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ABSTRACT 

 

Oregon is one of several states to implement a new and innovative minimum wage 

policy. The Oregon policy defines three regions with each having a separate initial 

minimum wage and a different set of incremental increases over the next seven years. 

This paper explores how this policy change may impact the direct market (DM) 

agricultural sector through two questions: What impact, if any, will the Oregon minimum 

wage increase have on DM farmers and their employees? What are the environmental, 

economic, and social implications of this policy change for the DM sector? The 

Willamette Valley region of Oregon is well suited for this study as it has a vibrant food 

system with many small-to-mid sized, diversified farms that sell through direct and 

intermediated marketing channels. These DM farmers often take extra steps to protect the 

environment, but are heavily reliant on low-wage labor to keep the prices they charge 

competitive with larger scale conventional growers. Eighteen qualitative, semi-structured, 

open-ended interviews were conducted with DM farmers in the Willamette Valley to 

explore the adjustments producers might use to adapt to the minimum wage increase. 

Labor saving adjustments are documented which imply some reduction in labor use by 

these DM farms in response to the minimum wage increase. The Ingram and Schneider 

theory of social construction and policy design is then used to develop policy 

recommendations. Based on my interviews with DM growers, I recommend that the 

Oregon minimum wage increase remain as it is, with the caveat that the policy may need 

to be revisited in the coming years as the increase continues to take effect. I also discuss 

the implications of three alternate policy recommendations to consider moving forward. 
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MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 1 

Increasing the minimum wage is a prominent topic across the United States, with 

frequent protests and rallies that target a $15 an hour wage (Rifai 2016; Smith 2016). 

Oregon is among the states that have recently raised the state minimum wage through the 

implementation of a particularly innovative policy that incrementally increases wages 

over a 7-year period, with different levels in three regions. While there is a large body of 

literature that examines the impacts of minimum wage changes on employment and on 

the nonwage adjustments in industries that are heavily reliant on low-wage workers such 

as fast food, where a high percentage of employees earn wages at or near the minimum 

wage, few studies apply the same theory to the agricultural sector and even fewer to 

direct market agriculture. Yet, direct market agriculture (DM), as a subset of fresh market 

agriculture, occupies a particularly precarious position in the agricultural sector with 

limited mechanization capability, due to the small-scale, diversification, and quality 

demand that goes with farm direct marketing, as well as narrow profit margins.  

While some direct market farms are thriving, many struggle to make ends meet 

and increased labor costs that come with the minimum wage (MW) increase may threaten 

the financial viability of the DM sector in Oregon. If so, this may cause some farmers to 

compromise on their environmental and social values, through nonwage adjustments or 

channels of adjustment, and further limit their ability to compete in the marketplace. This 

paper will explore two questions: What impact, if any, will the Oregon minimum wage 

increase have on direct market farmers and their employees? If so, what are the 

environmental, economic, and social implications of this policy change in regards to 

direct market agriculture?  

Raising the minimum wage is an important policy tool to address poverty 

concerns for low wage workers, but it can be challenging for those who pay that wage. 

Oregon prides itself on its vibrant direct market food system and thus it is important to 

look at how this policy change will affect the direct market agricultural sector. This paper 

explores some of those challenges and their implications that direct market farmers may 

encounter as a result of this policy change. 

This paper proceeds as follows: I first present two theoretical frameworks that 

inform this study; the channels of adjustment approach from Hirsch, Kaufman, and 

Zelenska (2015) and the social construction and policy design framework developed by 
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Ingram and Schneider. I then summarize the background on the 2016 Oregon minimum 

wage increase as well as the extant literature relating to direct market production. I use 

the channels of adjustment approach to assess the environmental and economic 

implications, and the social construction and policy design framework to analyze the 

social implications of the Oregon minimum wage increase. Finally, while I recommend 

that the Oregon minimum wage increase policy should remain as is, I also discuss 

potential implications of several alternate policy options, some of which were proposed 

in the 2017 Oregon State Legislative Session but not adopted. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 With the above details in mind, it is important to present the literature that serves 

as the theoretical framework for the analysis of the MW policy. Primarily, this paper 

relies on the theory of nonwage offsets, termed channels of adjustments by Hirsch, 

Kaufman, and Zelenska (2015), and the social construction and policy design framework 

posited by Ingram and Schneider.  

 

What Happens When We Raise the Minimum Wage? 

 Minimum wage policy began in 1938 as a part of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 

known as the Fair Standards Labor Act (FSLA). This policy created a series of provisions 

with the goal of fair employment standards, one of which was the establishment of a 

minimum wage. However, agricultural workers are treated differently from most other 

groups under the FSLA. While the overtime provision in the FSLA was created to 

discourage working more than 40 hours per week, agricultural workers were and remain 

exempt from the provision (Rodman et al. 2016; Schell 2002). While agricultural workers 

were originally exempt from the MW mandate as well, they were added in 1966 and are 

now entitled to at least the federal minimum wage (Rodman et al. 2016; Schell 2002). 

Notably, there are still some exemptions to the MW relating to specific types of 

farmworkers such as immediate family members and for agricultural employers who 

utilize less than 500 person days of labor in the preceding calendar year (Schell 2002; 

U.S. Department of Labor 2008).  
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Since the minimum wage was first instituted in 1938 (and 1966 for agricultural 

workers) economists have been analyzing the impact of raising the MW with some level 

of disagreement. While there are relatively few studies exploring the impact of MW 

increases on the agricultural sector, there are studies in other industries that can help 

illustrate what happens when the minimum wage is increased. 

 

 Minimum wage increases and employment. While there has been some 

disagreement on the issue, economists have found little evidence supporting the claim 

that raising the MW has a negative impact on employment (Bleman and Wolfson 2014; 

Krueger 2015). Some early economists, such as Stigler (1946), based primarily on 

economic theory rather than econometric analysis, asserted that MW increases have 

adverse effects on aggregate employment numbers. The studies that followed Stigler’s 

(1946) paper, particularly in relation to teenage employment (see Brown, Gilroy, and 

Kohen 1982), largely influenced the lack of increase in the federal MW during the 

Reagan Administration (Krueger 2015). Card and Krueger (1994) greatly altered this 

thinking in economics with their seminal work, using a difference-in-difference study. In 

1992, the MW increased from $4.25 to $5.05 per hour in New Jersey, but stayed constant 

in Pennsylvania at $4.25 per hour. Through their econometric analysis of the fast-food 

industry in that timeframe, Card and Krueger (1994) found no significant differences in 

employment levels, implying that there is no adverse effect on employment resulting 

from a minimum wage increase.  

 Neumark and Wascher (2000) (see also Neumark and Wascher 1995) challenged 

Card and Krueger’s (1994) findings by analyzing payroll records, critiquing Card and 

Krueger’s (1994) reliance on telephone surveys, and do observe a decrease in 

employment. However, Card and Krueger (2000) responded by revisiting the data and 

incorporating employer-reported records from the Bureau of Labor Statistics to reaffirm 

their 1994 findings. They also note that some of the discrepancy may be because they are 

looking at aggregate employment numbers, meaning that employment at some locations 

may be decreasing, while increasing at other locations, which therefore cancels out the 

effect, making it indistinguishable from zero (Card and Krueger 2000). Some studies 

have also highlighted the importance of differentiating low-wage subgroups in analyses 
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of employment relating to MW increases. For example, in her nationwide study of a large 

retailer during the 1996 federal MW increase, Giulano (2013) finds an increase in 

employment among teenagers, albeit a small increase. Specifically, she finds that a 0.6-

0.9% increase in teenage employment attributable to a 1% increase in their wages.  

More recent studies have also reaffirmed Card and Krueger’s (1994) findings that 

there is no net negative impact on employment from raising the MW. Dube, Lester, and 

Reich (2010) assess the restaurant industry based on MW increases ranging over 16 years 

in all contiguous county-pairs (i.e., located on opposite sides of a state border) in the U.S. 

and find that employment effects resulting from an MW increase are “indistinguishable 

from 0” (p. 945).  Similarly, meta-analyses such as Doucouliagos and Stanley (2009) and 

Belman and Wolfson (2014) found little-to-no net negative effect on employment 

resulting from MW increases. There are, however, many other effects precipitating from 

MW increases to consider.  

 

Strategies for addressing minimum wage increases. Regardless of the effect on 

employment, when the MW goes up it results in cost increases for employers. As such, 

employers are faced with a set of alternatives to offset the increased cost. Card and 

Krueger (1994) explain that one reason they may not have observed a decrease in 

employment could have been due to reduction in what they call “nonwage 

compensation,” or fringe benefits (p. 786). The examples of nonwage compensation that 

they explored are reductions in free or discounted meals, cuts to normal wage raises, or 

reductions in on-the-job training; however, none of these nonwage offsets were found to 

be statistically significant (Card and Krueger 1994).  

Brown and Crossman (2000) study a similar concept looking at the policy 

responses of small, independently owned hotels after the implementation of the 1999 

MW increase in the U.K. They build off of the Shuler and Jackson (1987) categories of 

competitive strategies and use two main categories to describe strategic responses from 

businesses to stay competitive given some shock: quality enhancement (improving 

quality and finding a niche) or cost minimization approach (reducing costs to stay 

competitive). Through their survey of 177 hotels they found some of the most common 

tactics employers planned to use to offset the increased wage were: “greater use of part-
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timers, the abolition of paid breaks, introducing charges for meals, an end to overtime 

premia, increases in room prices, and the use of better quality staff” (Brown and 

Crossman 2000: 217). The majority of the responses utilized the cost minimization 

approach. Additionally, Brown and Crossman (2000) found that these kinds of policy 

responses were more common among smaller hotels, as they were affected the most by 

the wage increase. 

In a similar vein, Hirsch et al. (2015) use the incremental increase of the U.S. 

federal minimum that took place between 2007 and 2009, when the MW increased from 

$5.15 to $7.25 per hour, as a natural experiment to study the response strategies used by 

businesses, which they call channels of adjustment (CoA), in the fast food industry. As 

part of their analysis they interviewed 66 restaurant managers in Georgia and Alabama to 

find out what management strategies they intended to employ in response to the MW 

increase. Some of the most popular strategies were: discourage overtime pay; reduce food 

waste; increase performance standards; cross-train employees for multitasking; reduce 

water and electricity usage; and get more work from each employee (Hirsch et al. 2015). 

Here, the strategies reflect Brown and Crossman’s (2000) cost minimization approach 

more so than a quality enhancement strategy, although both are present.   

 

Minimum wage increases and wage compression. Wage compression refers to the 

phenomenon that increasing the wage floor for the least experienced workers does not 

result in proportional wage increases for more experienced workers. The range of salaries 

becomes therefore compressed. This can reduce income inequality, but may limit the 

ability to pay experience workers higher wages at the same time. Goldin and Margo 

(1992) conducted an analysis of the wage structure in the U.S. during the 1940s—a 

period that saw such a drastic compression of the wage structure that they entitled the 

period the “Great Compression.” While there were numerous contributing factors to the 

Great Compression, many relating to WWII, a series of MW increases was found to 

influence the observed wage compression, particularly in the lower-wage occupations 

(Goldin and Margo 1992).  

More recently, Dube, Naidu, and Reich (2007) used a difference-in-difference 

model to study the adoption of an indexed MW in the restaurant industry in San 



MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 6 

Francisco, which started at $8.50 per hour in 2004 and increased to $9.14 per hour by 

2007. While they found that the increase did increase the overall average wage of 

restaurant workers in San Francisco, it also compressed the dispersion of wages of 

restaurant workers at the same time. Hirsch et al. (2015) find evidence of wage 

compression as a possible CoA in their study of restaurant workers as well. In other 

words, employers tended to offset the costs from the MW increase by “awarding smaller-

than-normal pay raises to workers above the minimum and by permitting the internal 

wage structure to become more compressed” (Hirsch et al. 2015: 221). In their study, 

workers above the MW received less growth in pay than those who were directly affected 

by the MW increase.   
In sum, these studies indicate that raising the MW did not affect aggregate 

employment, but did increase labor costs. As such, employers often try to compensate 

through channels of adjustment. While studies have looked at this dynamic in other 

industries such as hotels and restaurants, there is considerably less research applying this 

concept to agriculture and even less to DM agriculture.  

 

Social Construction and Policy Design 

 In addition to using the idea of channels of adjustment to study the response of 

DM sector in Oregon to the MW increase, this paper will apply the Ingram and Schneider 

social construction and policy design (SCPD) framework. This framework will 

accompany CoA theory by focusing more on the social implications of the Oregon MW 

increase in the DM agricultural sector in the Willamette Valley. Adding social 

construction theory is an important component to qualitative policy analysis because, as 

Stone (2012) highlights, “facts don’t exist independent of interpretive lenses. For starters, 

they come clothed in words, and words, as we know, are loaded” (p. 314). This analysis 

uses the Ingram and Schneider framework to look at the differences in the way members 

of the target population of a policy are socially constructed to assess the distribution of 

rewards and penalties among the target population assigned by that policy (Schneider, 

Ingram, and Deleon 2014). With a wide-range of applicability, this has become one of the 

most predominant theories for understanding the policy process (Pierce et al. 2014).  
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SCPD applications typically analyze how different groups (target populations) are 

prescribed rewards or penalties by policy entrepreneurs through policy design, based on 

the social construction of those groups both in society and by the policy entrepreneurs 

(Schneider et al. 2014). Table 1 provides examples of target populations according to 

their social constructions and political power. Later versions of this diagram are laid out 

in more of a grid fashion to show there is varied lateral movement (e.g., some groups 

might fall between the elderly and large unions in terms of their social construction) (see 

Schneider et al. 2014). 

 
Table 1. Social Constructions and Political Power of Target Populations 
 Social Construction 
Political Power Positive Negative 

H
ig

h Advantaged Contenders 
The Elderly Large Unions 
Veterans Big Business 

Lo
w

 Dependents Deviants 
Children Criminals 
Mothers Drug Addicts 

Source: Peters (2006); Schneider and Ingram (1993); Schneider et al. (2014) 

 

Legislators are accountable to the perception of the public and therefore often act based 

on the popular social constructions of groups developed in society (Schneider et al. 

2014). Thus, legislators are likely to distribute benefits to those that have positive social 

constructions and even more likely when that group has high political power.  

Elderly citizens and veterans serve as examples in Table 1 because they are able 

to demand a higher percentage of public resources than groups with less political power 

such as children (Peters 2006; Schneider et al. 2014). Contenders may still receive policy 

benefits, but rewards are likely to be somewhat hidden as a legislator may be 

apprehensive to link themselves to that more negatively constructed group (Schneider et 

al. 2014). Dependents have limited power, but are positively constructed—their benefits 

tend to focus on rhetoric more than anything else and are often underfunded (Schneider et 

al. 2014). Finally, deviants are both low in political power and have a negative social 

construction that leads them to receive the lion’s share of policy burdens (Schneider et al. 
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2014). Thus, as Schneider et al. (2014) propose, the distribution of benefits and burdens 

are a reflection of the target groups’ social construction and political power. Importantly, 

this relationship has a cyclical element, which Schneider et al. (2014) term, the policy 

feedback, or “feed forward” effect, where the policy also perpetuates the social 

constructions the policy was built upon.  

 The feed forward effect refers to the material and symbolic impact of a policy 

design on the target population and subsequently on their attitudes, behaviors, and 

political participation (Schneider et al. 2014). Mettler and Soss (2004) emphasize that 

policy feedback research is essential to understanding the cyclical link between a policy 

and mass opinion and behavior. Further, they call for more research on this subject to 

better distinguish the effects of varying policy mechanisms and emphasize the 

importance of “citizen-centered” studies to do so (Mettler and Soss 2004: 64). Since that 

point, many studies have undertaken this task. As Schneider et al. (2014) point out, 

several studies have focused on the differences in public support between particularistic 

and universalistic policy designs. While earlier scholars believed there was greater 

support for policies with universalistic designs, Lawrence, Stoker, and Wolman (2013) 

found that public support may actually depend on the social construction of the group(s) 

targeted. In other words, a universalistic design (i.e., target at everyone equally) may 

receive greater support than one targeting a negatively constructed group; however, a 

particularistic policy designed to target a more positively constructed group solely would 

likely be met with more support than a universalistic design that applies to everyone, 

including negatively constructed groups (Lawrence et al. 2013; Schneider et al. 2014).  

 When designing Oregon’s MW policy, many policymakers intentionally wanted 

to provide the same benefits to all MW workers by not exempting any categories of 

worker (although the rate does vary by region). This policy is thus universalistic in 

design, a decision which is elaborated on in the following section. However, using SCPD, 

this paper will explore implications of that policy design based on the social 

constructions of farmworkers that farm owners verbalized during interviews with a focus 

on the policy feedback proposition.  

While there are some applications of SCPD relating to agriculture (see Ingram 

and Ingram 2005; Peters 2006; Newton 2008) there are no known applications applying 
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the principals of SCPD to the social constructions of the target population (in this case, a 

sub-target population: farmworkers) by the members of the advantaged group they are 

dependent upon for their wage, the farm owners. While studies researching the feed 

forward effect focus on the support and participation of the target population, the unique 

production methods that offer environmental benefits and narrow profit margins of many 

DM producers make their opinions well worth studying. This paper will apply SCPD in 

this manner to explore the social implications, in addition to applying the idea of CoA to 

assess the economic and environmental implications, of the MW increase in the DM 

agricultural sector of Oregon. SCPD will also be used to explore policy options based on 

the needs of DM producers. However, before discussing the findings, it is helpful to 

present the background on Oregon’s MW increase as well as the literature on DM 

production. 

 

THE 2016 OREGON MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE 

 In 2016, the Oregon State Legislature passed Senate Bill (SB) 1532, an innovative 

MW increase policy that went into effect March of that same year, with the first increase 

taking place in July. The Oregon MW policy increases wages incrementally over a 7-year 

period with rates that vary by region the Portland Metro region, nonurban counties 

(primarily locate in the Eastern region of the state), and the base wage tier for all other 

counties (see Table 2 for wage rates and Appendix 1 for a map of the regions). 

Table 2. Wage Tiers Set by Senate Bill 1532 
 Standard Portland Metro UGB* Nonurban Counties 
July 2016-June 2017 $9.75 $9.75 $9.50 
July 2017-June 2018 $10.25 $11.25 $10.00 
July 2018-June 2019 $10.75 $12.00 $10.50 
July 2019-June 2020 $11.25 $12.50 $11.00 
July 2020-June 2021 $12.00 $13.25 $11.50 
July 2021-June 2022 $12.75 $14.00 $12.00 
July 2022-June 2023 $13.50 $14.75 $12.50 
July 2023 and after CPI adjusted +$1.25 -$1.00 
Source: Oregon Bureau of Labor and Industries (BOLI) 2016.  
Notes: *Portland’s Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) is a land use planning line around Portland’s metropolitan 
region to control urban expansion that is redrawn every 6 years by the Metro Council (Metro 2016). 

 

Oregon’s MW increase policy was the first statewide policy of its kind in the U.S. 

with wage rates set higher in urban than rural areas as an attempt to mitigate potential job 
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loss that could result from the increase, particularly in the rural regions of the state (Lam 

2016; Lazo 2016). California and New York have since passed MW policies with similar 

designs—both policies incrementally increase wages over a similar time frame and the 

New York policy employs a similar tier system to Oregon’s, with higher wage rates set 

for New York City than Upstate (Davidson 2016; Krudy 2016). In Oregon, the logic 

behind utilizing an incremental increase policy was first tested in 2002 with Ballot 

Measure 25, which tied minimum wage increases to inflation (Beleiciks 2016). Creating a 

minimum wage policy in this manner protects minimum wage earners from the variations 

in purchasing power that result from inflation, which MW increases have tended to lag 

behind (Beleiciks 2016). For this reason, the MW increase policy expands upon this 

notion with increased rates for the 7-year period and returns to the CPI adjusted rate in 

July 2023 and after. Additionally, as Governor Kate Brown stated, during her testimony 

on the bill in front of the House Committee on Business and Labor, the incremental 

increase “gives businesses the time and certainty to prepare to implement a new 

minimum wage” (Oregon State Legislature 2016a). Importantly, this bill also went into 

effect upon the Governor’s signature to provide immediate relief to MW earners. 

Additionally, the incremental change aspect of this policy was employed to 

mitigate job loss attributable to the wage increase. The Beleicik (2016) report as part of 

the Research Division of the Oregon Employment Department, referring to the Belman 

and Wolfson (2014) meta-analysis of MW studies, noted that “small to moderate 

increases in the minimum wage do not appear to have sizeable negative effects on 

employment” (p. 20). Job loss was certainly a concern expressed by both the public and 

private sector during the hearings on SB 1532, which was one of the contributing factors 

that led to regionally based wage tiers being incorporated into the policy. The potential 

job loss resulting from the wage increase was a concern expressed particularly in the rural 

regions of the state, primarily located in the South and East. During a hearing on SB 

1532, Senator Michael Dembrow (District 23—Portland), while serving as Chair of the 

Senate Committee on Workforce and General Government, summarized how the regional 

tier system is more appropriate to Oregon: 

You know we’re one state and yet we’re not one state… and this proposal is really an 
attempt to accommodate both of those realities. We are one state and I believe we need to 
raise the minimum wage for the entire state, but the rates for the different regions is an 
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accommodation to the fact that we have different economies in the different regions and 
different costs in the different regions. (Oregon State Legislature 2016c)  

Thus, with the varying levels of economic growth and costs of living observed in the 

different regions of Oregon, the three-tier system was implemented to ease the toll of the 

increase, particularly for the rural regions of the state—Appendix A provides a map of 

the wage tiers by regions.  

 Beyond the three-tier system proposed for SB 1532, there was still significant 

debate over potential exceptions. Notably, amendments to exempt small businesses, 

agricultural workers, and youth labor were all proposed but not adopted to SB 1532. 

Relevant to this paper was the discussion of how SB 1532 should pertain to the 

agricultural sector. The Beleiciks report (2016) lists farmworkers for crops, nurseries, and 

greenhouses as one of the occupations in Oregon with the highest percentage of 

minimum wage workers, with 3,866 farmworkers earning less than $10 per hour in 2015, 

or 66% of farmworkers. However, Beleiciks (2016) notes that these numbers only 

account for those covered by unemployment insurance and estimates an additional 3,134 

agricultural workers that are not covered by unemployment insurance and are thus not 

included in the above statistic.  

Many farm owners testified at the hearings on SB 1532 stating that the increased 

wage would force them to cut positions and/or replace labor positions with mechanization 

(see Oregon State Legislature 2016a, 2016b, and 2016c). Additionally, the President of 

Oregon Farm Bureau (OFB) testified against SB 1532 stating that the increase would 

compress all wages, creating an unfair dynamic between experienced and inexperienced 

workers (Bushue 2016). However, farmworkers and farmworkers’ unions also testified at 

the hearings on SB 1532 expressing the need for a higher wage. The President of Pineros 

y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste (PCUN), an Oregon farmworkers’ union, testified in 

support of the increase citing the low wages farmworkers receive as well as their 

historical lack of rights at the federal level (Ramirez 2016). He also noted that the 

increase would not make Oregon farmers less competitive with Washington and Idaho (a 

concern expressed by many farm owners) because farm owners in these states rely more 

heavily on H2-A agricultural “guest workers,” which come with additional costs such as 

housing (Ramirez 2016). 
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Although many legislators stated that these potential exemptions might be 

revisited in future legislative sessions, SB 1532 passed without exempting any groups 

from the increase. This decision made the policy universalistic in design—although there 

are varying rates by region, the policy still applies to everyone. Representative Shemia 

Fagan (District 51—Clackamas) stated that her decision came down to “hypothetical 

forecast of harm that we can’t predict… and people living in actual crisis today” (Oregon 

State Legislature 2016b). She was acknowledging the concern expressed from business 

owners, but ultimately was in favor of the bill in order to support low-wage workers in 

Oregon. It is helpful to note here that the Oregon State Legislative Session operates on an 

annual basis; however, odd-numbered years are roughly 5-6 months in duration and even-

numbered years last for just over one month. Thus, since 2016 was a short legislative 

session, many changes to the policy were anticipated and proposed in the 2017 

Legislative Session. 

 

THE DIRECT MARKET AGRICULTURAL SECTOR: THE IMPLICATIONS OF 

MINIMUM WAGE INCREASES FOR FARMWORKERS AND FARM OWNERS 

Finally, before presenting the results, this section provides a literature review of 

the implications of increasing the minimum wage for both farmworkers and farm owners. 

Three key themes are (1) the conditions of farmworkers, including the low wages 

farmworkers have been subjected to historically, (2) the economic dynamics that cause 

DM growers to often have lower profits than their industrial agricultural (IA) 

counterparts, and (3) the positive environmental externalities of DM production that often 

make it a more costly production approach as well as the economic impact of DM farms 

on their local communities.  

 

Implications for Farmworkers 

 While the focus of this paper is on DM growers, it is important to also consider 

the impacts that MW policies have on U.S. farmworkers. Worldwide, agricultural 

workers earn extremely low wages and are generally subjected to many health risks due 

to the hazardous nature of the occupation. However, these workers receive little attention 

or support from policymakers. In the U.S., the lack of policy support is often attributed to 
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the demographics of farmworkers: 81% foreign-born (primarily from Mexico), 80% 

male, and 50% under 29 years old (Oxfam 2004). As previously stated, agricultural 

workers are also exempt from important provisions of the FLSA such as overtime pay. 

Agricultural exemptions are common policy tools that vary by state, often excluding 

agricultural workers from the higher state-level MW rate and replacing it with the lower 

federal MW (currently $7.25/hour). Little research has been done to clarify exactly how 

many states exempt agricultural workers from their minimum wage. For example, in their 

2014 analysis of state laws using a legal database, Rodman et al. (2016) include Oregon 

as one of the 34 states, out of the 45 states that have their own MW legislation, that 

exempts farmworkers either directly or indirectly. This is likely due to the fact that there 

is a piece rate alternative to the Oregon MW law. However, Oregon law stipulates that 

piece rate must still equate to at least the state minimum wage (Oregon Bureau of Labor 

and Industries 2017).  

Similarly, farmworkers in the U.S. are also exempt from the protections 

guaranteed to most other sectors in the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) of 1935, 

meaning that farmworkers may be fired for engaging in collective bargaining or 

participating in labor unions (Oxfam 2004; Rodman et al. 2016). While some statewide 

policies have created additional protections for farmworkers in that state, farmworkers 

remain largely unprotected by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) (NLRB n.d.; 

Rodman et al. 2016). As one scholar stated, agricultural workers are “a hidden 

underpinning of the system that brings us the food we enjoy without ever appearing on 

food labels” (Thompson and Wiggins 2002: 8).  

In addition to being exempt from many U.S. policies designed to protect low-

wage workers, farm laborers are often subjected to occupation-related health risks. 

Besides having more toxic chemical related injuries than any other sector in the U.S. 

(Oxfam 2004), the California Agricultural Workers Health Survey (CAWHS) found 

increased rates of obesity, high cholesterol and blood pressure, frequent dental issues, and 

increased risks of diabetes and anemia in farm workers (Villarejo et al. 2010). Many of 

these health concerns are related to the low wages farmworkers earn. On average, 

according to the 2013-2014 National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS), 
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farmworkers earned a family income between $20,000 and $24,999 with 30% of all 

farmworkers falling below the federal poverty line (Hernandez et al. 2016).  

Many of these conditions apply to farms regardless of their production methods 

(e.g., organic and conventional). As Guthman (2014) illustrates in her 1998-99 study of 

organic growers in California, while many consumers believe that the organic 

certification implies better conditions for the worker, this is not necessarily the case. For 

political reasons, labor standards never became a part of the organic standards (Guthman 

2014). While many growers may wish to pay their employees more, insufficient wages 

and related issues are prevalent in both organic and conventional production. Shreck, 

Getz, and Feenstra (2006) took up the question of social sustainability standards relating 

to labor standards in their survey of organic growers in California and found little traction 

for the standards among growers. Although it is clear that farmworkers are in need of 

greater policy support, this task becomes ever more difficult with growers receiving 

increasingly smaller portion of the revenue from their products.  

 

Implications for Direct Market Farm Owners 

With the consolidation of buyers and expansion of the supply chain in recent 

decades as our food system becomes more globalized, agricultural producers receive a 

smaller portion of the revenue from their commodities than other members of the food 

supply chain such as distributors or retailers (Pullman and Wu 2012; Oxfam 2004). Much 

of this is due to changes in the agricultural landscape that have taken place over the last 

few decades. Agricultural producers are largely price takers, and the consolidation of 

buyers has allowed them to demand lower grower prices, which large-scale operations 

are better able to supply due to their increased economies of scale (Oxfam 2004). Buyers 

often also have the option of purchasing products from nations with less stringent wage 

laws. This increases the pressure on American growers to “pass on the cost and risks 

imposed on them to those on the lowest rung of the supply chain: the farmworkers they 

employ” (Oxfam 2004: 36). Thus, growers often keep wages low or substitute other 

inputs for labor to decrease their labor costs. However, DM growers, due to the nature of 

their production system, have fewer opportunities to slow the increased costs while still 

competing, at least partially, within this globalized food system.  
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In this paper, DM production is most closely aligned with Lyson’s (2004) 

definition of civic agriculture. Some of the key characteristics of civic agriculture are: 

catering to local markets; central to rural communities; focused on quality over quantity; 

more labor- and land-intensive; smaller in scale; use site-specific, rather than uniform, 

knowledge and practices; and sell products direct to the end-consumer (Lyson 2004). As 

Lyson (2004) states, these producers share “the potential to nurture local economic 

development, maintain diversity and quality in products, and provide forums where 

producers and consumers can come together to solidify bonds of community” (p. 87). 

Demand for local, farm direct products has grown in recent years, but in order to supply 

these products, producers often take on more costs than their conventional counterparts.  

According to the USDA’s 2015 Local Food Marketing Practices Survey, Oregon 

has a particularly vibrant DM sector with over $114 million in sales from 5,227 DM 

farms, representing 15% of total farms and roughly 2.3% of agricultural sales in Oregon, 

and making them 11th out of the 30 states reporting (Oregon Department of Agriculture 

2016; USDA NASS 2017). Nationally, the trend towards DM production is growing. 

Low et al. (2015) found that the number of farms using direct marketing channels (e.g., 

farmers markets, farm stands, or community supported agriculture shares) and 

intermediated marketing channels (e.g., restaurants or regional aggregators) increased by 

5.5 percent between 2007 and 2012. We have also seen growth in DM channels on a 

national level. Specifically, there was a 180 percent growth in the number of farmers 

markets between 2006 and 2014, totaling 8,268 farmers markets in 2014 (Low et al. 

2015). Similarly, regional food hubs grew 288 percent and farm to school programs grew 

430 percent during the same time frame (Low et al. 2015). While the DM sector 

continues to grow in Oregon as well as at the national level, DM agricultural producers 

still face many economic challenges. 

DM production has less room for mechanization since the quality of the product is 

a key selling point for fresh local products. Although their production methods and 

marketing channels often set them apart from industrial agricultural (IA) producers, they 

are not independent of them in terms of setting prices and thus tend to receive narrow 

profit margins. Conner (2004) explains that the extent to which the producer externalizes 

environmental costs is key to understanding the difference in profit margins achieved 
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through different production methods. In other words, large-scale producers who rely on 

synthetic inputs and increased mechanization often produce negative externalities. In 

other words, they externalize the costs of their production by transferring costs to the 

environment and society. Conversely, producers who embrace diversification, use more 

manual labor, and rely less on synthetic inputs internalize environmental costs, which 

often further reduces their profit margins. Although DM producers can often set 

somewhat higher prices for their products than IA producers, they are often not able to 

charge enough more to make a living wage themselves.  

Community supported agriculture (CSA) farms, a highly-diversified model, where 

members invest in the farm and receive a produce share directly from the producer each 

week, are one example of this dynamic. Galt (2013) conducted a study of 36 CSA farms 

in California and found a median income of $6,750 annually; additionally, half of them 

fell in what he termed, a “super self-exploitive” category, meaning their average income 

was $2,258 with 8 producers making $0 in earnings. Many farm families in this category 

are supplemented by off-farm income. The USDA (2016) chart in Figure 1 below shows 

that most small-to-mid-scale farms rely on an off-farm income rather than their on-farm 

income to support their livelihoods. Although not all small-to-mid-sized are DM farms, 

Martinez et al. (2010) and Low and Vogel (2011) found that DM production is composed 

almost exclusively of small-to-mid-sized farms. 

 

 
Figure 1. USDA (2016) Chart Displaying Household Farm Income by Farm Size 
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With narrow profit margins, DM producers face being squeezed out of the U.S. 

agricultural landscape. However, because they provide environmental benefits and 

increase the vibrancy of local economies, DM farms are important contributors to 

environmental and social wellbeing.  

 

Variation in farm direct marketing channels. Other work on DM agriculture has 

focused on the marketing channels DM producers use as well as the challenges they face 

in order to stay viable. Hardesty and Leff (2009) use a comparative case study approach 

to analyze DM farms accessing different marketing channels in order to compare the 

profitability between the channels. They find that while DM channels allow the producer 

to receive price premiums, the costs of marketing the production (e.g., labor and 

transportation costs, inter alia) offset those higher premiums. They specifically found 

that wholesale markets had the lowest marketing costs and lower average prices, while 

farmers markets had the highest marketing costs and the highest average prices.  

Similarly, LeRoux et al. (2010) conducted a case study of DM producers in 

Central New York and factor in additional metrics such as lifestyle preference, and 

conclude that maximum “firm performance” in DM production is achieved by employing 

multiple marketing channels. Both of these studies indicate the CSA has the most profit 

potential out of any single DM channel; however, as both Hardesty and Leff (2009) and 

LeRoux et al. (2010) point out the level of consumer interaction is a significant variable 

in the CSA model in terms of labor costs and profitability. LeRoux et al. (2010) also 

identify accounting for “hidden unpaid operator labor costs” as a significant variable in 

marketing channel as well (p. 23). Similarly, many scholars have focused on the qualities 

of consumers that can greatly impact producers’ profits, namely their willingness-to-pay. 

 

Consumer willingness-to-pay. As previously stated, farmers are, to an extent, 

price takers—a myriad of factors both local and global play roles in establishing the price 

of the good they are selling. While different marketing channels may allow growers to 

price discriminate, that ability is largely associated with how differentiated their product 

is and the production practices used. Consumer willingness-to-pay (WTP) is a key 
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element to consider when analyzing the interplay among producers, the prices for their 

goods, and the labor they hire.  

In their meta-review of local and organic food literature, Adams and Salois (2010) 

find a shift in consumer WTP. The higher consumer WTP on organic food shifted 

towards local food after the federal standards for organic were implemented and larger, 

“Big Organic” production began. Burnett, Kuethe, and Price (2011) in their survey of 482 

residents in Evansville, Indiana, find that as the geographic region in which the food was 

produced shrinks, consumer WTP for that good increases. In other words, consumer 

WTP was highest among those products that had a label stating the product was grown in 

the same county as the consumer, rather than in the same state or region  

Guthman (2014), using data from her 1998-99 study, highlights that consumer 

WTP also contributes to a producer’s ability to pay their employees. Specifically, some 

of the organic farmers in her study expressed that although they desired to pay their 

workers more, they felt they were unable to since consumers were unwilling to pay a high 

enough price to cover labor costs (Guthman 2014). Overall, even though some consumers 

are willing to pay higher prices for DM food, there may still not be enough high-WTP 

consumers to cover the costs of producing and harvesting DM food (Biermacher et al. 

2007).  

 

Benefits of Direct Market Production 

 DM producers often face narrow profit margins due to their production methods, 

which are often better for the environment and local economy. Thus, it is important to 

establish exactly what those qualities are that are worth preserving with a review of the 

extant literature on the positive externalities such as agrobiodiversity and the local 

economic impact of DM farms. 

 

Agrobiodiversity and the positive externalities of direct market production. 

Application of synthetic chemicals in agriculture has deleterious effects on the 

environment through their impact on watersheds and soil fertility. Furthermore their use 

has negative implications for biodiversity as well. Biodiversity is defined as the existence 

and interconnected relationships of all flora, fauna, and microorganisms on our planet, 
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with a high variety of types among each category. It has a complex relationship with 

agriculture in that agriculture is both a threat to as well as dependent upon biodiversity. In 

other words, in order to farm, one must clear land, which if not replaced by an equally 

diverse operation, can reduce the level of biodiversity in the region. While DM producers 

tend to embrace agricultural biodiversity, or agrobiodiversity, their IA counterparts have 

typically not. As a result, little agrobiodiversity is observed in our food system today. 

The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) calculated that roughly 

three-quarters of the world’s plant genetic diversity has been lost since circa 1900 (FAO 

2004; Lang and Heasman 2015). Scholars such as Buttel (2003) and Lyson (2004) 

illustrate that throughout the 20th century, the technology of synthetic fertilizers and other 

inputs led to the consolidation of small, diverse, family farms into larger, more 

homogenous ones. Paarlberg (2013) found that by 2007, just 5% of farms in the U.S. 

generated 53% of all our food production. Lang and Heasman (2015) explain that as 

agricultural production became increasingly specialized and intensified through the 20th 

century, a tendency towards monoculture also arose. As such, IA has contributed to a 

drastic degradation and even loss of the natural habitats it is dependent on—pollinators, a 

population whose existence is highly threatened by the use of synthetic IA inputs, but that 

also greatly heightens crop yields, illustrate this dynamic well (Lang and Heasman 2015). 

Therefore, the environmental benefits of agrobiodiversity provided by DM farms is a 

positive externality of DM production.  

Specifically, Altieri (1999) points out that the environmental benefits of 

agrobiodiversity reach far beyond food production alone and include: “recycling of 

nutrients, control of nutrients, control of local microclimate, regulation of local 

hydrological processes, regulation of the abundance of undesirable organisms, and 

detoxification of noxious chemicals” (p. 19). Therefore, although clearing is an essential 

precursor to most farming operations, an embrace of agrobiodiversity is beneficial to 

food production. In addition, agrobiodiversity provides food security to the entire food 

system. As Dahlberg (2008) notes, agrobiodiversity helps to build an adaptive capacity in 

our food system to better address change and unanticipated variability. Thus, while IA 

production is more efficient, it is less resilient to disruptions. In this way, smaller and 

more diverse farms are less vulnerable to exogenous shocks, be they environmental, 



MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 20 

social, political, or economic and provide a positive externality through the 

environmental benefits of agrobiodiversity.  

 

Economic impact of direct market farms. Some DM channels such as farmers 

markets have been shown to increase local economic activity by attracting shoppers to 

patron neighboring business as well (Lev, Brewer, and Stephenson 2003). Yet, the 

economic benefit of the DM sector as a whole has an even further economic reach—

researchers have only recently begun putting numbers to that impact by applying input-

output analysis (see Martinez et al. 2010; O’Hara and Pirog 2013). This set of studies 

derives economic multipliers calculated as follows: “The total economic impact is 

composed of direct effects (the value of new food production and the labor income 

generated), indirect effects (the value of locally supplied inputs and services), and 

induced effects (the value of earnings spent in the study region by workers in the direct 

and indirect supply sectors)” (Low et al. 2015: 17). Studies employing this approach 

demonstrate the impact of DM farms on their local economies. For example, Hardesty et 

al. (2016) conducted input-output analysis of DM growers in the Sacramento region of 

California and found an economic multiplier of 1.86, compared to 1.42 for non-DM 

producers. In other words, for every dollar of production, DM growers, when compared 

with non-DM growers, generate an additional $0.44 output in economic activity within 

the Sacramento region (Hardesty et al. 2016). The larger economic impact is largely due 

to purchasing inputs from their local region more extensively than non-DM counterparts 

(Hardesty et al. 2016).  

Analyzing the economic impact of DM producers has become particularly 

important in recent years—the DM sector has grown substantially and over 2,600 local 

food policy initiatives have been funded by the USDA (Jablonski and Schmit 2015; 

USDA 2012). Schmit, Jablonski, and Mansury (2016) estimate the impact of an 

exogenous policy shock on the DM sector in an 11-county region in New York using 

input-output analysis. They find that among the DM growers in the study region, “a $1 

million shock contributes $1.872 million to total output when the indirect and induced 

effects are considered” (Schmit et al. 2016: 323). Additionally, the total impact on 

employment and labor income were found to be 19.4 jobs and $0.641 million, 
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respectively (Schmit et al. 2016). This is a lower number of jobs, but a higher labor 

income compared to the non-DM sector. As Schmit et al. (2016) highlight, this is likely 

due to their finding that the “output per dollar employee compensation” is higher among 

DM producers while the employee compensation rate tends to be higher among non-DM 

producers (p. 322). In sum, the above studies illustrate that there are economic, in 

addition to environmental, benefits to the DM sector that are important to bear in mind.  

 

The Challenge of the Minimum Wage in the Direct Market Agricultural Sector 

It is clear that farmworkers lack policy support and often receive extremely low 

wages, which leave them below the federal poverty line. However, DM growers have to 

compete with large-scale producers on price; although they can demand higher per unit 

prices, many DM farmers still earn little-to-no profit and thus struggle to make a living 

wage themselves. Many producers, from all types of agriculture, often feel that labor is 

one of their easiest costs to decrease (either by keeping wages low or by substituting 

alternate inputs for labor) (Oxfam 2004). With MW policies raising the cost of labor, the 

economic viability of DM growers is therefore in question. Farmworkers clearly need 

higher wages, but DM production offers positive externalities that are also worth 

protecting. Thus, policy support needs to consider ways to raise the wage for 

farmworkers while protecting the financial viability of DM producers—Oregon serves as 

the perfect case study to explore this topic.  

 

DATA AND METHODS  

 To gather data for this study, I conducted 18 semi-structured open-ended 

interviews with DM growers in the Willamette Valley region of. Seventeen of the 18 

interviewees were subjected to the standard wage tier set by SB 1532, while one grower 

was within the Portland UGB. The recruitment criteria I used for this study was that each 

farm: had a diversified operation (i.e., more than one crop); predominantly produced 

vegetables, fruit, and/or nuts (although some producers had a small meat and/or dairy 

component to their production); and, sold through primarily direct and/or intermediated 

marketing channels.  
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I used a purposive and snowball sampling method, starting with publicly available 

sources (e.g., farm webpages, farmers market vendor lists, and by visiting farmers 

markets in person), to obtain the sample. A purposive method was utilized in this study to 

target the primary attribute of interest: diverse farm sizes (Robson 2011). Since labor 

costs were of primary concern in this research, the number of employees employed at the 

farm served as a proxy for the scale of operation, although acreage was also recorded. I 

determined the size categories by breaking the sample up into groups of roughly equal 

numbers of participants, based on the distribution of farm size (by number of employees) 

recorded. Small farms employ 0-5 farmworkers, mid-sized farms employ 6-19 

farmworkers, and large farms employ 20 or more farmworkers. The number of 

farmworkers employed at most of the farms varied seasonally but I used the highest 

stated number of employees to determine the size category.  

My original intention for this research was to interview at least 3 farmers in each 

size category (see matrix provided in Table 3). This would have allowed comparisons to 

be made both between farmers who must pay the standard wage tier to farmers who must 

pay the Portland Metro wage tier and farms of three different sizes. However, as Table 3 

illustrates, I was only able to recruit one farmer within the Portland UGB who had hired 

labor; most other farmers contacted within the Portland UGB did not have employees. I 

also gathered information on production practices (i.e., certified organic or not) to obtain 

variation within that category as well since organic agriculture often requires more labor 

(Guthman 2014).   

Table 3. Typology Matrix with Breakdown of Sample by Size 

 Farm Size (by number of employees) 

Wage Tier Small (0-5) Mid-Sized (6-19) Large (20 or more) 

Standard 7 5 5 

Portland Metro 0 0 1 
Notes: The numbers in each cell represent the breakdown of the sample by  
both Wage Tier and Farm Size (N=18). 

In order to characterize categorize the farmers, I asked participants for 

information on their years in operation, the number of principal farm operators, the 

percent of total costs that are labor costs, and their primary marketing channels. Since 
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many of the questions in the interview solicited information regarding financial and 

employment practices, I de-identified all participants and their farm locations upon 

transcription. Respondents are therefore referred to with a number and in the case of 

interviews that include more than one respondent, a letter as well (e.g., Farmer #3b).  

Interviews were about 45-60 minutes in duration and also focused on how, if at 

all, growers plan to offset the costs they will face as a result of the increased MW. I 

conducted most interviews in person, but some were done over the phone for the 

convenience of the farmer. Due to the timing of the study (starting only two months after 

the first increase went into effect), I also asked questions regarding what the producers 

have done in the past to reduce costs and stay viable. Additionally, I asked all participants 

to define what the success of their business meant to them (see Appendix B, Question 

#6). Although definitions varied substantially, every participant mentioned financial 

success as a part of their definition. Every farmer also noted that their largest expense by 

far was labor, except for two producers who do not have any employees for at least part 

of the year. In those two cases, seeds and land were identified to be their most significant 

costs. Importantly, labor costs as used in this study do not include any charges for the 

farmer’s labor or management. All respondents were asked: “Who works on the farm? Is 

everyone who works on the farm paid or not?” (Appendix B, Question #2). I noted any 

labor from family members, interns, volunteers, or other unpaid sources, but did not 

count them as labor costs or as hired labor. 

All interviews were transcribed and then coded using the qualitative analysis 

software, Dedoose. The coding method I used can be described by the open, axial, and 

selective coding methods used in the grounded theory approach and were developed in a 

constant comparative process (Robson 2011). I also used magnitude coding in some 

instances to assess the degree of a certain attitudes such as farmer attitudes toward the 

MW increase (Saldaña 2013). From coding, themes emerged to assess how, if at all, the 

new MW rules would change the profitability of Willamette Valley DM producers.  

 

Overview of the Sample 

 Table 4 presents the characteristics of the DM farms in the study. It is important 

to note that many responses were provided in ranges. For some, such as Labor as a 
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Percentage of Costs, the interviewee responded with their best guess while others 

provided an exact number based on the prior year’s records. When responses were given 

in ranges, I used the highest value to place the farms into categories; such was often the 

case with Acreage (Cropped), Hired Labor (Size Proxy), and Labor as a Percentage of 

Cost. Some respondents provided a range citing the fact that values range throughout the 

season—thus the highest value was thought to be the more conservative estimate, 

representing costs at the “height” of the season. Additionally, production practices within 

the Not Certified Organic category varied significantly. Some farmers within that 

category did report using some level of synthetic inputs, while others follow organic 

protocols, but are not USDA Certified Organic. 

Table 4. Attributes of Direct Market Farms in Study 

Attribute 
Number  
of Cases 

Percentage 
of Sample 

Wage Tier (Set by SB 1532)   
Standard 17 94 
Portland Metro 1 6 

Practices   
Certified Organic (USDA) 12 67 
Not Certified Organic 6 33 

Years in Operation   
1-10 5 28 
11-20 4 22 
21-30 5 28 
31+ 4 22 

Acreage (Cropped)   
1-10 4 22 
11-25 6 33 
26-50 4 22 
51+ 4 22 

Farm Operators   
1 11 61 
2+ 7 39 

Hired Labor (Size Proxy)   
0-5 (Small) 7 39 
6-19 (Mid-Sized) 5 28 
20+ (Large) 6 33 

Labor as a Percentage of Cost   
49% and below 8 44 
50% and above 10 56 

Overall Sample 18 100 
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I also gathered information about the marketing channels for their produce. 

Overall, the marketing channels used were: farmers market (n=13), regional wholesaler 

(n=10), CSA (n=9), restaurants (n=6), farm stands (n=6), local grocery stores (n=1), and 

CSA aggregators (n=1). Additionally, some producers mentioned they had an added 

agritourism component (n=3) to their business. All producers in the study noted that they 

use more than one of the above listed marketing channels.  

 

RESULTS 

As previously mentioned, the Oregon minimum wage increase will likely provide 

many important and much-needed benefits to farmworkers. However, in this study, I 

focus on the opinions and attitudes of DM farm owners and did not interview 

farmworkers. Economic, social, and environmental compromises emerged as central 

themes in my interviews. Compromises in this context refer to incidences where DM 

producers felt they must sacrifice some value, be it environmental or social, in order to 

reduce costs. These compromises varied, to an extent, by farm size. In addition, wage tier 

as a predictor proved to be somewhat arbitrary since participants near, but not within the 

UGB expressed feeling pressure to pay the Portland wage rate due to competition for 

labor. 

It is important to note that Oregon’s minimum wage increase first went into effect 

July 2016. My interviews for this study took place between September 2016 and March 

2017, with the majority of interviews occurring between October and December 2016. 

Therefore, many respondents were unsure about the impacts the increase would have on 

their farm and the potential channels of adjustment (CoA) they would be using.  

Additionally, as previously stated, the data for this study comes from coding 

responses from semi-structured open-ended interviews, meaning there were no 

restrictions or boundaries placed on the respondent in the question structure, other than 

the subject area (Robson 2011). As such, the potential CoAs and other impacts of the 

minimum wage increases varied substantially, but important themes and patterns 

emerged, which are presented in the following sections and compared primarily by farm 

size (as determined by number of employees). 
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Farmer Attitudes Toward the Oregon Minimum Wage Increase  

Figure 2 displays the variation in attitudes toward the MW increase by farm size. 

The chart below shows the number of responses in each of the minimum wage attitude 

categories by farm size: 

 

 
  

 
 

Responses varied considerably and some farmers expressed a mixed sentiment towards 

the wage increase even within a single interview. However, the interviews were coded for 

an overall attitude towards the MW increase, which fell into one category or another. For 

example, Farmer #3b, who had an overall negative attitude toward the MW increase, 

stated: “I'm thinking about this and at the same time, you know, I still really like that [the 

minimum wage increase] is happening.” Mixed sentiments like this one were common; 

however, respondents tended to lean more towards a single attitude. 

 Figure 2 displays a trend related to farm size: large farms (i.e., 20+ employees) 

and mid-sized farms (i.e., 6-19 employees) more often voiced negative attitudes toward 
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Figure 2. Chart Illustrating Minimum Wage Attitude by Farm Size 
Notes: The overall attitudes towards the minimum wage reflect an overall sentiment towards the policy change, 
despite some variation in attitude within single interview. The attitude categories coded for were: positive, neutral, 
and negative (N=18). Farm sizes are Large (20+ hired laborers), Mid-sized (6-19 hired laborers), and Small (0-5 
hired laborers).  
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the MW increase while small farms (i.e., 0-5 employees) more often communicated 

neutral feelings about the MW increase. Neutral opinions toward the policy change 

include this statement from Farmer #18, a small-scale producer: “I'm not too worried 

about [the minimum wage increase] and knowing that it's going to go up over time, that's 

kind of one of our goals for the farm anyway.” Additionally, interview responses that 

were indifferent to the policy change such as “I don’t really care” or “I’m not really sure 

how I feel about it” were also coded as neutral responses. Farmer #15, a large-scale 

producer (i.e., 20+ employees), was the only respondent to express a solely positive 

attitude toward the increase, stating little-to-no-concern over the policy change: “I don't 

think anybody on the farm makes as much money as they should so I don't have any 

problem with paying people more money.” While this variation in attitudes, shown in 

Figure 2, does not provide much insight into the impact of the MW increase, it highlights 

the diversity of opinions. 

Overall, neutral (N=8) and negative (N=9) were the most common overall 

attitudes expressed towards the MW increase. Thus, the findings indicate that about half 

of the DM producers interviewed had an overall negative attitude towards the Oregon 

MW increase. However, even those with neutral attitudes towards the policy still 

discussed at least some adjustments they felt they had to make to their farming operation 

to offset the increased labor costs.  

 

Channels of Adjustment Among Direct Market Farmers 

As a result of the wage increase, many farmers suggested potential channels of 

adjustment they have taken or were considering taking. Minimum wage scholars (e.g., 

Card and Kreuger (1994); Brown and Crossman (2000); Hirsch et al. (2015)) 

demonstrated how MW increases often result in cost minimization and/or quality 

enhancement CoAs. Impacts of the Oregon MW increase fall into three categories in this 

study: environmental, economic, and social implications. It is important to note, that DM 

farmers are making constant adjustments to their operations every year, regardless of 

policy changes. Thus, while some of the observed adjustments may be part of a pre-

existing plan, many growers noted that the increase in labor costs accelerates the pace 

and increases the pressure to make adjustments to their operations. In the following 
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sections, I discuss, with examples, the adjustments based on the increased cost of labor 

resulting from the policy change discussed by DM growers throughout the Willamette 

Valley.  

 

Environmental Implications  

A primary way that CoAs manifested for producers in this study was through the 

changes in the environmental consequences of their production practices expressed by 

many respondents—increasing mechanization and decreasing diversity, in particular, 

emerged as prominent themes. Table displays the 11 growers who discussed CoAs that 

may have environmental impacts, with increasing mechanization as the most common 

and changes relating to cover crop usage as the least common, overall. 

Table 5. Stated Channels of Adjustment with Environmental Impacts by Farm Size 

 Channel of Adjustments (Environmental) 

Farms 
(by size)  

Decrease 
Diversity 

Decrease 
Cover 
Crop 

Decrease 
Water 
Use 

Increase 
Cover 
Crop 

Increase 
Drip 

Irrigation 
Increase 
Other* 

Increase 
Mech- 

anization 

Invest in 
Infra- 

structure 
Small         

Farm #4 X        
Farm #7    X X X   
Farm #9 X        
Farm #14       X  
Farm #18       X X 

Mid-sized         
Farm #2       X X 
Farm #3 X      X X 
Farm #6      X  X 
Farm #12 X X     X X 

Large         
Farm #10   X  X  X  
Farm #17   X      

         
Notes: *“Increase Other” includes increasing high tunnels, row cover, and ground cloth (plastic) use. 
“Alter Infrastructure” includes adding new buildings as well as remodeling current infrastructure in order 
to increase efficiency. Farm sizes are Large (20+ hired laborers), Mid-sized (6-19 hired laborers), and 
Small (0-5 hired laborers).  

These results were primarily derived from two questions: “What do you do to 

reduce costs on your farm?” (see Appendix B, Question #4). And, “Do you plan on 

making any future investments in equipment or technology?” (see Appendix B, Question 



MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 29 

#4b). Occasionally, some negative environmental externalities were voiced in response to 

“What, if anything, will the minimum wage increase mean to you and your business?” 

(see Appendix B, Question #5). Farmers, in general, are often altering their production 

methods in search of greater efficiency; however, many growers specifically indicated 

that the MW increase accelerates and amplifies the rate of change.  

Altering infrastructure with the intent of increasing efficiency was also a 

prominent CoA among growers; however, these varied significantly, including changes to 

the layouts of packing or washing stations, adding additional coolers, or building new 

structures. Thus, this CoA is worth noting, but it is difficult to assess the implications 

since the category includes many differing potential changes. It is also worth noting that 

this CoA was most prominent among the mid-sized growers (i.e. 6-19 employees). 

Increasing mechanization and reducing the amount of diversity in production, 

both in the number of crops and the number of varieties of any single crop, as commonly 

stated CoAs, could have potential negative environmental consequences. As noted by 

Conner (2004), Lyson (2004), and Dahlberg (2008), highly diversified productions 

models such as DM agriculture often internalize costs that their industrial counterparts 

externalize to the environment and society through the use of synthetic inputs and high 

levels of mechanization. In other words, a DM producer is likely to have higher labor 

costs due to a lack of synthetic inputs and the quality demands of selling produce fresh, 

but a lower environmental impact. In a sense, the level to which a producer internalizes 

or externalizes environmental costs is one key characteristic that sets DM production 

systems apart from other production systems. However, the interviews suggest that with 

the increased per-unit labor costs, some DM producers feel forced to modify their current 

production methods and seek to reduce their expenses by making greater use of 

production methods that externalize some of those costs onto the environment.  

 

Increase mechanization. In this study, DM producers said that they felt pressure 

to reduce the increased labor costs by externalizing them onto the environment 

specifically by increasing mechanization. DM producers of all scales noted this pressure 

to increase mechanization, with mid-sized farmers expressing this slightly more. When 

asked how costs are reduced on the farm, Farmer #2b, a mid-sized producer, stated: “One 
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is mechanization and I think we've done a lot, but there's probably a lot more that we 

could do. And there's a lot of pressure to mechanize now with the minimum wage going 

up so dramatically.” In a similar vein, when asked what the minimum wage increase 

means to her farm, Farmer #12, a mid-size producer stated: 

 
…you know it probably means spending less money on cover crops, it probably means 
getting more mechanized and… using a tractor more instead of people, which is fossil fuels 
and I’m a huge believer in people being connected to the land and working on farms, but I 
feel like the market is pushing me to mechanize and have fewer people actually working for 
me. 

 
In this quote, Farmer #12 communicated how many of the options to reduce costs to 

compensate for the increased wage are counter to her own environmental values and 

those of many other DM producers.  

The mid-sized producers often indicated a sense of pressure to compromise on 

their values to make up for the increase cost. However, the smaller-scale producers 

expressed that they are and have been continually increasing mechanization as they build 

their businesses anyway. For example, Farmer #14 stated that she is constantly focused 

on “anything I can do to eliminate labor costs because that is the largest expense.” Part of 

this may be due to the fact that many of the mid- and large-scale DM producers noted 

being at or near the mechanization maximum on their farm. As one large-scale producer, 

Farmer #5, explained: “we're not processed food growers, it's all fresh market and almost 

all fresh market produce whether it's on big farms or little farms or organic or not, almost 

all fresh market produce has to be hand harvested.” Overall, several producers felt a 

pressure to mechanize in order to offset increased labor costs—however, producers also 

explained that there is a limit on increasing mechanization on DM farms, due to the 

nature of DM production providing fresh produce directly to the end-consumer.  

 

Decrease diversity. While there are many environmental benefits to maintaining a 

high level of diversity on farms, it is also costly to do so since it greatly reduces the 

producer’s ability to achieve economies of scale. Some producers indicated that they 

produced over 50 different crops and crop varieties. In addition to the environmental 

benefits, this level of agrobiodiversity can also benefit the farmer in other ways. Farmer 

#16, a large-scale producer (i.e., 20+ employees), started his operation growing only a 
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couple different crops, but decided to switch to a highly-diversified model. He explained 

to me that the reason for doing so was because “instead of just harvesting the traditional 3 

to 4 months a year, we're basically harvesting something almost 12 months a year and 

that way we keep a small harvest crew and keep busy.” For him, the benefit of 

diversification was that it allowed him to keep a small crew employed all year, which 

minimizes employee turnover. Farmer #8 echoed this saying that they keep growing 

certain crops that do not earn a profit just because it keeps people employed at their farm.  

While there are benefits to diversification, for both environmental and financial 

reasons, both small-scale and mid-sized DM producers did mention reducing diversity 

(both by number of crops and by number of varieties of a crop) as a change they were 

considering taking or already taking. Yet, a common theme was also that this was not 

necessarily an easy decision to make. As Farmer #12 illustrated in her statement about 

this decision process: 

 
I've done some enterprise budgets and I have a better idea of what's profitable for us and 
what's not… we're in the process of redoing all those again because we changed a lot of our 
production practices… so now we're just revisiting all that stuff to try and figure out, are 
those enterprise budgets still true or are they not true? And that should increase profitability 
significantly to know that information, but it may also decrease the varieties that we are able 
to grow or the diversity that we're able to grow, you know, so how do you balance that stuff? 
Like if some crop that's important to the rotation is bad for the bottom-line, how do you 
decide? ...and nobody's paying for the environmental consequences, obviously, or we 
wouldn't be having this problem on the planet that we're having. 

 
Although it was a difficult decision, Farmer #12 did indicate that she would be reducing 

the number of crops she plans on growing the following season. Many growers shared 

this plan. Farmer #9 stated that she would be scaling back on the varieties of tomatoes 

they grow because, although they are a popular item with consumers, they are quite labor 

intensive to produce. While reducing the varieties of a crop may have a lesser negative 

impact on agrobiodiversity, it reduces genetic diversity in production nonetheless. 

 In a similar vein, two mid-sized producers, Farmers #3a and #3b, talked about 

how this dynamic was further challenged by the pre-packed box CSA model that they 

employ—diversity is key to the CSA model, but can also result in overproduction: 

Farmer #3b: …your revenue on overproduction, on that overproduced part is zero. It's like all 
loss, everything. ... I think it’s the pattern that's coming up, that the CSA tends to kind of 
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harbor inefficient techniques it seems like. That's like what I'm realizing over and over is that 
it tends to push one, or at least us, to kind of overproduce for insurance.   

Farmer #3a: It's so nerve-wracking to think you don't have enough that we have always felt 
like it's better to have a little too much and feel like we can make the boxes and not worry 
about it than always feel like we barely have enough or don't have enough. So we've always 
tended to err on the side of overproduction and I think it's a choice that has lost a lot of 
money over the years.  

Farmers #3a and #3b explained that they felt a lot of pressure from the MW increase to 

alter their production methods, and reducing diversity was a key part of that. However, 

they also explained that deciding how much diversity to reduce, with the intent of 

avoiding overproduction, was particularly difficult with the CSA model since a wide 

diversity of produce is often what consumers want out of their CSA farm share. In other 

words, they were expressing their desire to reduce diversity on their farm to avoid the 

financial loss that comes with overproduction, but they also indicated this may require an 

adjustment in their marketing channels as well. Other DM producers expressed similar 

economic implications of potential adjustments as well. 

  

Economic Implications  

 DM growers discussed many economic-related changes they would make in 

response to the MW increases. As Hardesty and Leff (2009) and LeRoux et al. (2010) 

illustrated in their studies of DM producers, the choice of marketing channels has a major 

impact on the financial viability of the farming operation. Similarly, as Brown and 

Crossman (2000) and Hirsch et al. (2015) explained, the quality enhancement and/or 

costs minimization strategies employers implement through CoAs can also go a long way 

to ensure the viability of a business, in response to an exogenous policy change. Many of 

the economic CoAs stated by the growers in this study relate to prices, marketing 

channels, and employment. While economic theory may be able to predict some of these 

adjustments, evidence is presented here that also shows the agricultural sector functions 

differently than some of the sectors that previous research has examined.  

 

Price changes and consumer willingness-to-pay. According to economic theory, 

the MW increase would be a problem for DM farmers if the producer cannot fully pass 

the increased labor cost on to the consumer by raising the price of their goods. Many DM 
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producers of all farm sizes discussed this idea, but most expressed doubt, to varying 

degrees, that they would be able to do so. As Farmer #8 stated: 

[I’ve been] thinking a lot about how we can pass on increased costs, if we can raise our 
prices. We're at the mercy [of others] in the wholesale market, but the retail at the farmers 
markets, that's our own decision, if we're gonna go up or not, but since the big recession in 
2008, I don't think we've raised any prices and we've actually seen some prices go down so it 
seems long overdue that we do raise some prices but I don't know what customers are gonna 
be willing to pay.  

It is a logical conclusion that with the price of labor increasing, the price of food will 

increase as well because while growers have no control over the policy change, they do 

have some control over the prices they set. However, the extent to which DM producers 

think that can happen was variable within the findings. Many DM producers conveyed 

the price taker dilemma, where they felt unable to raise prices enough to cover the 

increased labor costs. At the same time, other producers communicated that they were 

actually price makers, with several producers stating some combination of both.  

 Figure 3 highlights the differences in DM producers voicing their ability to set 

their own prices. Every grower responded to the question, “What is the process behind 

setting the prices for the agricultural goods on your farm?” (see Appendix B, Question 

#3), and the topic arose at other points during the interviews as well.  

 

 

0 1 2 3 4

Mixed

Price Taker

Price Maker

Count

P
ri

ce
 S

et
ti

ng
 A

bi
lit

y

Perceived Ability to Set Prices by Farm Size

Large

Mid-sized

Small

Figure 3. Chart Displaying Perception of Price Taker vs. Price Maker by Farm Size 
Notes: This chart displays the absence or presence of each the Price Taker and the Price Maker 
codes, producers who expressed both are in the Mixed category (N=18).  



MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 34 

The “mixed” category refers to those who stated both price taking and making abilities at 

some point during the interview. For example, Farmers #2a and #2b, mid-sized 

producers, explained that they do enterprise budgeting on their crops to know exactly 

what they need to charge and have, at most times, been able to charge that price. 

However, Farmer #2b explained to me, with an example of snow peas, that this ability 

varies depending on other growers at the farmers market:  

A long time ago we grew snow peas and we couldn't get as good prices as we wanted to 
because other growers were selling them for less and I talked to those other growers, it was a 
couple of growers and one of them said, ‘well, I just grow them because it keeps my crew 
busy at that time of year when I need some work for them so I don't really care how much 
they sell for.’ And another grower said, ‘well we just grow [peas] largely for the pea greens 
and so the pods themselves are kind of just cream, something extra that we get the out of the 
plants.’ So neither one of them was interested in raising their price to what we needed so we 
just stopped growing it.  

 
Thus, Farmers #2a and #2b know exactly what they need and want to charge and are able 

to get that price at times; however, that ability depends on other prices at the farmers 

market, to an extent. Interestingly, while some mid-sized producers expressed a mixed 

ability to set their prices as they desire, they are the only group absent from the solely 

price maker category. Overall, most growers communicated belonging, at least partially, 

to the price taker category more so than the price maker category.  

Most of the DM producers who discussed a stronger price making ability also 

stated that their farm and/or products were highly differentiated. Many DM producers felt 

that they could not bring up their prices high enough due to the competition with other 

growers and grocery stores. However, Farmer #13 stated: “I’m always the most 

expensive [at the farmers markets]… we will have the most expensive peaches, cherries, 

apples, hazelnuts, but we focus on absolute high quality and certified organic and it 

works, I mean people love us.” Here, the demand for high quality Certified Organic fruit 

and nuts allowed Farmer #13 to set his prices above others at the farmers markets. For 

him, focusing on a quality enhancement strategy had been providing him with financial 

viability for his farm. 

On the other end of the spectrum, Farmer #7 explained his difficulty in setting a 

high enough price for his sweet corn. He stated that because people are used to buying 

corn at a low price, he often gets pushback from consumers about his higher price: “so 
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[sweet corn] is a quarter of my acreage, but I get less than 10% of my fresh market 

income off of it…so those numbers really, even at the prices we are charging now, do not 

really reflect what that should be at.” He also explained that he continues producing corn 

because people expect it, it brings people into his booth at the farmers market, and he 

enjoys it himself.  

Farmer #16, a large scale producer, explained a similar dynamic, also with corn, 

where he was able to charge more for the corn stalk to use for decorative purposes than 

he was for the actual ears of corn because people are so accustomed to the lower prices in 

the grocery store. Farmer #9, a small-scale producer, similarly identified consumer WTP 

as a significant barrier that impacts their financial viability and their ability to pay the 

increased labor costs from the MW increase:  

We are a nation that prides ourselves on cheap food and we want food to be cheap and the 
only way you have cheap food is if someone gets screwed along the way, if someone does not 
make a living, and so it's either the poor farmworkers or the poor farm owners. 

Thus, while there are potential adjustments that have and could be made through price 

mechanisms, there are many complicated and varying characteristics that factor into that 

ability, including consumer willingness and ability to pay the cost of producing DM 

products. Additionally, it is, to an extent, unknown how much producers will be able to 

raise their prices; however, the majority of DM producers expressed doubt that they 

would be able to raise their prices enough to compensate for the MW increase. Hence, 

adjustments will likely be made in other areas, in addition to or instead of adjusting the 

price of goods.  

 

Marketing channel adjustments. Another observed trend relating to the economic 

implications of the CoAs that may result from the policy change is an adjustment in the 

marketing channels farmers choose to use. Specifically, three of the large farms 

interviewed stated that they planned or thought it was likely that they would be 

decreasing the amount of produce they sell through a regional wholesale distributor. One 

farmer in the small farm category also spoke to the need to reduce the wholesale 

marketing channel, but had already significantly reduced that channel prior to the MW 

increase. Farmer #5, who owns and operates a large farm, explained to me that one of the 
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wholesale distributors he uses surveyed their growers prior to the MW increase before 

taking a stance on the policy: 
 

[The wholesale distributor] interviewed a bunch of their other farmers and they decided not to 
support the minimum wage increase and I think it's because they heard from many of their 
growers that it was likely that they would have to reduce the amount of crops they could 
produce for wholesale distribution. We certainly told them that because the grower gets less 
of the retail dollar if it goes through wholesale distribution and if we're selling direct to the 
farmers market then we just have our labor of production and our labor of marketing, but 
we're cutting out the labor that [the wholesaler] has to distribute it and we're cutting out the 
labor that [the grocery store] has to retail it. 

 
As Farmer #5 explained, the profit margins from wholesale channels tends to be smaller 

because there is more labor to account for in more places: the farm, the distribution, and 

the grocery store. However, as LeRoux et al. (2010) point out, growers can sell higher 

volumes of produce through wholesale marketing channels, which can also yield higher 

total returns, and a combination of marketing channels is often the best approach.  

In a similar vein, there were several DM farmers who identified that they had 

recently or were considering reducing the farmers market component of their marketing. 

As LeRoux et al. (2010) also point out, farmers markets can have lower returns due to 

labor and marketing costs and the variable sales volumes. Some farms in this study, 

primarily mid-sized and larger farms, discussed this adjustment. However, as Table 6 

shows, there was a wide variation in many of the characteristics of those growers who 

raised this theme. 

Farmer #9, who operates a small farm (i.e., 0-5 employees), is the only farm in 

Table 6 not currently selling through a farmers market. She explained to me that they had 

tried a couple years prior to the MW increase, but their attempt only lasted about a month 

because “it was just way too much work and it was a really new market and that was way 

way losing money [for us].” Similarly, Farmer #3a, a mid-sized farm that has been 

operating just shy of 10 years, explained that there are often significant barriers to entry 

for a new farm adding on another farmers market: “it takes a pretty good chunk of years 

at a very busy farmers market to build up the clientele to have enough sales to get to a 

scale and there's just so much competition now.” Farmers #3a and #3b also noted that 

there is a fair bit of waste at the farmers market in order to keep your booth looking full 

and abundant, which consumers are more drawn to. Farmers #3a and #3b and Farmer #9 
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all referred to their observed decline in the CSA model as well, with CSA member 

retention being difficult and often times forcing overproduction to fulfill the desired 

diversity of members. In sum, as Table 6 shows, there are no clear patterns between the 

characteristics of a farm and their choice of marketing channel in this example. However, 

changing marketing channel choices was certainly an observed trend among DM growers 

of a variety of types, as they must pay higher labor costs.  

 
Table 6. Characteristic Variation Among “Farmers Market Not a Viable Option” Coded Responses 

Farm Wage 
Tier 

Certified 
Organic 

Years in 
Operation 

1st Market 
Channel 

2nd Market 
Channel 

Other Market 
Channels 

Small        
Farm #9 Base Yes 15-20 Restaurants CSA Aggregator  

Mid-Sized        
Farm #2 Base Yes 30-35 Farmers Market Wholesale Restaurants 
Farm #3 Base Yes 5-10 CSA Farm Stand Farmers Market; Wholesale 

Large       
Farm #10 Base No 25-30 Farmers Market Wholesale Agritourism 
Farm #16 Portland No 35-40 Farm Stand Farmers Market  
Notes: Farm sizes are Large (20+ hired laborers), Mid-sized (6-19 hired laborers), and Small (0-5 hired laborers). 
Market channels are ordered by the approximate percentage of sales that belongs to each marketing channel provided 
by the respondents in the interviews.  

  

 Impact on employment. All of the adjustments discussed so far were motivated by 

a desire to reduce labor in some fashion. In other words, the adjustments stated by DM 

farmers in this study change the way they farm and reduce their demand for labor. Seven 

producers, from all farm scales, explicitly indicated that the wage increase would reduce 

or already has reduced the amount of employment on their farms. Thus, while Card and 

Krueger (1994) and subsequent scholars found that MW increases do not have a 

significant net negative impact on employment, farmers in this study voiced a desire to 

reduce the number of employees. For example, Farmer #6, a mid-sized producer, 

explained that in addition to the labor costs, managing farm crews requires a lot of his 

time and effort: “it’s likely there will be less people employed here [in the coming 

years]…it’s a lot to maintain a large group of people and keep them happy and well paid 

and satisfied.” As Schmit et al. (2016) found in their study of New York DM producers, 

there is often a higher output per dollar of employee compensation with DM production. 

Farmer #12, a farmer in the mid-sized category, stated this fact very clearly: “so I think 

next year we’re going to hire less people, we’re going to try and squeeze as much 
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profitability out of everything that we possibly can.” Here, Farmer #12 expressed wanting 

to get more output per dollar compensation out of her employees being paid higher 

wages.  

In addition, many of the producers in this study expressed a desire to pay their 

employees more, but were simply already paying as much as they felt they could while 

maintaining the farm’s financial viability. In other words, as Farmer #12 also described: 

“I want to be providing a more sustainable living wage for the people who work for me… 

the truth is right now we are having trouble just staying barely above the minimum 

wage.” What was stated by roughly half of the DM producers interviewed was this 

tradeoff between the number of employees and the wage of those employees. Since many 

of the producers valued paying their employees as much as they could, the more realistic 

option for them is to hire fewer people in the coming years. Moreover, half of all DM 

producers in this study stated that they started employees above the minimum wage, 

generally as a symbolic gesture that they felt was important. For example, Farmer #1a, a 

small-scale producer, stated that they started new employees at $10 per hour because “it 

was more than minimum wage and I’ve always wanted to show through how much we 

pay someone that we’re committed to them.” This sentiment was echoed by many other 

growers; interestingly, only one of the 9 producers was a mid-sized farmer. 

 There was also a clear trend that with the MW increases, some DM farmers 

planned on employing more contract laborers as a cost minimization CoA. This replicates 

Guthman’s (2014) finding as she reported a higher proportion of contract workers among 

organic farms in California. Two small-scale producers and one large-scale DM producer 

in this study voiced this strategy. Contract labor refers to the temporary hiring of a crew, 

usually at a higher rate than a permanent crewmember because the farmer is also paying 

the contractor who supplies the laborers. The logic behind hiring a contract crew may 

seem counter-intuitive, but Farmer #17, who operates a large-scale farm, explained to 

me:  

[The laborers] might be receiving minimum wage, but I'll be paying typically twice whatever 
the minimum is. I might be paying the company $20 per hour and the people might only be 
getting $10 per hour, but that sounds like, well why would I do that? And it's because I pay 
them for a couple days and then they're gone and I don't have to pay the insurance, I don't 
have to worry about an accident, and I can get what I need and not have to hire somebody for 
a long-term [position].  
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While hiring contract laborers can free up the farmer and leave more money for 

permanent employees, it presents another tradeoff for the grower as well. As Farmer #14 

(a small-scale producer) said, with her planned increased use of contract laborers with the 

MW increase, “there goes a permanent position for someone [else]!” Thus, for some DM 

operations, increased labor costs may put pressure on farm owners to rely more on 

contract labor, which may result in fewer permanent farmworker position on those 

operations. 

 In summation of the CoAs presented by the DM farmers in this study, the 

adjustments discussed were motivated by a desire to reduce overall labor hours and have 

several environmental and economic implications. Some of the major ones that emerged 

through this research are an increase in mechanization and a decrease in agrobiodiversity 

as well as changes in marketing channels used, a decrease in employment of DM 

farmworkers, and an increase in use of contract labor. Applying Ingram and Schneider’s 

social construction and policy design framework (SCPD) reveals additional social 

implications relating to potential changes in the labor structure at the DM operations in 

this study. 

 

Social Construction and Policy Design: The Social Implications 

 As discussed earlier, Ingram and Schneider highlight in their framework that 

policy designs often distribute benefits and burdens based on the target population’s 

political power and social construction (Schneider et al. 2014). In addition, there is a feed 

forward effect, where the design of the policy has an impact on mass attitudes and 

behavior, making the relationship between social constructions and policy designs 

reinforcing one another (Mettler and Soss 2004; Lawrence et al. 2013; Schneider et al. 

2014).  

Due to the historic policy benefits distributed to farmers in Oregon, DM farmers, 

along with other type of farmers, are in the “advantaged” category of SCPD. This is not 

to imply that DM growers are economically advantaged, only that farmers in general 

have a relatively high level of political power and a positive social construction in 

Oregon. Minimum wage workers as the target population or more specifically, 

farmworkers as the target subpopulation in this paper, are in the dependent category. 
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They have a positive social construction, but they have less political power than the 

farmers whom they depend on for their wages. Using the principals of the feed forward 

effect, a key finding in this research is that the universalistic design of Oregon’s MW 

increase has led DM producers to construct different subgroups of farmworkers, with 

growers expressing less support for the policy applying to youth laborers.  

This is counter to what some of the previous literature has said about youth labor 

and MW increases, with Giulano (2013) finding an increase in teenage employment 

following a federal MW increase. However, this finding agrees with the Lawrence et al. 

(2013) paper, which suggested that universalistic policy designs that apply to everyone 

equally may be less popular than particularistic ones that include only a positively 

constructed target population. 

  

Wage compression and the social construction of farmworkers. With the financial 

cost of the MW increase falling on DM producers in Oregon, my SCPD hypothesis going 

into this study was that producers will try to move farmworkers out of the dependent 

category into either the advantaged or deviant categories. This is because if farmworkers 

belong to either the advantaged or deviant categories, then they are entitled to the benefits 

or burdens, respectively, distributed by the state, rather than the farm owner. In this 

context, “move” refers to the social construction of farmworkers that producers used 

during interviews.  

The findings in this study revealed that two main subgroups of farmworkers were 

constructed very differently in the interviews: experienced workers were given a positive 

social construction while youth laborers (high school aged) were given a negative social 

construction. This dynamic arose largely due to the wage compression dynamic that 

occurs when the minimum wage is increased (see Dube et al. 2007; Goldin and Margo 

1992; and Hirsch et al. 2015). Overall, this was a major theme that emerged out of the 

interviews: producers do not perceive the MW increase itself to be the most significant 

challenge so much as the compression of wages resulting from the MW increase. 

Respondents specifically referred to wage compression multiple times throughout 

the interviews, specifically in reference to youth laborers. As Farmer #7 stated, “we hired 

a lot of kids out of school for the summer [in the past], but as far as value…the output 



MINIMUM WAGE INCREASE AND DIRECT MARKET FARMERS 41 

from most of them just does not compute.” Further, Farmer #9 added to this sentiment by 

stating, “it's silly for someone out of high school to … make $15/hour and someone else 

that's been farming for 2-3 years, to pay them $15/hour.” Here, Farmer #9 discusses a 

common theme voiced by those interviewed: with the compression effect of the MW 

increase, there is a decreased incentive to hire less-experienced, high school aged 

workers. As Farmer #14 put it, when asked how the MW increase will affect her 

business: “I'm never gonna hire a high schooler. I mean why would you hire a high 

schooler for that wage?” Overall, only one grower interviewed expressed a desire to hire 

more high school aged workers as an anticipated CoA. However, this grower also 

expressed a particular difficulty in hiring enough employees since he produced a very 

specific set of crops that did not require hired help until July—by this point in the season 

most farmworkers seeking employment have already secured positions.  

Additionally, many farmers of all scales indicated that they already pay their 

employees as much as their profit margins allow, with mid-sized producers making this 

point slightly more than the other size categories. With the wage increase applying to 

everyone, including high school students, they feared not being able to pay their 

experienced workers enough to keep them on the farm for future seasons. Specifically, 

six DM farmers expressed some opposition to hiring youth laborers. Overall, these 

producers felt that youth laborers should not receive the benefits given in the MW 

increase because with the effects of wage compression, they felt that those benefits come 

at the expense of the experienced workers, who were referred to in a more positive 

manner.  

Figure 4 shows how this dynamic can be illustrated using Ingram and Schneider’s 

SCPD framework. It is important to note that this is not to say that the producers 

considered youth laborers to be “deviants,” in the conventional use of the term, but 

merely that they were conveying that they were less deserving of the benefits distributed 

to them by the universalistic design of the MW increase, particularly because the cost of 

raising their wage would fall upon the producer.  
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DM producers interviewed also often elevated the social construction of 

experienced farmworkers throughout interviews, speaking about experience in farm work 

as an integral trait that they wished they could better compensate more. Stated differently, 

they presented experienced workers as more deserving of the benefits distributed by the 

MW increase than other subpopulations of the target group, particularly youth laborers. 

While producers of all scales discussed this idea, mid-sized farmers did bring this idea up 

slightly more than small- or large-scale producers did. For example, Farmer #3a, a mid-

sized DM producer, explained a situation to me in which they tried to determine a starting 

wage for an experienced farmworker who had particularly valuable additional skills such 

as welding or mechanics training:  

 
We know that… if [a skilled laborer] is doing agricultural work they're coming into one of 
the lowest compensated fields professionally and so if we can accommodate a need that they 
might have in order to keep them at our place of work because we value them then we try to 
do that to the best of our abilities. 

Farmers #3a and #3b stated that they were willing to go to great lengths to accommodate 

the needs of particularly skilled and/or experienced workers. However, half of the 

producers interviewed also stated that they started inexperienced workers above the MW 

anyway. Interestingly, this theme was prominent among small- and large- scale 
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producers, but only one mid-sized producer started employees without experience above 

the minimum wage. Virtually all producers stated that part of the equation for 

determining the starting wage of new hires is their prior farm work experience.  

Some producers went even further in wanting farm work to be a viable career for 

their employees. Farmer #18, who operates a small-scale farm, stated: “we are not 

looking for grunt labor, we are looking for skilled farmers… it requires skill to do 

farming in a way that makes it pay.” Many producers brought up this notion of wanting 

the occupation of “farmworker” to be a viable career for people in a long-term sense, not 

just a summer job—both because they believe that it should be a viable career path, but 

also because having experienced laborers, even though they earn higher wages, 

significantly reduces costs. Farmer #5, a large-scale producer, stated:  

What we do is we want everybody who works for us to make at least something more than 
minimum wage so that if we hire a new person they generally start at some small amount 
above minimum wage and then we also want everybody that works for us to make more 
every year than they made the year before because every year they have more experience and 
therefore are more valuable to us… 

However, as Farmer #12, a mid-sized producer, communicates, having the funds to 

achieve this is and has been a huge barrier to retaining skilled labor:  

It would be nice to have more experienced people on the farm, but I think we’re sort of 
caught. I mean we can’t afford to have more highly skilled labor on the farm so we end up 
with more entry level people… and more turnover, which is ultimately less efficient even 
though it looks like it costs less in the short term.  

As stated previously, many producers, especially mid-sized producers, reported already 

paying their producers as much as their profit margins allowed. Still, producers often 

expressed the belief that experienced workers deserve more than they were already being 

paid and that the wage compression would make achieving this even more difficult.  

Finally, it is important to note that a large majority of producers, especially those 

that are more distant from the city centers in the Willamette Valley (i.e., Corvallis, 

Eugene, Portland, and Salem) reported that they are experiencing a significant labor 

shortage. Many of the DM growers interviewed wanted to pay experienced workers 

more, but simply do not have enough experienced workers applying for their open 

positions. Thus, while some growers wished to move away from youth labor, the labor 

shortage serves as a barrier to doing so for many interviewees.  
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In sum, through the CoA lens, it is clear that there are environmental and 

economic implications resulting from the adjustments listed by the DM farmers in this 

study to reduce labor costs. Applying the SCPD adds that there are social implications to 

consider as well. Namely, that wage compression is a primary concern of DM growers 

and that concern has contributed to a negative social construction of youth laborers due to 

their lack of experience (real or perceived). As a result, many growers stated that with the 

MW set to increase in the coming years, they will be moving away from hiring youth 

laborers.  

 

DISCUSSION  

 As previously stated, about half of the DM producers interviewed expressed an 

overall neutral attitude toward the Oregon minimum wage increase. Yet, there were still 

several ways that many of these respondents believed it would impact their businesses 

and force them to make adjustments motivated by a desire to reduce labor hours, some 

with potential environmental impacts. In addition, other producers, particularly those in 

the mid- to large-scale categories (by crew size), voiced at least some opposition to the 

policy, as it currently stands. Overall, the findings show that DM producers in the 

Willamette Valley are already or are planning on employing various CoAs to offset the 

MW increase. These results echoed the findings in other research on MW increases (see 

Brown and Crossman 2000; Card and Krueger 1994; and Hirsch et al. 2015).  

Many of the CoAs presented by DM farmers may have environmental and 

economic implications. In many instances, growers indicated that the CoAs they felt they 

had to employ in order to stay viable, conflicted with their personal values. Farmer #12 

perfectly summed up this tradeoff: “how do you hold on to… trying to be sustainable 

ecologically and trying to grow healthy food… if you have these other values then how 

do you hold onto those things and pay people better?” Here, she is referring to some of 

the common adjustments many growers have planned, primarily increasing 

mechanization and decreasing agrobiodiversity. These production methods are commonly 

employed in IA agriculture, but their absence is part of what sets DM agriculture apart. 

With researchers such as Dahlberg (2008) and Lyson (2004) pointing out that direct 

market, diversified operations are better for the environment and also improve the 
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resiliency and adaptability of our food system, there are important repercussions of 

altering DM production methods to consider.  

 Farmers also plan to make market-related adjustments. While some may increase 

prices, most will keep theirs relatively stable, thus increasing the pressure on growers to 

seek alternate adjustments to reduce labor costs that may have deleterious environmental 

impacts and diminish the positive externalities provided by DM farms. Those who noted 

being able to raise their prices more easily did not see the MW increase as much of threat 

to their viability. These farms sell differentiated products. This was not only true of fruit 

producers, as shown earlier; a small-scale vegetable producer, Farmer #18, told me she 

did not perceive having trouble raising her prices: “we're such a niche, we really are, 

being biodynamic, so we're basically bringing food to market that is basically of the 

quality and type I would say of [two larger farms in the area] but we're smaller and so the 

farmer is at the market.”  

However, the majority of producers felt that while they may be able to raise their 

prices marginally, other adjustments are required in order to compensate for the increased 

labor costs. Many respondents noted that this meant they would be altering the marketing 

channels they use. All producers already employed more than one marketing channel and 

all intended on maintaining multiple channels. While some producers will drop or reduce 

wholesale, others will drop or reduce farmers markets.  

Additionally, while Card and Krueger (1994) and subsequent scholars noted that 

there is not a negative impact on employment from MW increases, findings in this study 

point to a loss in employment in the DM sector. This difference is most likely due to the 

fact that most related research has based their findings off of the restaurant or fast-food 

industry. There are significant differences with agriculture to consider; namely, the fact 

that agricultural goods from different locations are substitutes of one another, while 

restaurant locations are not. In other words, if a restaurant in one state raises their prices 

due to a MW increase, patrons are unlikely to start visiting a restaurant in location where 

the MW increase did not take effect. It is hard to make a conclusion regarding the extent 

of the impact on employment due to the sample size (N=18) as well as the fact that this 

study is prospective rather than looking back at the real numbers on employment. Yet, 

seven out of the eighteen producers did indicate that they have already or will be 
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reducing employment in the coming years, with some producers indicating that they will 

be substituting contract labor for permanent positions. 

 As a final note, another key finding in this paper is that DM growers do not 

perceive the MW increase to be the challenge so much as the wage compression that they 

anticipate coming with the wage increase. As previously stated, DM producers fear not 

being able to pay their experienced workers enough to keep them on their farm because 

they may have to pay inexperienced workers, namely youth laborers, more with the wage 

increase. This finding resonates with the work of Lawrence et al. (2013) who, employing 

the principals of Ingram and Schneider’s framework, proposed that universalistic policies 

that apply to everyone are less likely to receive public support than particularistic ones 

that only apply to more positively constructed groups. However, since this research did 

not take place prior to the minimum wage it is unknown whether or not a negative social 

construction of youth laborers predated the MW increase. Regardless, DM growers did 

associate their negative constructions of youth laborers with the MW, and even more 

specifically, with the anticipated wage compression from the increase.  

 

The Farm Scale Factor 

 The primary point of comparison in this study is farm size, as determined by 

number of employees. Table 7, shown below, provides a summary of the key findings by 

farm size. An observable pattern in Table 7 is that mid-sized producers who may feel the 

most pressure from the MW increase, perceive themselves as having less pricing power, 

and anticipate making more modifications to their operations than producers in the other 

size categories. Large-scale (i.e., 20+ employees) also exhibited an overall negative 

attitude towards the MW increase and planned on making some of the same adjustments 

as small- and mid-sized operations did. 
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Table 7. Summary of Key Findings by Farm Size 
  Channels of Adjustment 

Size  MW Attitude Environmental Economic Labor Structure 
Small  
(0-5 employees) 

Attitude towards 
the MW increase 
was mostly 
neutral, with 
some negative 
attitudes 
expressed. 

Some discussion 
of decreasing 
diversity and 
increasing 
mechanization. 

Very mixed 
perception of 
pricing power, 
with most 
producers falling 
in the mixed 
category. 
 

Moderate 
opposition to 
hiring youth 
laborers. Some 
discussion on 
increasing use of 
contract laborers. 

Mid-Sized 
(6-19 employees) 

Attitude towards 
the MW increase 
was mostly 
negative, with 
some neutral 
attitudes 
expressed. 

Moderate 
discussion of 
decreasing 
diversity and 
increasing 
mechanization. 
Many also 
mentioned 
altering existing 
infrastructure 
 

Perception of 
pricing power 
was that it was 
very limited, 
with no 
producers 
expressing a 
price making 
ability. 

One producer, 
with unique 
harvesting 
schedule, 
expressed 
wanting to 
increase youth 
laborers. No 
mention of 
increasing use of 
contract laborers. 

Large 
(20+ employees) 

Attitude towards 
the MW increase 
was mostly 
negative, with 
one neutral and 
one positive 
attitude 
expressed. 

Only one 
producer 
discussed 
increasing 
mechanization. 
Two producers 
discussed 
changes related to 
water usage.  
 

Very mixed 
perception of 
pricing power, 
with most 
producers falling 
in the price taker 
category. 

Moderate 
opposition to 
hiring youth 
laborers. One 
producer 
discussed 
increasing use of 
contract laborers. 

Notes: This table provides a summary of the findings derived from the results in the above 
sections. The Labor Structure category comes from the Economic Implications as well as the 
Social Implications using the social construction and policy design framework. 

 

As altering existing infrastructure and increasing mechanization were prominent 

adjustments listed by mid-sized producers, the pressure voiced by these growers may be 

due to the fact that they have higher labor costs than small-scale producers, but do not 

have some of the cost minimization strategies in place (e.g., higher levels of 

mechanization and efficient building layouts such as a packing shed or washing station) 

that large-scale producers already have. Stated differently, while they employ more 

farmworkers than small-scale operations, they may be less capable of competing with 

low prices of food than small- and large-scale producers are. However, with the variation 
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of marketing channels, certifications, years in operation, and number of employees, to 

name a few, there are many contributing factors to the impact of the MW increase and 

more research could be done to isolate determining variables.  

 
Table 8. Farms by Size and Years in Operation 

 
Years in Operation 

Farm Size 1-10 11-20 21-30 31+ 

Small 3 3 0 1 

Mid-Sized 1 1 2 1 

Large 0 1 3 2 
Notes: Farm sizes are Small (0-5 hired laborers), Mid- 
Sized (6-19 hired laborers), and Large (20+ hired laborers)  
(N=18). 

 

Years in operation could have a particular influence in the above stated dynamic, 

as farms that are newer may also have less infrastructure in place regardless of size. Table 

8 shows that small farms (i.e. 0-5 employees) are more concentrated in the “younger” 

farm age categories, with large farms (i.e., 20+ employees) displaying the opposite trend. 

Therefore, years in operation is an important variable to consider as well and may be 

influencing the observed trends in this study and also have an impact on farm size.  

 

Policy Recommendations 

Applying the CoA approach, the findings suggest that some of the adjustments 

that DM farmers anticipate making may diminish some of the positive externalities 

provided by their farms. In addition, using Ingram and Schneider’s SCPD framework and 

their feed forward proposition, this study highlights how the universalistic design of 

Oregon’s MW increase and the predicted subsequent wage compression may have 

contributed to a negative social construction of youth laborers, but a positive social 

construction of more experienced farmworkers. Specifically, respondents commented on 

how the difficulties posed by wage compression are that they are not able to pay their 

experienced workers as much as they feel they deserve since they will have to pay 

inexperienced workers more with the MW increase. However, since the MW applies to 

all sectors in Oregon, addressing this concern with policy support is exceedingly 
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complicated and there are many implications of potential policy remedies to consider, 

including some that have already been proposed in the Oregon policy arena.  

 

Analysis of policy options. There were alterations to the MW increase policy 

proposed for the 2017 Oregon Legislative Session; however, neither were adopted. 

Senate Bill 569 exempts agricultural workers and forest product industry workers as well 

as those under the age of 19 from the new minimum wage. There are important 

implications of this policy recommendation that should be recognized. First, I would 

caution against exempting agricultural workers and those in similar industries from the 

increased wage. Food is vital to any society, and lowering the wage of agricultural 

workers maintains the status quo and sends the message that this sector is valued less 

than any others. Similarly, there are consequences to exempting high school aged 

students. While it may be a safe assumption that most high school aged students have 

lower living expenses than most adults, it is not a universal truth. Some students may be 

supplementing their parents’ incomes and/or have young families of their own to provide 

for. In other words, the youth laborers who would end up working those jobs may 

actually need the increased MW the most. Finally, while exempting youth laborers from 

the MW increase would largely alleviate the wage compression concern expressed by 

DM growers, there may be experienced youth laborers that would also be exempt in the 

process. 
A form of subsidization for higher wages is also a possible policy approach. 

House Bill 2375 was also proposed for the 2017 Oregon Legislative Session, which 

would provide employers with a tax credit for paying employees wages above minimum 

wage. This kind of policy would value all sectors the same and incentivizes paying a 

living wage rather than a minimum wage. However, the 2017 Oregon Legislative Session 

is a particularly difficult year to pass such a policy, as the 2017-2019 Governor’s Budget 

report revealed that the State of Oregon faces a $1.8 billion shortfall in payments relating 

to state pension plans (State of Oregon 2016). Additionally, while both Senate Bill 569 

and House Bill 2375 were proposed in the 2017 Oregon Legislative Session both bills did 

not make it past the first chamber deadline and thus will likely not be made into laws this 

session. 
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With the budget constraint in mind, another policy solution to consider may be to 

provide tax credits to farm owners who for pay returning and experienced employees 

above minimum wage. Ingram and Schneider’s framework indicated that the main 

concern of DM producers was that they would not be able to provide experienced 

workers with the compensation they felt those workers deserved. This policy solution 

would not exempt any category from the increased minimum wage, but would still 

address the wage compression issue expressed by DM producers in the Willamette 

Valley. In other words, producers would still be able to hire high school aged workers 

and pay them the increased wage and keep their more experienced workers at an even 

higher pay rate due to the tax credit. The tax credit system would have tiers of subsidies 

awarded based on the number of years the farmworker spends at any one farm that 

incrementally increases parallel to the new minimum wage policy with a cap rate set 

around $25/hour by 2023. However, it is important to recognize that a policy of this 

manner would apply to all sectors including IA, not just the much smaller DM agriculture 

sector. Therefore, a policy like this would still be costly to the State and would have the 

additional consequences of applying to IA farms in the same manner as DM farms. In 

other words, while this policy would help preserve the positive externalities of DM 

production, it may also maintain the status quo of IA farms that produce negative 

externalities. 

With all this in mind, and since this policy is only in the first year of the 

incremental increase schedule, the best policy option may be to leave the 2016 Oregon 

MW increase policy as is. As previously mentioned, half of the DM producers (N=9) 

expressed a negative attitude toward the MW increase, but 8 producers exhibited an 

overall neutral attitude toward the increase, with one producer expressing an overall 

positive sentiment towards the policy change. Further, as observed through this study, 

DM producers plan on making adjustments that will reduce the overall labor hours 

available on their farms; however, this is not necessarily a negative impact on 

farmworkers. While there may be fewer hours worked by farmworkers in the DM sector 

in Oregon, some farmworkers will receive higher wages. This is not to say that the MW 

increase will not be difficult on DM farm owners; but, just because there are fewer labor 

hours available, does not necessarily mean that farmworkers as a group are worse off 
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since the price of their labor will increase. That said, the policy could be revisited in a 

few years, when more increases have taken effect and actual changes have been made by 

farmers. At that time, the implications of the above policy options could be deliberated in 

the policy arena, taking the opinion of DM producers into consideration. 

 

Limitations and Moving Forward 

 As in any business, financial viability is key to DM farming operations. However, 

in order to maintain that financial viability in the face of the MW increase, it is clear that 

some producers anticipate having to compromise on their environmental and social 

values due to their planned adjustment strategies. However, the extent of that 

compromise is hard to measure, given that many of the DM producers interviewed 

already face market pressures that force them to continuously alter their production 

methods. Some small- and large-scale producers (by number of employees) are fine with 

the increase, and even believe it to be a positive policy change as it aligns with their 

social desire to pay farmworkers more.  

There are other limitations to this study that are important to recognize and leave 

room for further research. The main point of comparison in this study was farm size, as 

determined by number of employees; yet, the intent of this study was also to compare by 

wage tier. A more in-depth study could compare those in the standard wage tier with 

those in the Portland Metro and non-urban wage tiers. Additionally, this study could be 

used as a point of comparison for a similar one three years from now, when the policy is 

in its mid-term. While some producers have already implemented changes with the MW 

increase starting, many producers stated what they planned on adjusting in their 

operation. A study conducted 3-6 years from now could identify the changes that were 

actually implemented over the MW increase period. Further research could incorporate 

data on farmworkers in the DM sector as well. Since the goal of raising the minimum 

wage is to provide financial relief to low wage workers, future studies could interview 

farmworkers to see if this policy was effective in meeting that goal. 

 Finally, similar studies could be done in other low-wage industries to fit the needs 

of other sectors. As Mettler and Soss (2004) point out, citizen-based studies employing 

the policy feedback concept are an overlooked, but imperative study design to consider. 
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In other words, studies should not only look at how social constructions of target 

populations influence public policy, but also look at how policy designs change or 

maintain the social constructions of groups as well. This study bases its policy 

recommendation off of the needs and opinions expressed by DM growers in my 

interviews. There are real and legitimate concerns that farmworkers need policy support 

to provide them with a living wage; however, implementing policies to achieve that goal 

should keep the concerns of DM farmers in mind as well. As interest in the direct market 

food sector continues to grow among consumers, the financial viability of DM farms is 

important to protect and may require policy support in the coming years.  

 
APPENDICES 
Appendix A. Map of Oregon Displaying the Wage Tier Regions set by SB 1532 

 

 
 
 
 

Source: Oregon Bureau of Labor and Industries (BOLI). 2016. “Oregon Minimum Wage Rate  
Summary.” Portland, OR: Bureau of Labor and Industries. Retrieved March 16, 
2017(https://www.oregon.gov/boli/WHD/OMW/Pages/Minimum-Wage-Rate-Summary.aspx).  
Notes: The Portland Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) does not follow county lines. While the UGB encompasses parts of 
Multnomah, Washington, and Clackamas counties, there are regions within each of those counties that fall outside the UGB 
and are thus subjected to the Standard wage tier, not the Portland Metro wage tier. 
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Appendix B.  Interview Protocol: Questions for Farm Owners 
1. Can you describe your farm? (i.e., size, where do you sell to, what are your 

practices, what is the size of your farm?) 

a. What is the biggest cost on your farm? 

b. Do you know about what percent of your total costs are attributed to 

labor? 

c. What avenues do you sell your produce through? Do you know about what 

percent of the total gets sold in each of those avenues? 

2. Who works on the farm? Is everyone who works on the farm paid or not? 

a. Can you describe the decision process behind hiring an employee? What 

are the benefits? What are the costs? 

i. Tell me about your hiring process. How do you select a good 

employee? 

b. How did you decide how much to pay them? 

c. Will you hire more employees in the future? (only relevant to smaller 

farms) 

3. What is the process for setting the prices of agricultural goods on your farm?  

a. Does that process ever change? Why? 

b. Have you encountered people that were unwilling to pay the price for your 

product? Can you describe the situation for me? 

4. What do you do to reduce costs on your farm? 

a. Are you able to charge enough for your product to cover the costs of 

producing it? 

b. Do you plan on making any improvements on your farm in the future to 

reduce the costs of labor? If so, what are they? 

i. Do you plan on investing in any new technology or equipment? 

5. What, if anything, will the minimum wage increase mean to your farm? 

a. More generally, what does the next year on the farm look like? 

i. How about the next 10 years? 

6. How would you define “success” for your farm? 
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a. Are there any policy barriers that serve as an obstacle for you achieving 

your ideal of success? 

b. How do you figure out what are the formal rules are? Where’s the “rule 

book”?  

7. What do you especially like about this kind of work, if anything? 

a. What do you dislike, if anything? 
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