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Introduction—Why Sell at a Farmers Market? 

 

When farmers sell directly to consumers, they earn a better price.  Farmers markets 

are a good form of direct marketing.  However, farmers markets are not right for 

everyone. How does selling at a farmers market fit with your business' marketing 

plan?  Do you have the resources to start selling at a farmers market?  The following 

list of advantages and disadvantages can help you answer these questions.   

 

 

 Advantages of Selling at Farmers' Markets 

• Farmers markets bring together many customers in one place. 
• The start-up costs are low. 
• The market provides advertising for the farmers. 
• You are paid right away in cash. 
• You have direct contact with your customers.  They will give you  
      feedback  on your business. 

 

 

 Disadvantages of Selling at Farmers Markets 

• You need a vehicle to transport your products to the market. 

• Farmers markets require a lot of labor time. 

• There can be a lot of competition at the market. 

• If you do not like to talk directly to customers, you will not like 

selling at farmers' markets 
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Keys Steps to Success with Farmers Markets  

 

√  Choose the right market for your business 

√  Offer high-quality, unique products 

√  Use an attractive display 

√  Set fair prices 

√  Be friendly and talk with customers 

Insert market photo 
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Step 1: Choosing the Right Market 

 
There are over 125 farmers markets in Massachusetts!  Each market is a little 

different.  Some markets have many vendors.  Other markets have only one or two 

farmers.  Each market has a different customer base. It is important to choose the 

right farmers market for your business. Do your homework and you can make an 

informed choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These questions can help you decide if a market is right for your business: 

• Who runs the market and makes the rules? 

• Does the market attract many customers? 

• What kind of people live or work near the market? 

• Are the days, times and location of the market convenient for you? 

• How much does do farmers pay to have a stand at the market? 

• Do you need to commit to the market for a whole season? 
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Learning about the other vendors can help you choose a market.  Ask the market  

manager questions before applying to a market.  If possible, visit the market. 

• How many other farmers are at the market? 

• What products do the other farmers offer their customers? 

• Do the other farmers sell the same products as you?  How do they 

package their product? 

• What advantages do you have over the other farmers?  Price? Quality? 

Variety? 

• Does the market advertise? 

 
Meet with the Market Manager 
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Step 2: Applying to a Farmers Market 

 

Different farmers markets have different vendor applications.  Before you apply to a 

market, get a copy of the market rules from the market manager.  The farmers market 

application is a time to sell yourself to the market manager.  Explain what special 

things you can bring to the market: You may offer new products or will attract new 

customers to the market.  For an example of a market application, please see the 

appendix. 

 

 Questions to ask the market manager before you apply: 

• Is the market flexible about fees?   

• Do you need to commit to the full season?   

• Is there a reduced price if you only sell part of the season?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Applications ask you to provide information about your farm. 
 

• Where is the farm located? 

• What products will you sell at the market? 

• Who will staff your market stand? 

• Will you sell only your products or products of other farmers? 
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Step 2: Applying to a Farmers Market 

 
 

The application may ask you to provide extra information, including: 
 
 

• Your crop plan 

• A copy of your liability insurance 

• A health permit if you sell prepared 

foods 

 
 
 
 
 
 Additional Tips 
 

• Write specific names of your crops on your application.  For 

example, if you grow Chinese broccoli, write “Chinese broccoli” not 

“broccoli” on your application.  Provide a list of ethnic or specialty 

crops if the application does not include these options.   

• Tell the market manager if you plan to sell with a group of farmers. 

 

 

You can look at sample applications before completing your own application.  See 

the appendix for a sample application. 
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Step 3: Signing a Market Contract 

 
Farmers market vendors usually sign a farmers market contract.  The contract 

explains the market rules.  It lists what you need to do and your responsibilities as a 

vendor.  When you sign the contract, you agree to follow all market rules.  Rules may 

include having insurance, paying fees, and cooperating with the market manager.   

 

 
 
 

Insurance 

Many farmers markets require you to have liability insurance.  Some require 

specific amounts of insurance.  Some farmers associations, such as the Farm 

Bureau, provides low-cost insurance coverage for farmers. 

 
Disputes 

Sometimes there are disagreements between vendors and the market manager 

or customers.  The market rules explain how to address disagreements.   

 
Penalties 

Many farmers market rules list penalties for breaking the rules.  For example, 

if the vendor does not pay the market fee, the market manager may end the 

contract.  Penalties for different violations are usually listed in the rules.  Ask 

the market manager if you have questions about the penalties. 

 
Local, State and Federal Laws 

Farmers market vendors must also obey all local, state and Federal laws.  The 

market rules may not explain all laws.  However, the vendor is always 

responsible for following them.   This includes health permits to sell prepared 

foods; providing labels on prepared foods; following rules about product 

claims such as “organic”; having your scale “certified” for legal trade; and 

following labor laws.   
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Step 4: Bringing the Right Equipment 

 
Farmers markets usually ask vendors to bring their own equipment.  It is important 

to have all the right equipment to have a smooth day at the market.  Ask the market 

manager if any equipment is provided for vendors.  If not, you should bring: 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using a Scale at the Market 

If you are going to use a scale, you need to have the scale 

certified by the Massachusetts Division of Standards.  The 

Division of Standards tests your scale to make sure it is 

accurate.  It costs $25 to have your scale certified.  To 

schedule an appointment to get your scale certified, call 

the Massachusetts Division of Standards at  

(617) 727-3480.   

 

One or more tables to display your products 

Containers to display your products in. 

A sign with the name of your farm or business 

A sign with product names and prices 

A cash box for collecting money 

Small bills and coins to make change  

Bags for customers 

A scale for weighing products (if you sell by weight) 

 A tent to cover the table and protect you and the customers 

from sun or rain.   
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Step 5: Designing Your Farmers Market Stand 

 
The best way to attract customers is to have a good display.  The following tips can help 

you create an attractive display. 

• Have a sign with the name of your farm or business. 

 

 

 

 

 

• Only bring high-quality, clean products. 

• Keep your display neat and organized.  

• Place vegetables in attractive containers.  If possible, tilt containers towards 

customers. 

• Keep containers full.  Move products to smaller containers if necessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Think about the colors in your display. Use a colorful tablecloth. 

• Bring bags or containers for your customers.  Put them in easy-to-reach locations. 

• Keep vegetables looking fresh.  Keep vegetables out of the sun.  Keep greens 

moist.  Bring a spray bottle with ice water to mist your vegetables throughout the 

day. 

 

Pre-bunched or bagged items are easier to sell.  More information about bunching 

products is in our Post-Harvest Guide, available at www.nesfp.org  
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Step 6: Setting Your Prices 

One of the hardest parts of selling at markets is setting prices.  It is important to 

know your customers and your competitors before setting your prices.   

  
 

• Understand your costs before you set your prices.   

• Set prices that are easy to multiply, add, and subtract. 
 

• You may use different prices  at different markets. Think about 

the kind of customers who shop at each market. 
 

• Don't copy the prices from the farmer next to you.  Is your 

product better quality?  Do you have a special variety?  Is your 

product organic? You often have a reason to have a higher price.   
 

• Do not set your prices too low.  You can always lower prices later.  

It is okay to change your prices throughout the season.  
 

• You can offer discounts.  Use discounts for high volume 

purchases.  For example, if squash is normally $2/lb, sell 5 lbs for 

$8 instead of $10.  Offer discounts for lower quality products.  For 

example, you can sell bruised or “seconds” tomatoes for half price.  
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Step 7: Making Sales at a Farmers Market 

 
Farmers markets require you to interact with your customers.  This is a hard  skill for 

many farmers to learn.  But some farmers love this part of the job.  The following tips 

can help you make smooth sales at the market. 

 
 

 

• Try to use the same sales staff at the market every week.  The staff will 

become comfortable with the market and customers will recognize them.   

• Serve only one customer at a time.   

• Know your products.  All staff should know the 

names of vegetables, how you grew them and 

how to prepare and cook with them. 

 

• Keep track of when people arrive.  This will help you know who to help 

next.   

• Give samples.  Encourage people to try new products. 

• If you sell uncommon vegetables, provide recipes or tips for how to 

prepare them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Provide more information about your farm. Bring a brochure or other 

marketing materials. Bring photos of your farm. 
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Accepting Farmers Market Coupons  

Many farmers markets participate in a program called the Farmers Market Nutrition 

Program.  This program gives low-income seniors and women with children coupons 

to use at farmers markets.  These coupons are called Farmers Market Nutrition 

Coupons and Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Coupons.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The coupons are each worth $2.50.  People with coupons use the coupons like cash.  

Customers cannot receive change when they use coupons.  Ask the market manager 

if the farmers market participates in this program.  If so, you need to get certification 

to accept the coupons.  You can get certification by contacting the Massachusetts 

Department of Agricultural Resources at 617-626-1731.   

Markets that accept coupons should 
have a sign like this on display.   

Sample farmers market nutrition coupon 
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One Growers Story 

 
Kwame farms a 1-acre plot on the Silver Mine Farm in Sutton, MA.  Kwame grew up in 

Liberia where he had many years of farming experience.  When Kwame moved to the US he had 

difficulty finding traditional Liberian crops in area supermarkets.  The West African community is 

growing quickly in Massachusetts and Kwame thinks that many other people must have difficulty 

finding the vegetables they are familiar with.  For this reason, Kwame decided to grow many 

traditional West African crops including bitterball eggplant, hot peppers, and jute leaves.  He hopes 

to sell the vegetables to the local African community.  There are some African stores in the towns 

near Kwame’s farm.  Kwame thought about trying to sell his crops to these stores. He worried that 

the stores would not give him a high price. 

Some of the other farmers on Kwame’s training farm sell at local farmers markets.  Kwame 

had never been to a farmers market.  He decided to ask other farmers about their experiences.  The 

farmers explained to Kwame that selling at farmers markets is a lot of work.  You need to have a car 

to drive all of your produce, tables and other supplies to the market.  Markets require lots of labor 

and time.  Sometimes the customers are very nice and other times very demanding.  But other 

farmers explained that they like farmers markets because they receive very good prices for their 

produce.  The farmers instructed Kwame to do lots of research before deciding to sell at a farmers 

market.  Some farmers tried markets with the wrong kind of customers.  One Vietnamese farmer 

explained that he had difficulty selling his Asian greens at a market with no Asian customers.  Now 

he brings  a mixture of Asian and non-Asian vegetables.  Kwame decided that if he wants to sell his 

African products at a farmers market, he should sell at a market with many African customers. 
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Most farmers markets start in the middle of June in Massachusetts.  Kwame has three 

months before the start of the farmers markets to decide if he wants to apply.  He decides to meet 

with some farmers market managers to learn more about their markets.  First, he contacts the 

market manager of a market in Downtown Boston.  Kwame thinks this market will have lots of 

customers and good sales.  He also meets with the market manager of farmers markets in two other 

towns.  The second market is in a city with a large African community and Kwame thinks 

customers may be interested in his African crops.  The third market is in a wealthy community.  

Kwame thinks that he may receive high prices at this market.  After meeting with each market 

manager, Kwame writes down a list of pros and cons about each market. 

Market 1: 

 

 

 

 

 

Market 2:  

 

Pros Cons Cost Schedule 

• Lots of customers 

• Well-established market 

• Diverse customer-base 

• Market manager does lots 

of advertising 

• Expensive! 

• Difficult transportation-

far away and no parking 

• Customers only buy 

small amounts 

• Many other farmers 

 $1,775 for  

Monday & 

Wednesday 

 

$900 for 

Monday or 

Wednesday

only 

Monday and 

Wednesday 

11 am - 6 pm 

 

June 1 

through 

November 

15 

Pros Cons Cost Schedule 

• Many African customers 

• Close to the farm.  Easy 

transportation. 

• Low cost 

• Not many other farmers 

• New market 

• Inconsistent number of 

customers 

• Not a lot of advertising 

 $300 for 

the season 

or $30 per 

day 

 Saturday 

10am-2pm 

 

July 1 

through 

October 30th  
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Market 3:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kwame decides that he will try the second market.  This location is the most convenient and 

has the largest African population.  The market is the least expensive.  Kwame asks the market 

manager if he must commit to selling for the whole season.  The market manager agrees to let Kwame 

sign up for the first half of the season.  This will cost more than half the market fee, but Kwame 

decides it is worth the extra cost.  If he decides he wants to continue, he will pay the remainder of the 

market fee.  If his sales are lower than expected he will not continue at the market. 

The market manager tells Kwame the specialties of some other farmers.  Several farmers will 

sell tomatoes, carrots, potatoes and broccoli.  One farmer sells Asian greens.  No other farmers will 

sell African crops such as bitterball eggplant.  Kwame asks his cousin to help him staff the market.  He 

purchases a small tent and folding tables for the market.  He makes a sign with the name of his farm. 

He makes flyers with pictures of his farm.  The flyers list his products and explain that he grows his 

crops organically.   Kwame borrows old wooden boxes and baskets from a friend to display his 

products. He purchases plastic bags and a scale to bring to the market.  He has the scale certified to 

use at the market. 

Pros Cons Cost Schedule 

• Lots of customers 

• Easy parking 

• Reasonable cost 

• Well-established market 

• Not many other farmers 
  

• Not diverse customers 

• Inconsistent number of 

customers 

• Not a lot of advertising 

• Far from the farm 

 $400 for 

the season  

 Sunday 

9am-2pm 

 

June 15 

through 

October 15 
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When the first market day arrives, Kwame is ready.  He goes to his farm early in the morning to 

harvest fresh vegetables.  He gathers many of his products into bunches so that he will not need to use 

the scale.  It is early in the season, but Kwame planted several early crops and he has a variety of crops 

to bring to the market.  He writes down exactly how much of each crop he is bringing in this form. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The first market day is exhausting.  Customers asked Kwame many questions, but they are happy to 

see his unique crops.  At the end of the day, Kwame writes down how much of each crop he has sold. 

He has sold out of two crops and has a small amount remaining of his other crops. He made $600 in 

sales.  The cost of the market is $15 per day.  Kwame pays his cousin $50 for helping him at the 

market.  He estimates that he used a 1/4  tank of gas transporting his supplies to the market.  He 

subtracts $25 for gas.  Subtracting gas, labor costs and the market fee, Kwame is left with $510.  

Kwame is happy with these sales on his first day at the market.  He makes notes of what he can do to 

make next week even better.   

Date of Market  June 14 Unit 
Sale 

Unit 
price 

To 
Market  

Return Sold Daily 
Sale 

Notes 

 Crop  Variety 

 Tomato  Cherry  1 lb  $2.50/lb  35 lbs 7 lbs 28 lbs  $70   

   Plum  1 lb $2/lb 30 lbs 0  30 lbs $60 

Bring 
more or 
raise 
price? 

 Pepper  Red  1 
basket $5/basket 15 

baskets 
 8 
baskets 

 7 
baskets  $35 

 Sell by 
the lb 
also 

   Green  1 
basket 

 $5/
basket 

 15 
baskets 

 4 
baskets 

 11 
baskets  $55 

  Sell by 
the lb 
also 

 Collards    1 bunch $2/bunch 20 bunch 10 bunch 10 
bunch $20 

Make 
smaller 
bunches 

 Okra   1 lb  $2.50/lb  25 lbs 5 lbs  20 lbs $50   

   Bitterball Eggplant    1 lb $2.00/lb   15 lbs  0 15 lbs   $30  Bring 
more 
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Appendix A: Additional Resources and Contact 

Information 
 

 
Federation of Massachusetts Farmers Markets 

 
240 Beaver Street 
Waltham, MA 02452 
Tel: (781) 893-8222 
Fax: (781) 893-8777 
Website: www.massfarmersmarkets.org  

 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources (MDAR) 
Main Office 

251 Causeway St., Suite 500 
Boston, MA 02114 
Tel: (617) 626-1700 
Fax: (617) 626-1850 
Website: www.mass.gov/agr 
 

Bureau of Farmers Markets 
David Weber 
Tel: (617) 626-1754 
Email: david.webber@state.ma.us 
 

National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service 
Guide to Farmers’ Markets 
Available at: 
http://www.attra.org/attra-pub/farmmrkt.html  
 
Getting Started at Farmers’ Markets 
A guide for farmers written by the Wallace Center  
Available online at www.farmersmarketsusa.org 
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Appendix B: Sample Farmers Market Application 
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