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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Purpose: Rates of organic farms and women organic farmers are increasing. Yet, this recent surge
brings new and uncertain challenges for injury epidemiology. Since many in the population are of
child-bearing age, and child agricultural injury is a significant threat, of particular relevance are the
knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs towards risk of child injury.

Methods: A paper, self-administered 11-question questionnaire was distributed at four events
geared towards early career women organic farmers. The questionnaire generated data around
select demographics, attitudes towards farm safety, and sources of safety knowledge.

Findings & Discussion: The questionnaire had a 45% response rate. As expected, most respon-
dents were new to farming (1-3 years' experience as a primary owner/operator), and 47%
reported having a child under the age of 18 years work on the farm. While respondents
recognized farms were generally unsafe for children, they reported their own farm as safe for
children. Preferred sources of safety knowledge were those with user-generated content from
other farmers.

Conclusion: Interventions with new women organic farmers in the Midwest are likely to be most
effective by incorporating social media, networking with area farmers’ groups, and addressing the
optimism bias. Information not explicitly marketed as safety information may gain traction.
A more complete analysis of risk, incidence, and prevalence of this niche population is important.

Special populations;
epidemiology; organic;
children

Introduction

Agriculture is a particularly dangerous industry, lead-
ing the nation in rates of occupationally-related
fatalities.'" While child agricultural injuries have
decreased over time, they show unique patterns and
high morbidity.” Estimates indicate approximately 33
children are injured every day in agricultural-related
incidents.” Young workers are particularly vulnerable,
being 44.8 times more likely to be fatally injured in
agriculture when compared to all other industries
combined.” Injuries are most likely to occur when
children are unsupervised in the worksite. Farm inju-
ries for children tend to be particularly severe and
require greater clinical management, with children
injured on farms hospitalized at 14 times the rate of
children injured in incidents unrelated to farming.*
Meanwhile, more farmers are experimenting
with the higher mark-up on organic products to
stay viable.” The cost of organic products compared
to their conventional counterparts ranges widely

depending on location, seasonality, product, and
other factors. Some sources put the premium of
organic products at more than 30-100%, or in some
cases as high as 300%.”” The move is touted by many
advocates as a way to both revolutionize America’s
food supply, making it more environmentally sustain-
able in the long-term, and for empowering women to
take formal leadership roles on farms as principal
owner-operators. The USDA reports certified organic
acreage and livestock has been expanding in the
United States for several years, particularly for
fruit, vegetable, dairy, and poultry
production.® Unfortunately, little data exist on rates
of female organic producers. However, the gap
between male and female organic and conventional
producers is narrowing in the new generation of farm-
ers, which the USDA defines as a farmer with 10 or
fewer years farming experience (Table 1).” Of new
producers, 59% are male and 40% are female,
a difference of 19 percentage points. In comparison,
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Table 1. Numbers, percentages of organic farms, female
farmers®

Male n (%) Female n (%)

2017 New Producers
All Producers
Principal Producers

2017
All Producers
Principal Producers

2012
All Producers
Principal Producers

538,610 (59%)
443,424 (66%)

369,664 (41%)
231,516 (34%)

2,172,373 (64%)
1,941,953 (71%)

1,227,461 (36%)
798,500 (29%)

2,210,402 (70%) 969,672 (30%)
1,821,039 (86%) 288,264 (14%)

82017 Census of Agriculture United States Summary and State Data.
Census of Agriculture (2019).

approximately 64% of producers (new or experienced)
were male compared to 36% females. These numbers
would indicate that women are increasingly repre-
sented amongst new and beginning farmers. These
trends are also observable in the 2012 USDA
Agricultural Census, which recorded 70% of all pro-
ducers were male and 31% of all producers were
female; the gap between male and female producers
narrowed between the 2012 and 2017 USDA
Agricultural Census. Women are also increasing as
principal producers, where their numbers increased
15 percentage points from 2012 to 2017, while men
principal producers actually decreased from 86% in
2012 to 71% in 2017. Thus, organic farming is con-
sistently increasing in the United States, concurrent
with an increase in female producers, although data
are not widely available to ensure rates of female
organic farmers are also increasing.

Gender differences in safety and health are well
documented across space and time,'*"'® but the over-
all risk profile of organic agriculture is largely
unexplored.'” Even further, how gender coincides
with organic modes of production to culminate in
either an increase or decrease of risk to women, and
by proxy their children, is also largely unexplored.
Thus, understanding the risk of women principal
owner-operators within the growing sector of organic
agriculture could be of great potential impact to pre-
venting the future incidence of agricultural injury and
mortality amongst women and children.

This brief report summarizes a questionnaire
with the goal to preliminarily describe and assess
the safety knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and prac-
tices of a sample of upper Midwest female organic
farmers who are making their entrée into agricul-
ture. The survey was deemed exempt from
Institutional Review Board oversight.

Methods

As organic agriculture continues to evolve, several
groups arose to foster women’s entrée into organic
agriculture, but the Midwest Organic and Sustainable
Education Service (MOSES) is one of the more pro-
minent. The non-profit is dedicated to educating and
promoting sustainable production in communities,
organizations, and through policy and hosts the
world’s largest Organic Farming Conference. Staff
also help guide farmers looking to start or transition
to organic production towards becoming certified
organic. Additionally, they hold educational events
specific to certain demographics, such as women
and/or new farmers. In Her Boots (a project of
MOSES) exemplifies the unique type of training,
resource connections, and networking that aims to
help organic women farmers succeed. In Her Boots
aims to provide training, outreach, and a voice for
women in organic and sustainable agriculture. Since
2009, the program facilitates various on-farm train-
ings throughout the summer. As one of the only year-
round programs by an organic agriculture non-profit
dedicated to women, In Her Boots delivers tailored
programming and attracts consistent, enthusiastic
attendees, particularly beginning women farmers
without an agriculture background.

The study goal to collect attitudinal and behavioral
data was achieved via a brief, self-administered ques-
tionnaire utilizing attendees at four summer field days
hosted by In Her Boots between July 2017 to
August 2017. Questions were generated and refined
by the study team based on the specific aims of the
study protocol. The specific aims of the protocol were
to develop a grounded understanding of the attitudes
of beginning farmers and ranchers (BFRs) towards
children’s safety in agriculture, including the recruit-
ment, education, and support for BFRs, assess possi-
ble challenges for different communities of BFRs (in
this case, female organic farmers), and determine
preferred modes of communication. The question-
naire was designed to answer two main questions:
what are the knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and prac-
tices of beginning women organic farmers? And
What opportunities could exist to disseminate safety
information to this niche population? Ultimately, the
work was intended to generate preliminary hypoth-
eses surrounding the safety needs and dissemination
preferences of women new organic farmers that could



Table 2. Farming background, demographics.
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Table 3. Farm safety attitudes, sources of safety knowledge.

Farming, no Farming, Farming, no Farming,
kids n =21 kids n =19 kids n =21 kids n =19

Have you ever worked in a profession Farm Safety Attitudes

other than farming? How cost effective is farm safety?

Yes, in the past 67% 42% 1- Safety costs too much 0% 0%

Yes, | currently farm and work in 29% 53% 2 5% 0%

another profession 3 24% 26%

No 5% 5% 4 29% 42%
How long have you been the principal 5-Safety saves money 33% 32%

owner/operator of a farm? How safe is the typical farm for

Less than 1 year 24% 16% children?

1-3 years 29% 37% 1-Not at all safe 5% 5%

4-7 years 19% 11% 2 29% 42%

8-10 years 10% 11% 3 48% 37%

10+ years 19% 26% 4 14% 11%
Wanting to raise my child on a farm is 5-Very safe 0% 5%

part of what attracted me to farming My farm is safer for a child compared to similar farms.

Strongly Disagree 0% 0% Agree 78% 82%

Disagree 29% 0% Disagree 22% 18%

Neither Agree or Disagree 33% 1% Sources of farm safety knowledge

Agree 14% 32% Do you regularly use any of the following sources to find information

Strongly Agree 19% 58% on farm safety? *Multiple answer choices were allowed

be explored in more depth and across a larger popula-
tion through further quantitative approaches.

The questionnaire was an 11-question self-
administered paper questionnaire (see Tables 2
and 3). Only seven of the questions are reported
here. The questionnaire was administered to attendees
at the conclusion of the event along with an evaluation
of the event itself. Anyone attending the events could
receive the questionnaire. Respondents completed the
questionnaire and submitted it for a random drawing
to be selected to win one of a limited number of small
door prizes (seeds, book). Questionnaire data were
summarized with descriptive statistics using SPSS

software.

Results

Response rate was calculated by recording the num-
ber of questionnaires distributed (n = 169) to the
number of returned questionnaires. In total, 76
questionnaires were returned, resulting in a 45%
questionnaire response rate. Data were then ana-
lyzed in two groups: current farmers without chil-
dren (n = 21) and current farmers with children
(n =19). Respondents who were not currently farm-
ing (n = 34) or whose farming status was unknown
(n = 2) were excluded from the analysis, resulting in
53% of questionnaires being usable (Table 2).

MOSES 52% 21%
Web search 48% 16%
Friends 38% 37%
Local farmers groups 38% 16%
Social media 29% 21%
Insurance company 14% 5%
State or national Farm Bureau 10% 0%
Federation

National Children’s Center for Rural 5% 0%
Agricultural Health and Safety

(NCCRAHS)

National Farm Medicine Center 0% 0%

Respondents were generally new to agriculture —
53% of both groups had 3 years or less experience
farming while 19%-26% had been farming more
than 10 years (Table 2). Of farmers who had
children on the farm, approximately 47% reported
having a child under the age of 18 years who
worked on the farm. Of respondents with children,
90% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement,
“Wanting to raise my child on a farm is part of
what attracted me to farming.” Also, farm parents
more commonly worked another job (53%) com-
pared to farmers without children (29%).

The two groups had comparable responses
on questions related to attitudes on farm safety
(Table 2). Most respondents (those with no
children [78%], those with children [82%]) felt
their farm was safer for children than other
farms. Yet the majority of respondents (those
without children [34%], those with children
[47%]) reported the typical farm is unsafe for
children.
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Event attendees reported using a wide range of
resources. Respondents without children seemed
to access a greater variety of farm safety resources
with web searches, friends, local farmers groups,
and social media being some of the most popular
sources.

Discussion

First and foremost, accurate data are needed in the
rate of female organic farmers. As described ear-
lier, rates of female farmers and organic farmers
are independently increasing; however, data are
needed on the gender of organic farmers to further
understand these trends.

Given that many respondents were new to agricul-
ture and indicated youth under the age of 18 years on
the farm, such farmers may benefit from knowledge
and awareness of age-appropriate tasks for youth on
farms. Furthermore, previous research indicates par-
ents are poor predictors of the age-appropriateness
of farm tasks, which places additional pressure on
agricultural health and safety professionals to reach
farm parents and increase uptake of youth agricultural
safety information."®

Respondents generally felt the typical farm is
unsafe for children, yet rated their own farm as
safe. Further evaluation should explore this discre-
pancy and help generate strategies to counter this
phenomena, which could be a fruitful line of inquiry.

Data suggest new female organic farmers may seek
out particular sources of information. Respondents
reported seeking out information from MOSES, web
searches, social media, or local farmers groups. Such
sources can generally be described as non-empiric
and characterized by farmer-to-farmer dissemination.
Thus, new women organic farmers may prefer word-
of-mouth-type and experiential resources over those
that seem authoritative.

The study had several limitations. The question-
naire was only administered to individuals who
attended events as part of a particular series within
a particular organization. These results may have lim-
ited generalizability outside the Midwest, to male
organic farmers, or female organic farmers in general.
However, these data hint that agricultural safety and
health information could have an audience in niche
groups, such as women beginning organic farmers,
especially if information is tailored to them. While this

limits generalizability, the effectiveness and receptivity
of information tailored to niche groups and dissemi-
nation into targeted communities versus a broad, gen-
eralizable sample would be an interesting avenue of
further scholarly inquiry. Additionally, the question-
naire was administered at the end of the event, so
some attendees may have been missed if they chose
to leave the event early. However, administering the
questionnaire alongside the evaluative questionnaire
for the event streamlined the two separate question-
naires for attendees. The small sample size of women
beginning organic farmers made comparative analysis
difficult. Despite these limitations, hopefully attention
will be drawn to this niche and understudied subpo-
pulation of farmers, so their health and safety needs as
they enter agriculture can be addressed and general
emerging trends can be described for future study.

Conclusion

The study was meant to increase visibility of women
organic farmers taking the initial steps into joining
agriculture and provide preliminary data and hypoth-
eses to guide future research and intervention with
a niche group of farmers who are under-researched
and largely excluded from existing scholarship. As
such, these data suggest a number of topics for further
inquiry and underscore many potential unique char-
acteristics of burgeoning female farmers.

In summary, women organic farmers’ health
and safety needs may differ from women farmers
more broadly and/or conventional farmers. Yet,
this group of farmers remains understudied.
There exists a great need for further research to
empirically explore their unique needs and how
these could best be addressed.
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