
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Dollars and Sense Study: 
An overview of research results 
  
The Dollars and Sense study was commissioned by the Agri-Food Management Institute (AMI) and Farm 

Management Canada. It included 604 farms of all types and sizes and farmers of all ages across Canada 

in the grains and oilseeds, beef, hogs, poultry and eggs, dairy, and horticulture sectors, and was 

completed by Ipsos Ag and Animal Health. Results were released in February 2016.  

Who we surveyed 
The majority of survey respondents were between 41 and 60 years old, with 30 per cent being over age 

60. The highest concentration of younger farmers (under age 40) came from the poultry/eggs sector 

with horticulture and beef cattle having the oldest respondents.  

 

Self-reported gross farm sales varied significantly, with beef respondents reporting the lowest average 

gross farm sales (39 per cent under $100,000) and hog farmers the highest with 36 per cent over $2 

million. 

 

Overall, farms have three to four full-time and three to four part-time employees, including the farm 

owner/manager. Sole-proprietorships and family corporations are the leading ownership structures, and 

while half of all respondents consider their farm status as steady, 27 per cent indicate that they are 

expanding.  

 

Eighty-two per cent sell only commodity or bulk products, with 20 per cent reporting farm-gate product 

sales – this is most common in beef, hog and horticulture. As well, 86 per cent of farms report that 

farming is the only or the most significant source of income, with this being most prevalent in dairy and 

hog production.  

Top seven habits of Canada’s best farmers 
The study identifies the top seven habits of Canada's best farmers, which are directly linked to higher 

farm income and profitability.  The results of the study establishes the first time a clear link between 

farm business management planning and farm financial success.  

 

 Continuous learning was identified in the study as the most significant driver of farm financial 

success with farms in the bottom 25 per cent being three times more likely to not seek out new 

information, training or learning opportunities. 

 Using accurate financial data in business decision-making ranked in second spot. Farms in the 

bottom quartile are three times more likely to have financial records that are months behind and 

are not being used on a regular basis for decision-making. They’re also almost three times more 

likely not to monitor their cost of production. 



 Seeking the help of business advisors or consultants rounded out the top three business habits, 

with farms in the top quartile being 30 per cent more likely to work regularly with a trusted farm 

business advisor or team of advisors. 

 
Four other drivers that also ranked significantly higher in the survey results:  

 having a formal business plan in place 

 knowing and monitoring cost of production 

 assessing and managing risk 

 using budgets and financial plans 

 
According to study results, leading farm businesses in the top quartile financially out-perform those in 

the bottom quartile by a wide margin: 525 per cent increase in Return on Assets (ROA), 155 per cent 

increase in Gross Margin Ratio, and 100 per cent increases in Return on Equity (ROE) and Asset 

Turnover.  

Who are Canada’s best farmers?  
Farms of all types and across all regions, sectors, farm sizes and age groups were found in the top 

quartile.  

 

This included 27 per cent of beef farms, 23 per cent poultry and eggs, 16 per cent each of dairy cattle 

and grains and oil seeds, 13 per cent hogs and five per cent of horticulture operations.  

 

By comparison, the bottom quartile included 36 per cent grains and oilseed farms, 20 per cent dairy 

cattle, 17 per cent beef cattle, 13 per cent horticulture, 11 per cent hogs and only three percent of 

poultry and egg farms.  

 

Other traits of Canada’s most successful farmers: 

 93 per cent list the farm as the only or the most significant source of their income 

 46 per cent are in a family-owned corporation with only 27 per cent being in a sole proprietorship 

 35 per cent are large farms (gross farm sales $1 million +) 

 Are twice as likely to be expanding their operations than those in the bottom quartile 

 Have on average double the employees than the bottom quartile 

Breakdown of study results 

Overall… 
The level of farm participation in specific management activities varies by farm type: 

 Only poultry and egg farms show above-average participation in all areas of business 

management/planning or marketing activities.  

 Beef farms report the lowest level of engagement in financial management activities. 

 All farms report low engagement with human resources, but this is particularly low for hog farms.  

 Poultry leads all farm types in risk management. 



 Horticulture and dairy are most likely to be involved in continued learning. 

 

When looking at financial measures: 

 Median gross farm sales are $440,000, with hog and poultry/egg farms reporting the highest 

numbers and beef cattle the lowest 

 Poultry/eggs and dairy farms have the most assets (this includes quota) with beef and horticulture 

reporting the fewest 

 Dairy, poultry/eggs and hogs have the highest debt levels 

 

The following five financial ratios are used to evaluate performance across farms and sectors in the 

report: 

 Asset turnover – measure of profitability 

 Gross margin ratio – efficiency ratio 

 Return on assets – profitability ratio on profit generated from assets 

 Debt/equity ratio – measure of financial leverage 

 Gross return on equity – profitability ration on revenue made from investments 

 

In all of the ratios shown below, the top 25 per cent Financial Performance Segment performs better 

than the low 25 per cent Financial Performance Segment.  

 

Overall, asset turnover improves by 100 per cent in the top 25 per cent  Performance Segment, the 

gross margin    ratio improves by over 150 per cent and Return on Assets improves by over 500per cent. 

 

 
 



 

Sector spotlight: Grains and oilseeds 
 

In the study, 183 grains and oilseed farmers across the country were surveyed.  Almost three-quarters of 

Canada’s grain farmers felt the financial health of their farm was a little or much better now compared 

to five years ago. 

 

Nationwide, when comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of grains and oilseed growers, 

the top quartile showed: 

 28.6 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 7.2 per cent in the bottom quartile 

 47.6 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to 21.6 percent 

 10.8 per cent Return on Assets compared to 1.4 per cent 

 18.8 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 8.5 per cent 

 36.4 per cent Return on Equity compared to 8.4 per cent 

 
When looking at business management and planning: 

 45 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – slightly higher 

than the average of all other farmers at 42 per cent 

 24 per cent have a formal business plan compared to  27 per cent of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  

 74 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is 

comparable to the 73 per cent average of all farmers 

 59 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, on par with the average 

for all farmers  

 62 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – far higher than the average for all 

farmers of 46 per cent 

 55 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, also higher than the 

average of all farmers at 49 per cent 

 37 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, again higher than the average of all farmers 

at 31 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 68 per cent use a structured production planning process, compared to only 53 per cent of all 

farmers 

 51 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which is comparable to 50 per cent of all 

farmers 

 46 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, far ahead of farmers as 

whole at 31 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 



 28 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, which is in line with the average of all 

farmers at 27 per cent 

 18 per cent have a formal human resources plan, the same as all farmers on average 

 50 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, similar to all other farmers at 49 per 

cent 

 31 per cent use farm business advisors, just slightly less than the average of all farmers at 33 per 

cent 

Sector spotlight: Dairy cattle 
 

Nationwide, 101 dairy cattle producers were surveyed, of which 61 per cent felt the financial health of 

their farm was a little or much better now compared to five years ago.  

 

When comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of dairy cattle farms, the top quartile 

showed: 

 16.7 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 13.2 per cent in the bottom quartile 

 59.7 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to 16 percent 

 9.9 per cent Return on Assets compared to 2.3 per cent  

 38.8 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 34.9 per cent 

 25.5 per cent Return on Equity compared to 19.1 per cent 

 

When looking at business management and planning: 

 43 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – slightly higher 

than the average of all other farmers at 43 per cent 

 25 per cent have a formal business plan compared to  27 per cent of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  

 77 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is higher  

than the 72 per cent average of all other farmers surveyed 

 64 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, ahead of the 58 per cent 

average of all other farmers  

 50 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – in line with the average for all other 

farmers of 51 per cent 

 46 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, lower than the average of 

all other farmers at 51 per cent 

 34 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, in line with the average of all other farmers 

at 33 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 44 per cent use a structured production planning process, compared to 60 per cent of all other 

farmers 



 54 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which is close to the 50 per cent of all other 

farmers 

 30 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, less than all other farmers 

at 37 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 

 37 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, which much higher than the average of all 

other  farmers at 25 per cent 

 20 per cent have a formal human resources plan, ahead of the 17 per cent average of all other 

farmers surveyed 

 56 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, higher than all other farmers at 48 

per cent 

 45 per cent use farm business advisors, substantially higher than the average of all other farmers at 

29 per cent 

Sector spotlight: Beef cattle 
 

Across Canada, 151 beef farmers were surveyed; 80 per cent felt the financial health of their farm was a 

little or much better now compared to five years ago.  

 

Nationwide, when comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of beef cattle farms, the top 

quartile showed: 

 17.7 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 5.6 per cent in the bottom quartile  

 50 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to 19.6 percent 

 8.1 per cent Return on Assets compared to 1.2 per cent  

 13.2 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 3.8 per cent 

 
When looking at business management and planning: 

 42 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – in line with the 

average of all other farmers at 43 per cent 

 23 per cent have a formal business plan compared to  28 per cent of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  

 66 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is fewer  

than the 76 per cent average of all other farmers surveyed 

 54 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, below the 60 per cent 

average of all other farmers  

 42 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – less than the average for all other 

farmers of 54 per cent 

 42 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, lower than the average of 

all other farmers at 53 per cent 



 27 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, which is lower than the average of all other 

farmers at 35 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 49 per cent use a structured production planning process, compared to 60 per cent of all other 

farmers 

 40 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which is significantly less than the 54 per 

cent of all other farmers 

 30 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, less than all other farmers 

at 38 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 

 20 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, which lower than the average of all other  

farmers at 30 per cent 

 13 per cent have a formal human resources plan, behind the 19 per cent average of all other 

farmers surveyed 

 42 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, lower than all other farmers at 51 

per cent 

 19 per cent use farm business advisors, substantially lower than the average of all other farmers at 

36 per cent 

 

Sector spotlight: Hogs 
 

Fifty-six hog farmers were surveyed across Canada. Three-quarters felt the financial health of their farm 

was a little or much better now compared to five years ago.  

 

Nationwide, when comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of hog farms, the top quartile 

showed: 

 69.6 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 18.9 per cent in the bottom quartile 

 31.6 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to 13.5 percent 

 21.5 per cent Return on Assets compared to 2.7 per cent  

 50 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 13 per cent 

 123.1 per cent Return on Equity compared to 21.4 per cent 

 

When looking at business management and planning: 

 34 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – below the average 

of all other farmers at 44 per cent 

 25 per cent have a formal business plan compared to 27 per cent of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  



 77 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is ahead of 

the 73 per cent average of all other farmers surveyed 

 61 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, above the 58 per cent 

average of all other farmers  

 43 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – less than the average for all other 

farmers of 52 per cent 

 59 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, higher than the average 

of all other farmers at 50 per cent 

 29 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, which is lower than the average of all other 

farmers at 34 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 63 per cent use a structured production planning process, compared to 57 per cent of all other 

farmers 

 48 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which is in line with the 51 per cent of all 

other farmers 

 25 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, significantly less than all 

other farmers at 37 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 

 14 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, which less than half of the average of all 

other farmers at 29 per cent 

 11 per cent have a formal human resources plan, behind the 18 per cent average of all other 

farmers surveyed 

 38 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, lower than all other farmers at 50 

per cent 

 38 per cent use farm business advisors, higher than the average of all other farmers at 31 per cent 

Sector spotlight: Poultry and eggs 
 

Across Canada, 55 poultry and egg farmers participated in the study; 69 per cent felt the financial health 

of their farm was a little or much better now compared to five years ago.  

Nationwide, when comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of poultry and egg farms, the 

top quartile showed: 

 13.6 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 10.1 per cent in the bottom quartile 

 37.7 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to zero percent 

 five per cent Return on Assets compared to zero per cent  

 11.3 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 37.5 per cent 

 15.6 per cent Return on Equity compared to 15.4 per cent 

 

When looking at business management and planning: 



 53 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – significantly ahead 

of the average of all other farmers at 42 per cent 

 36 per cent have a formal business plan, well ahead of the 25 per cent average of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  

 76 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is slightly 

ahead of the 73 per cent average of all other farmers surveyed 

 62 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, above the 58 per cent 

average of all other farmers  

 51 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – on par with the average for all other 

farmers 

 62 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, higher than the average 

of all other farmers at 49 per cent 

 36 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, which is higher than the average of all 

other farmers at 33 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 66 per cent use a structured production planning process, compared to 57 per cent of all other 

farmers 

 69 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which significantly higher than the 49 per 

cent average of all other farmers 

 40 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, ahead of all other farmers 

at 35 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 

 38 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, substantially ahead of the average of all 

other farmers at 26 per cent 

 26 per cent have a formal human resources plan, well ahead of the 17 per cent average of all other 

farmers surveyed 

 51 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, close to all other farmers at 49 per 

cent 

 42 per cent use farm business advisors, higher than the average of all other farmers at 31 per cent 

Sector spotlight: Horticulture 
 

Of the 58 Canadian horticultural growers surveyed, 64 per cent felt the financial health of their 

operation was a little or much better now compared to five years ago.  

 

Nationwide, when comparing the top 25 per cent and bottom 25 per cent of horticulture farms, the top 

quartile showed: 

 27.8 per cent Asset Turnover compared to 9.7 per cent in the bottom quartile 

 55.6 per cent Gross Margin Ratio compared to 24.7 percent 



 14.6 per cent Return on Assets compared to 1.3 per cent  

 19.5 per cent Debt/Equity Ratio compared to 14 per cent 

 31.2 per cent Return on Equity compared to 12 per cent 

 

When looking at business management and planning: 

 36 per cent of respondents feel they have a clear vision and goals for the future – lower than the 

average of all other farmers at 44 per cent 

 38 per cent have a formal business plan, well ahead of the 25 cent average of all other farmers 

 
In terms of financial management and planning:  

 76 per cent of respondents have the ability to read and use financial statements, which is slightly 

ahead of the 73 per cent average of all other farmers surveyed 

 62 per cent use an accounting system to assist in business decision-making, above the 58 per cent 

average of all other farmers  

 57 per cent make use of financial risk management planning – slightly less than the average for all 

other farmers at 59 per cent 

 50 per cent use cost of production for benchmarking and decision making, on par with the average 

of all other farmers at 51 per cent 

 38 per cent have a financial plan with budget objectives, which is higher than the average of all 

other farmers at 33 per cent 

 

In relation to marketing activities: 

 57 per cent use a structured production planning process, which is equal to the average of all other 

farmers 

 53 per cent use supply chain relationships to add value, which marginally higher than the 50 per 

cent average of all other farmers 

 33 per cent use market or price risk management strategies for products, behind all other farmers at 

36 per cent 

 

On the subject of human resources, succession, and other management activities: 

 31 per cent have a formal succession or transition plan, ahead of the average of all other farmers at 

27 per cent 

 26 per cent have a formal human resources plan, well ahead of the 17 per cent average of all other 

farmers surveyed 

 60 per cent feel they have the propensity to learn and improve, well ahead of all other farmers at 49 

per cent 

 35 per cent use farm business advisors, higher than the average of all other farmers at 32 per cent 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 

For more information 
 

Agri-Food Management Institute 

100 Stone Road West, Unit 105 

Guelph ON N1G 5L3 

 

P: 519-822-6618 

E: ami@takeanewapproach.ca 

 

www.takeanewapproach.ca 

 

This study was funded by Growing Forward 2, a federal-provincial-territorial initiative. 
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