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M A R K E T  M A N A G E R  T O O L K I T

Vendor Skill Level: INTERMEDIATE

Fa rmer s
I O W A

Mix it up!   W h at  c a n  y o u  o f f e r ?
For Allie and Thomas of Burrowing Owl Bakery, product mix 
meant variations of a single product. They started their stand by 
offering four or five varieties of tarts at each Iowa City market. 
Their repertoire grew to include twenty. "Simplicity is the best 
way to help a customer make a decision. It's also a smart strategy 
for the vendor," says Allie. "We wanted to focus on one thing and 
do it well. For us, that was tarts. We were known for tarts and 
within that category,  we were able to diversify. At each market, 
we made sure to have both savory and sweet. Over time, we 
experimented with a lot of different combinations, but we were 
careful to keep the favorites." 

Product diversity is a good thing, but be thoughtful about the items 
that you put time into producing. Optimizing your product list is an 
ongoing, repetitive process and takes time to hone. At the end of 
each season, go back to your list—consider adding new items or 
modifying those that didn't make money. 

Here's where to start:
•	 Seek products that fold in well with your current operation. 
•	 Add products that can be arranged or packaged together 	
	 (e.g. salsa ingredients).
•	 Match your mix and amount of product you bring to 		
	 the market to the need—especially for peak sale times like 	
	 holidays. For example, customers may buy extra vegetables 	
	 around July 4th to prepare a dish for their barbecue.
•	 Having the first or last of a product for the season brings 		
     customers to your stand and increases the likelihood of them 	
	 buying their other items from you. 
•	 Display your niche items prominently and use them to build 	
	 rapport with your customers. 

                W
e diversified the flavors we offered and after eight

               Years have cultivated a dynamic mix. We have both

	         consistency and exciting seasonality. 

	     	 	             - All ie Gnade & Thomas Agran

The Small Things that have a BIG Impact
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B u s i n e s s  O p p o rt u n i t i e s  ( 1 )
Fi r s t  Ti m e  V e n d o r  (2)
D o  I  N e e d  a  L i c e n s e ?  ( 3)

V e n d o r  I n s u r a n c e  (4)
S e t t i n g  P r i c e s  ( 5)
H o w  D o  I  R e c o r d  S a l e s?  (6)

S e l l i n g  B a k e d  G o o d s  (7)
DI Y  Sta n d  I m p rov e m e n t s  (8)
V e n d o r  Sta l l  L ay o u t  (9)

F o o d  A s s i s ta n c e  P ro g r a m s  ( 10)
O p t i m i z i n g  P ro d u c t  M i x  ( 1 1 )
Th e  P o w e r  O f  B r a n di n g  ( 1 2)

Find the Right Mix for YOU
Product mix for you might mean diversity within a niche. Instead 
of regular carrots, you grow purple, yellow, or red carrots. Maybe 
you offer pressed carrot juice or a baked good that incorporates 
carrots. The goal is to expand your product mix in a way that 
makes your stand more competitive without overextending 
your resources. Consider efficiency, creativity, profit margin, and 
the realities of your customers' shopping habits. 



 Why a Big Variety
o f  P r o d u c t  Y i e l d s  L a r g e r  S a l e sA Farmer's Perspective

o n  F i n d i n g  t h e  R i g h t  P r o d u c t  M i x

200 Vegetable Varieties: “I think it’s very important to have a wide array of products available just like a good produce section at a 
grocery store. Customers come back week after week for favorites but often delight in and purchase the well-presented surprises. Our 
market tables are full of a wide assortment of vegetables, herbs, and flowers from June through November. We keep popular items like 
lettuces on the table at every market through variety selection and succession planting, and customers know they can almost always find 
their favorites at our stand. We also plant for the seasons. Shoppers find peas in June, beans in July, tomatoes in August, winter squash 
in September, and Brussels sprouts in October. Many vegetable crops also make for a healthier crop rotation in the field and we can 
spread the annual risks—like weather and pests—out among crops. And, simply, it’s more interesting to grow a wide variety of crops.”

70 Varieties of Flowers: “We got into cut flowers because we saw an opening in the market and an opportunity to fill that niche. We 
also grow tomatoes, peppers, and cucumbers, but those mostly go to the grocery stores. We don’t bring those to the market because 
we aren’t interested in competing against all the other vendors with that produce. Our cut flowers are marketed to florists, weddings 
and special events, and farmers markets—farmers markets making up about half of our cut flower sales. We sell primarily cut stems, but 
bouquets as well. Depending on the market, one gets sold more than the other—it depends on the clientele. We learned over time that 
the customers at one market prefer cut stems, and customers at another prefer bouquets. We try new things, and if they don’t work we’ll 
try something else. Farmers markets are a part of our diversified marketing approach. ” 

Beef Sticks, Jerky, Steaks, Roasts, and Ground Beef: “We use the 
farmers market as an opportunity to talk to customers about doing more quarters, 
halves, and wholes. I feel like it’s the least expensive way for us to advertise. People 
want to see who you are. It gives us a way to get in front of that customer. They can 
ask us questions, try a small amount to decide if they like it, and then get a large 
quantity. At farmers markets, we do samples of beef sticks, beef jerky, and all-beef 
hot dogs—and that gets people to our stand where they realize we have steaks, 
roasts, and ground beef as well.”

Cut Flowers

Produce

Livestock

E r i k  S e s s i o n s
Patchwork green Farm

Eric and Anne Franzenburg
Pheasant Run Farm

M e l i s s a  D o t y
Doty Angus Cattle Co.

Cheese Curds, Milk, Ice Cream: “Our farmers market products are geared towards 
items that customers can easily carry and consume on-site. We offer convenient grab-
and-go sizes at the market because dairy is temperature-sensitive and a gallon of milk 
or half-gallon of ice cream doesn’t sell well at big markets where people tend to walk 
around for a couple of hours. The pint-sized milk and single servings of ice cream are also 
an inexpensive way for customers to try different flavors. The chocolate milk is a great 
option for kids eating their breakfast at the market. We offer five varieties of our signature 
cheese curds, two flavors of milk, and five flavors (up from three last year) of ice cream.”  

Dairy J o s i e  R o z u m
Dan & Debbie's  Creamery

N ort he a st  Iowa  RC& D
101 East Greene Street
Postville, IA 52162
Tel. (563) 864-7112

Iowa  Va l l e y  RC& D
920 48th Ave
Amana, IA 52203
Tel. (319) 622-3264

This work is supported by the Farmers Market 
Promotion Program from the USDA Agricultural 
Marketing Service.
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