market better. Play 

WKDW�UROH±WR�WKH�KLOW�

TRACKING AND EVALUATING RESULTS

Success as a farmers market seller takes time. Establishing 

your farm, your products and yourself in a market cannot be 

DFFRPSOLVKHG�RYHUQLJKW��7UDFNLQJ�\RXU�FRVWV�DQG�\RXU�VDOHV±
E\�SURGXFW±DW�HYHU\�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�SURYLGHV�LQYDOXDEOH�
information that can inform your decisions about what you grow, 

how you set your prices and where you sell. 

Do what most farmers market managers do: document every 

farmers market where you sell. Keep records of how much you 

brought to market, how much you sold, what your unit price was 

for each product, how much you brought home and notes about 

circumstances that affected sales. What pricing strategies did you 

XVH"�+RZ�ZDV�FXVWRPHU�WUDI¿F"�,I�VDOHV�ZHUH�HVSHFLDOO\�JRRG��WU\�
to determine why. What was the weather like (sales are usually 

slower on rainy days or really hot ones)? What do you plan to 

do differently the following week? Make note of holidays and 

ZKHWKHU�WKH\�LPSDFWHG�\RXU�FXVWRPHU�WUDI¿F�DQG�VDOHV�

Collecting this information for each market throughout the year 

gives you a clear picture of what works to increase sales and 

what does not. Knowing what works can help you develop new 

VWUDWHJLHV�WR�LQFUHDVH�VDOHV�DQG�SUR¿W��$QG�NQRZLQJ�ZKDW�GRHVQ¶W�
work allows you to stop doing the things that aren’t successful 

and do more of the things that are.

“Know all about what 

you are selling: the name 

of the variety, its salient 

traits, how it differs 

from other varieties, its 

horticulture (irrigation, 

fertilizer, etc.), where to 

buy seeds or plants, how 

to cook your product, 

how to store it, etc. 

Many customers want 

information to go with 

their purchase. This is 

why it is so much better 

to have the farmer 

selling because the 

farmer knows all this 

information.”
Mike Madison

Yolo Bulb  

Winters, CA

DFM seller since 1989
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“Guarantee the 

quality of everything 

that you sell. Listen 

to your customers for 

suggestions of what to 

grow, how to prepare it, 

and how to market it.

Don’t use hand-held 

devices–cell phones, 

Blackberrys and such–

when you are selling at 

the Market. The message 

you send customers is, 

‘I’m too busy, I don’t need 

to wait on you.’ 

Price everything on 

your table in legible 

handwriting. Customers 

do not like having to ask 

the price of everything. 

They’ll just move on until 

they do see a stand with 

prices displayed.

Be nice to your customers, 

even ones you don’t know. 

0DQ\�RI�WKRVH�µ¿UVW�

timers’ have become my 

best customers.”
Dianne Madison

Yolo Bulb, Winters, CA

DFM seller since 1989
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READINESS CHECKLIST

,V�VHOOLQJ�DW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�D�JRRG�¿W�IRU�PH"

R  I am knowledgeable about farming and like to share my 

knowledge

R  I enjoy talking with strangers

R  I like sharing information about my products

R  I am committed to producing high-quality products

R  I am a team player who can follows rules

R  I can take direction from others when necessary

R  I know about post-harvest handling

R  I have time to farm AND sell at farmers markets

R  I am committed to being a farmers market seller

R  I arrive on time every time

R  I am willing to travel to sell at markets

R  I enjoy packing, transporting and setting up my products for 

sale

R  I am willing and able to be away from the farm to sell at 

markets

R�� ,�DP�D�JRRG�³¿W´�IRU�WKH�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�ZKHUH�,�ZDQW�WR�VHOO

R�� ,�DP�FRQ¿GHQW�WKDW�GLUHFW�PDUNHWLQJ�DW�IDUPHUV�PDUNHWV�ZLOO�
maximize my revenue

R  I have a plan for who will staff my farmers market stand

R  I am committed to being a successful farmers market seller

If you agree with most of the statements above, then you are 

ready to be a farmers market seller. For any statements you 

did not check, consider how those statements might affect your 

enthusiasm and commitment to being a farmers market seller 

and how you will address those issues.

“It’s important to be 

outgoing with customers. 

You have to connect with 

people.

Sell what people want, 

not just what you want 

to grow.”
Michael McDonald

McDonald Orchards

Capay Valley, CA

DFM seller since 2004

“Good sellers enjoy 

talking with people, 

making friends with 

customers. Many 

customers are looking 

for advice. People like 

really fresh products. 

I like to grow almost 

everything, and I get a 

lot of customers because 

I do.”
Federico Toledo

Toledo Farm 

Lodi, CA

DFM seller since 2011
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FARMERS MARKET VISIT EVALUATION

Market name _________________________________________________________________________

Market contact person  __________________________   E-mail ___________  Phone  ________________

Market days and hours ___________________________________________________________________

Market fees ______________________________________________________________

 YeS No CoMMeNt

I have a copy of market rules & regulations

Within range of my farm

(DV\�WR�¿QG

Plenty of parking within walking distance

0DQDJHU�LV�HDVLO\�LGHQWL¿DEOH�DQG�KDV�D� 
professional appearance

Manager is out and about in the market

Manager does not also run his or her own  

stand in the market

Directional signs 

*RRG�FXVWRPHU�WUDI¿F

Clean, attractive location

Restrooms nearby

Trash receptacles

Running water for hand washing

Market information booth

ATM on site

Food Stamp/EBT accepted

FMNP (Farmers Market Nutrition Program)  

Coupons accepted

Vendor spaces are adequate

*RRG�WUDI¿F�ÀRZ�WKURXJK�PDUNHW

Friendly vendors

Pleasant atmosphere

Shoppers are enjoying themselves

Sellers are enjoying themselves

Good quality products

Variety of products

Range of prices

Competing vendors
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FARMERS MARKET VISIT EVALUATION (CONTINUED)

SELLER PRODUCT SUMMARY (GIVE NUMBER OF EACH)

_____ Fruits _____ Vegetables _____ Herbs

_____ Local eggs _____ Local honey _____ Baked goods

_____ Local cheeses _____ Meats _____ Prepared foods

_____ Processed foods _____ Flowers _____ Plants

_____ Crafts
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BUDGETING FARMERS MARKET COSTS

Consider these costs when putting together a budget for selling at farmers markets:

IteM CoSt

&$�&HUWL¿HG�3URGXFHU¶V�&HUWL¿FDWH

Farmers Market application fees

Weekly farmers market fees

Farmers market membership fees

Fuel and labor for travel

Pop-up tent

Tables and chairs

Table coverings

Reusable crates, boxes, baskets and packing materials

Scale, calculator and cash register or cash box

Supplies for sampling (tongs, containers, gloves)

Customer shopping bags

Farm sign or banner & clamps to attach

Farm t-shirts or aprons

Pricing & info signs, chalkboard & chalk

/DERU�FRVWV�IRU�VWDI¿QJ�IDUPHUV�PDUNHW�VWDQG

Creating a web site

Other 

 7RWDO�(VWLPDWHG�&RVWV
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FARMERS MARKET ADVICE 
FROM DAVIS FARMERS MARKET SELLERS

In the sidebars on previous pages, advice offered by Davis 

)DUPHUV�0DUNHW�VHOOHUV�ZDV�HGLWHG�WR�¿W�WKH�VSDFH�DYDLODEOH��

Here is the unedited version of sellers’ advice to new farmers.  

“If you want to get into a successful market like Davis Farmers 

Market, you have to have great product. The best. 

Be friendly, because you’re going to meet a lot of people. You 

need to be able to talk, interact and ask and answer questions. I 

get a lot of questions. The goal is to communicate with customers.

Be prepared to get along with everybody at the market, even 

people who aren’t very friendly.”

Lucas Boucher

Boucher Plants, Suisun City, CA

DFM seller since 2012

“Engage with your customers. Make eye contact with those 

walking by. Smile! Stay off the phone.

Offer free samples as best you can in conformance with market 

standards and regulations. Be generous.

Offer ‘bulk’ discounts. If someone wants a whole box or boxes, 

recognize that you won’t have to invest as much time per unit to 

make that sale.

Boil your display down to as simple an exercise as you can. Nice 

looking for sure, but something that is easy to set up AND pack 

up and transport.”

Rich Collins

California Vegetable Specialties 

Rio Vista, CA

DFM seller since 1989
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“Maximize freshness. In the food biz, people feast with their eyes 

EHIRUH�WKH\�WDNH�WKH�¿UVW�ELWH��.QRZ�KRZ�WR�KDQGOH�WKH�FURSV�WR�
make them their most attractive and fresh-looking.

6FRSH�RXW�WKH�PDUNHWV�\RX¶UH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�DQG�WU\�WR�¿QG�VRPHWKLQJ�
to produce that is not at the market, or is under-represented.

&RPPLW�WR�VWDI¿QJ�\RXU�RZQ�ERRWK��)DUPHUV�PDUNHWV�DUH�
educational institutions, not just commercial outlets. Market 

managers will appreciate you being present to respond to 

customer inquiries and comments, and to volunteer information 

and perspectives on farming.”

Jim Eldon

Fiddlers Green Farm, Brooks, CA

DFM seller since 1992

“Be honest and be consistent. Be reliable and be on-time at every 

market.

It takes a lot of work to sell at farmers markets. If you bring good 

quality, people will come back to your stand again.”

Luis Guevara

Rancho Mi Familia Fruit & Produce, Inc.  

Santa Maria, CA

DFM seller since 1999

“The hardest working man I’ve known, who let me work at his 

farm in Central Illinois when I was a teenager, always said, ‘To be a 

farmer, you only need two things: a strong back and a weak mind.’ 

He was full of clever advice and while the strong back part is 

absolutely true for farming, he never sold vegetables at a farmers 

market so the weak mind part is dated.

A person selling at a farmers market needs a sharp mind capable 

of critical thinking, a sense of humor, integrity, ethics, an aesthetic 

vision, honesty and morals. I try to focus on my ten feet of stall 

space and try not to worry about what other farmers are doing. 

Also, I want my customers to leave my stand feeling that they got 

a good deal on the best vegetables they can get. You have to be 

serious about quality and fair prices.”

Lloyd Johnson

Lloyd’s Produce, Davis, CA

DFM seller since 1999
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“The most important thing is to visit a few farmers market to see 

if their atmosphere, sellers and shoppers are appropriate to your 

commodity.

We found that the farmers markets closest to our farm are most 

receptive. Shoppers there want to be able to stop by our farm—

even though most never do. The fact that our farm is close by, and 

that they would be welcome to visit our farm, means a lot to them.

You have to remember that when you’re selling food at a farmers 

market, you are selling retail food. It is important to understand 

the rules related to food products and fresh produce to ensure 

that your product is safe because you have a lot to lose if your 

customers get sick.”

Dan Jones

Islote Farm, Esparto, CA

DFM seller since 2011  

“Go to farmers markets and look for products that are missing or 

in short supply. Don’t try to come into a market with peaches or 

squash or something that’s really common.

Look for markets whose size will support you. Markets should be 

big enough to support your product. If you only go to one small 

market and expect to make a living, that’s probably not going to 

happen. If you sell at multiple small markets, or get into one or 

two larger ones your sales will be higher.

Connecting with customers is not about sales; it’s about 

education. A farmers market is farming for cooking. Be prepared 

to talk in depth about how to cook your products and be excited 

about it. If you don’t love to cook and eat what you grow, how can 

you share that enthusiasm with customers? 

People are buying raw ingredients, and if there is a market seller 

who is excited, customers share that excitement. It’s important 

to have those conversations, and that shared experience of being 

excited about your food.”

Kristy Lyn Levings

Cache Creek Meat Company 

Esparto, CA

DFM seller since 2009
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“Know all about what you are selling: the name of the variety, its 

salient traits, how it differs from other varieties, its horticulture 

(irrigation, fertilizer, etc.), where to buy seeds or plants, how to 

cook your product, how to store it, etc. 

Many customers want information to go with their purchase. This 

is why it is so much better to have the farmer selling because the 

farmer knows all this information.”

Mike Madison

Yolo Bulb, Winters, CA

DFM seller since 1989

“Guarantee the quality of everything that you sell. Listen to your 

customers for suggestions of what to grow, how to prepare it, and 

how to market it.

'RQ¶W�XVH�KDQG�KHOG�GHYLFHV±FHOO�SKRQHV��%ODFNEHUU\V�DQG�
VXFK±ZKHQ�\RX�DUH�VHOOLQJ�DW�WKH�0DUNHW��7KH�PHVVDJH�\RX�VHQG�
customers is, ‘I’m too busy, I don’t need to wait on you.’ Sitting 

behind your stand is also a bad idea. If you’re too busy to stand 

during the market, you need to be somewhere else.

Price everything on your table in legible handwriting (use spell-

FKHFN�LI�\RX�QHHG�WR���+DQGZULWWHQ�VLJQV�DUH�¿QH��&XVWRPHUV�GR�
not like having to ask the price of everything. They’ll just move on 

until they do see a stand with prices displayed.

Be nice to your customers, even ones you don’t know. Many of 

WKRVH�µ¿UVW�WLPHUV¶�KDYH�EHFRPH�P\�EHVW�FXVWRPHUV�´

Dianne Madison

Yolo Bulb, Winters, CA

DFM seller since 1989

“Our philosophy has always been, the more variety you have, the 

better. That allows us to sell as much as we can to each shopper. 

,W¶V�KLJK�PDQDJHPHQW�DQG�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GR��EXW�DOO�WKDW�YDULHW\�
pays off when you have a great display.

I think display is everything. Presentation is so important. You’re 

creating an art palette when you create your farmers market 

display. Make sure you have tablecloths, use contrasting colors, 

and pay attention to how you put things together.

I’ve always had a price chalkboard at the back of the van. But 

most customers are not looking up, they’re looking at produce. 

We used to handwrite prices on the tops of cardboard boxes and 
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set them next to the produce, but we ended up with a lot of trash 

because products and prices change from week to week. 

Now we use very small chalkboards, which is easier and part of 

our décor.

Since you’ll have different produce from week to week, you can’t 

set up your stand the same way every time. It makes sense to 

have versatile produce chalkboards—so you can switch them, and 

change them.

I use 12-inch long 4x4’s and 2x2’s to prop up baskets, or to even 

out the way a box sits on the stand. We also use them to keep 

boxes level in the van during transport.

Get to know your customers’ names, and be willing to chat and 

have real conversations with them. That’s why people come to the 

market. They want that interaction with the farmer. That’s why 

it’s important that the farmer is the seller. It’s an opportunity for 

the farmer to have an exchange with the customers. You need to 

be there yourself as much as possible.”

Annie Main

Good Humus, Capay, CA

DFM seller since 1976

“It’s important to be outgoing with customers. You have to 

connect with people.

Sell what people want, not just what you want to grow.”

Michael McDonald

McDonald Orchards, Capay Valley, CA

DFM seller since 2004

“My biggest piece of advice for new farmers entering markets is 
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¿QG�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�JURZ�WKDW�QRERG\�HOVH�LV�JURZLQJ��RU�¿JXUH�RXW�
a way to grow it BEFORE everybody else has it (like we do with 

tomatoes and melons).

%H�ÀH[LEOH�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�DWWHQGLQJ�PDUNHWV��µEORRP¶�ZKHUH�
WKH�PDQDJHU�QHHGV�\RX�WR�EH±LW�GRHV�QR�JRRG�IRU�DQ\ERG\�WR�EH�
antagonistic.

Make your stall space welcoming, bright and colorful. Nothing is 

worse than looking at a stall and seeing stuff just thrown on the 

table.

Be polite, honest and helpful, and dress appropriately.

And ALWAYS bring plenty of change.”

Debbie Ramming

3DFL¿F�6WDU�*DUGHQV��:RRGODQG��&$
DFM seller since 2002

“Good sellers enjoy talking with people, making friends with 

customers. Many customers are looking for advice. People like 

really fresh products. I like to grow almost everything, and I get a 

lot of customers because I do.”

Federico Toledo

Toledo Farm, Lodi, CA

DFM seller since 2011


