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We are two guys who saw opportunity to create 
something special for people. The endeavor went  
quickly from being just another farm to a 
premiere tourist attraction. It changed from a 
farm on a highway to an experience that made a 
lasting impression on thousands. This experience 
served as our Agritourism classroom. 

Come along with us and we’ll share what we 
learned along the way!
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4 Things Starting an Agritourism Business 
Can Do For You
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Agritourism opens up the door to great opportunities. 

The opportunity to offer an outdoor experience to families that 
are spending more and more time indoors. 

The opportunity to have a positive impact on your community 
by hosting educational events for the area schools and groups.

The opportunity to use your creativity to make a one-of-a-kind 
outdoor attraction in your area.

The opportunity to create a new revenue stream from land you 
already own or to which you have access. 
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Getting Back to Our Roots
As our culture gets more technologically focused and 
less interactive, it is crucial that we provide 
opportunities for people to experience their roots, 
enjoy the outdoors, and awaken their senses to those 
things that were familiar to past generations. It is true 
that we have moved from farms to neighborhoods and 
from rural to urban, but the rural lifestyle is still crucial 
to understanding life both past and present.

It is not difficult for the farmer to understand the 
benefits of hard work, fresh air and self-sufficiency, but 
these concepts are foreign to many. The novelty of 
walking through a corn field, petting a live animal, or 
sitting on a wagon being pulled by a tractor or horses, 
are the things of movies for those so far removed from 
their roots. The joy of gathering around an open 
campfire has become an activity we do only 
occasionally when we take the time to slow down. 

Like many businesses, it is not the activity we are 
selling, but the experience. And for those of us who 
know the richness of the rural lifestyle, it is not a big 
jump for us to want others to enjoy their time outdoors 
– and even be changed by it.

So when we introduce a young family to the reality of 
where eggs come from, it allows us to be part of 
saving a quickly eroding part of our heritage. 

This book we’ve written is not merely a resource for 
information. While it addresses important lessons 
we’ve learned that hopefully will help you in your 
journey, that’s not the bottom line. The underlying 
theme, and our goal, is to help you connect with 
people. When we make connections, we are better 
able to express the value of what we offer. We are 
showing people a world that, for some, is a distant 
memory and for many, a part of life that they have 
never experienced.



As you begin this journey and make hundreds of 
decisions it will be important that you don’t lose track 
of the details. There will be times when you feel like 
you are “winging it” but the decisions you make in 
building the foundation of your business, will determine 
your path. You will need to understand the culture of 
your community. You will need to decide how much 
you will yield to the distractions of the modern world in 
order to attract more people to experience your simple 
world – a world with noticeably less distractions.

The name that has been given to what we do is 
“Agritourism.” In some ways it doesn’t really line up 
with the atmosphere we are trying to create. In other 
ways, when thousands of people show up on a 
weekend to see what you’ve put together, it’s the 
perfect word. Your challenge is to make sure those 
“tourists” are not only blown away by the quality of 
what you’ve built, but changed by the connection with 
their roots. 
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It is a formidable challenge to connect a person to 
something that is foreign to them; whether you are 
starting from scratch or have been doing it for years. In 
fact, if we start out on the wrong foot, it can be more 
difficult to redefine our business than it is to simply 
begin with a solid foundation. That foundation is built 
on a purpose that extends beyond making a living. 
Although the purpose of any business is to create 
a profit, it is just as important to meet a need and 
help people discover the adventure that is the 
business of agriculture. 

So where do we begin this journey or how do we begin 
to evaluate what we’ve already created? Let’s 
approach the rest of this book in two parts. For 
purposes of clarity we’ll entitle them: What to 
Consider Before You Get Started (page 6) and 3 
Questions to Assess Your Existing Agritourism 
Business (page 12).

Our goal is to help you 
connect with people.“



A Strong Foundation  

The urge to create something with your agricultural 
space is hard to explain. There are a variety of 
reasons we do it, not the least of those being the need 
to make an income. Farming has become a difficult 
way to make a living for many, so using available 
resources to create new profits is a great motivator to 
get into Agritourism. Unfortunately it may also be the 
ending point. 

Going from farming to welcoming and creating an 
experience for thousands of people is a big leap. 
The former is very much an individual sport, like golf. 
It’s just you and the land. Success and failure begins 
and ends with you and how you manage yourself. The 
latter is very much a team sport. It’s you, your staff, 
and the thousands of people who have expectations 
for what you’ve created. You cannot do everything 
yourself, and you can’t ignore your team because they 
are now the key to your success. So, although 
financial gain is necessary to being a viable business, 
it is not the highest motivation for getting into the 
Agritourism business.   
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What to Consider Before You Get Started
“I’ve been to petting zoos and corn mazes and I’ve had 
a lot of fun. I really think I could do that. How hard 
could it be? Cut some paths through the corn and 
collect the cash!”

The quote above represents the mindset of many that 
join the Agritourism adventure. They like the idea of 
farm activities and sharing it with the general public, 
but they roll out a product that reflects poor planning 
and minimal effort. They throw something together 
every fall and it quickly becomes a hobby rather than a 
business.

So before we discourage you from joining the fray, 
let us encourage you to begin the journey on solid 
footing. The reasons we even begin the journey will 
vary from person to person, but if you want to be 
thriving and viable, season after season, you will need 
a foundational motivation. 

If you want to be thriving 
and viable, season after 
season, you will need a 

foundational motivation. “



Although this book is intended to be an overview, let’s 
be more specific in helping you evaluate your choice to 
jump in and where to begin. There are many aspects 
of the business that you may have never considered – 
many possibilities for your land or other land that you 
may not own but which is available for your use. And 
perhaps you haven’t even considered some options 
because you don’t have the resources that other 
businesses have. So let’s discuss some preliminary 
considerations.

Once you’ve established your motivation for jumping 
in, your next step should be to consider the practical 
feasibility. We’ve been involved in the Agritourism 
business in two different states: Wisconsin and 
Pennsylvania. The Wisconsin farm definitely fit our 
description of an individual sport. The public saw it 
solely as a farm and didn’t participate in any of its daily 
activities and certainly wasn’t involved in its success or 
failure. It was one of many farms along a long, endless 
highway and probably went unnoticed to the majority 
of the public. This was purely a scratch business. And 
we didn’t own any of the real estate.

It went quickly, however, from being just another 
farm to a premiere tourist attraction. It changed 
from a farm on a highway to an experience that made 
a lasting impression on thousands. This experience 
served as our Agritourism classroom. 

agritourismideas.com 7

The opportunity provided a valuable education on what 
it takes to reach and keep the public that previously 
didn’t even know we existed. And the lessons we 
learned made our business that much better the next 
season.

The Wisconsin farm was actually on the border of 
Illinois and Wisconsin; roughly a 90-minute drive to 
Chicago and a 60-minute drive to Milwaukee.  We 
were not in a large population center but close enough 
that we knew we could attract people if we made 
something really worth coming to.  So the first question 
you need to ask yourself is this: Do I have a location 
that will lend itself to success?



Is your land near population centers? We’re not saying 
you have to be near America’s largest cities, but 
people need to live close enough to comfortably visit 
your event. Success will be an uphill battle, and will 
certainly be short-lived if your population density is low 
or too far away. People will travel a while from the 
major cities, but you must also have a local clientele 
that will be the majority of your business. Besides your 
location within the population centers, you will also 
need to consider:

1. Can people get to my location 
conveniently?  

You may have a great population density, but your land 
may be far off the beaten path. Your guests need to 
feel like they can find you easily and without a lot of 
hassle. Some areas are rural enough that they aren’t 
easily tracked on GPS devices. Narrow, backwoods 
roads that require 4-wheel drive do not lend 
themselves to handling lots of cars and traffic. And 
when people feel that you are “too hard to get to,” it 
doesn’t matter what you’ve created for them to 
experience. 

Our first location was on a four lane paved road that 
connected major population centers. 
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It was ideal as far as visibility. Our second location, in 
Pennsylvania, was on a two lane road in a small town. 
But it was also less than three miles from a major 
highway and easily accessed.

So even if you have hundreds of acres at your 
disposal, it may not be an ideal or even feasible 
location to start your business if the infrastructure to 
get to your location is not adequate. And that leads to 
our next question:

2. Is my land viable for an 
Agritourism business?  

So let’s assume that you have the population and that 
your location is accessible, but will your land work for 
what you want to do? And if it will work, what will it cost 
to develop it into a prime location? Our two sites were 
very different. Wisconsin is generally flat so creating a 
parking area for hundreds of cars was not a difficult 
task. We picked a field very close to our entrance, 
threw up some ropes, and then we could park 
hundreds of cars at a time if we were fortunate enough 
to attract that many.



Pennsylvania is hilly with lots of trees. So although we 
took an existing business and expanded it, there were 
significant limitations to where we could locate our new 
attractions and lay out our growing parking areas. 

When you look at your land, can you visualize how 
it will be set up and designed? How expensive will it 
be to create parking, restrooms, food areas, etc.? How 
about getting electricity to buildings and attractions? 
Do I have enough electrical availability to power my 
vision? 

In our case, our decisions also had to be approved by 
the land owners. We had to create a plan that not only 
provided a service to the public, but allowed the 
landowners to continue their existing business as well, 
and we used their property in accordance with their 
wishes. In the case of the existing business in 
Pennsylvania, our mutual cooperation benefitted both 
sides. These are just a few things (out of hundreds!) to 
consider when you evaluate your land.
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3. How do I determine which 
specific agribusiness to pursue? 

Agritourism takes on many forms and faces. When 
evaluating your next steps, you’ll need to decide what 
will be the major draw or draws to your site. Corn 
mazes are certainly a big part of the Agritourism 
business, but they are not always the main attraction. 
(Again, your land may dictate the answer to this 
important question.) There are orchards, petting farms, 
farm produce stores, pumpkin picking, pizza farms, 
and many more. Some focus on one primary 
attraction, coupled with other smaller attractions; while 
others combine all of these ideas into a sort of 
agribusiness theme park!

Corn mazes, for example, need to have a certain 
amount of acreage in order to make them viable. We 
have found that two mazes cut into the same field offer 
variety for guests and add options for generating 
revenue that one maze doesn’t provide. So who 
installs the maze and who plants the corn? The 
answers to those questions alone can greatly affect 
your bottom line. And if you want to do apple picking 
and cider demonstrations, you’ll have to have apple 
trees! But the availability of a crop or the time it takes 
to grow it will have a big impact on your planning. 

Agritourism takes on 
many forms and faces.“



4. What skills do our team 
members have and how much 
will we need to outsource? 

Your business “team” is one of the most important 
pieces of the Agritourism puzzle. Your team may 
consist of family, friends, investors, hired hands, or a 
combination of all four. But before you begin the 
adventure it will be crucial for you to determine the 
players on your team, and what position each will play. 
Agritourism, though often seasonal, is dependent on a 
variety of skills and abilities. If you’re team possesses 
a wide range of skills it can make it much simpler to 
assign tasks and responsibilities while saving money 
that would otherwise be spent to hire the needed 
expertise. Let’s look at a few examples.

Agritourism, like many businesses, has the fun stuff 
and the not-so-fun stuff. And the definition of each 
changes from person to person! But successful 
Agritourism has to have someone to handle those 
“necessary details.” 

Let’s consider a small sampling of the tasks involved in 
the creation and operation of a corn maze. As you 
read through this list, consider your team and their 
abilities to handle the individual tasks. 
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The more you and your team can do yourselves, the 
lower your startup costs.  Here we go!

• Plant Corn
• Design and cut maze
• Organize, order supplies and run several food 

concession areas
• Hire, train and lead a staff
• Handle payroll, taxes, worker’s comp, liability 

insurance, and other irritating paperwork
• Market the business to bring in the masses
• Purchase materials and build outbuildings, 

attractions, bridges, fences, gates etc.
• Run electric to all the attractions and buildings 

you’ve built
• Find and care for various livestock for a petting 

area
• Purchase, lease or borrow tractors and wagons 

to move your guests around your farm
• Design and create all the signage and brochures 

to get the word out about your business
• Find sponsors to help make you more 

financially successful while also benefitting the 
sponsor

• Create an attractive field trip program for your 
local schools

At the risk of scaring you away, you should know that 
this list is just a fraction of the things you will need to 
navigate.



The list will change somewhat depending on your main 
focus, and the list will grow if you expand into other 
seasons or into nighttime events!

So who is on your team? For us it has been primarily 
family and friends. And we brought into it a huge 
variety of life experience. We had experience in 
farming, heavy equipment, construction, food service, 
people leadership, and even bookkeeping. The skills 
developed in our life experience allowed us to keep 
more of what we took in and helped us avoid too much 
outsourcing. Of course as you grow and expand you 
will find that you can’t do it all yourself. You will have to 
surround yourself with the right team and learn to 
delegate so that you can be free to lead.

agritourismideas.com 11

When you assess your start up team, you will also 
need to determine their level of time commitment. This 
will be a full time venture even if it is only seasonal. 
The preparation starts long before opening day. It can 
be more hours than you knew existed in a seven day 
week! Make sure there is an understanding among all 
the players and make sure you are all in it for the long 
haul.

Perhaps you have done your homework and have 
thought through the majority of these things. I hope we 
have at least introduced some areas that have caused 
you to stop and evaluate. 

Perhaps you never realized just what it takes to run a 
successful Agritourism business, but you’re still on 
board. Let me encourage you to keep learning. We will 
continue to offer more books with more details on a 
variety of topics that will help you lay a good 
foundation. This can be the beginning of a fantastic 
adventure. But read on and avoid making some of the 
mistakes that will cause you to question why you ever 
jumped in.

Have you already taken the step to get involved in 
Agritourism? Maybe you’re questioning your decision? 
For a few minutes let’s explore 3 Questions to 
Assess Your Existing Agritourism Business. 



One of the hardest things in life is seeing and owning 
our own weaknesses. You can love the business of 
Agritourism, but it doesn’t always love you back! We’d 
like to give you a few things to think about if you’re 
already in the business of agricultural tourism, but 
you’re feeling like you’re missing the mark. Let me ask 
you three questions that I hope will help you to reignite 
your passion for getting people back outside.

Question One: Have I organized 
my property with one big theme, 
with each additional attraction 
supporting that theme? 

Although that question may sound strange, we’ll spend 
a little bit of time on this topic because we feel it is 
crucial for success. If we were to attend your event, 
would we be confused by many different and unrelated 
things or would we experience several things that all 
seemed to support a main theme? You may wonder 
how you can create an experience that provides 
continuity when your attractions are so diverse, but it 
can be done. And in order to reach the greatest 
number of people, it must be done.
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3 Questions to Assess Your Existing Agritourism Business

We have grown in this area in small increments, but 
we were fortunate in that we began our business with 
this philosophy the very first year. The first thing we 
realized is that we must appeal to the masses 
nationally and not just locally. Although people may not 
attend your event from across the country, a broad 
appeal allows for the greatest exposure and best 
word-of-mouth marketing.

Our first maze was an NFL theme highlighting the 
rivalry between the Green Bay Packers and the 
Chicago Bears. The main event was our 20-acre corn 
maze that allowed you to wander around in the Bear 
side or the Packers side or both. Complete with 
colored sod that highlighted the logos in the helmets, 
the design had both national and international appeal. 

A theme is critical to 
reaching the most 
number of people.“



So first and foremost, we made sure that we chose a 
theme that received the most attention. Local interests 
and themes may make your community feel good, but 
they won’t go far to give your event the “wow” factor 
that translates into a greater appeal and interest from 
the public. (Local themes would include high schools, 
local heroes or anything that isn’t well known outside 
the immediate vicinity.) Some of our other themes 
included other NFL teams (in Pennsylvania), 
NASCAR, Presidential Elections and “The Office” 
television show. Again, all had broad appeal and were 
chosen because of their popular cultural draw that 
year. 

Once a theme is chosen, your task is to ensure that 
your guests can experience that theme throughout the 
other attractions. 

During the Obama/McCain election, we wove our 
theme throughout the event like this: 

• John McCain and Barack Obama caricature corn 
maze. Designed just for us, the maze highlighted 
the main players and their run for the White House. 
We used trivia questions to help guests navigate the 
maze, which also included some politically-themed 
questions.

• When you first entered the ticketing area you were 
greeted with election themed marketing, signage 
etc. The first thing you were asked to do is enter our 
voting booth (a converted one-person elevator) and 
cast your vote for a candidate. Using a coin to cast 
their vote, it allowed them to be involved in a local 
tally and allowed us to give our designated charity a 
little extra money.

They even showed an aerial view of our maze on Monday 
Night Football! (To get a feel for the size of our maze, note the 
hot air balloon and the car on the highway in the picture 
above.)
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• Our contests pitted the candidates against each 
other and our guests chose which candidate they 
would support. We used the political mascots of the 
donkey and the elephant for a contest that tested 
the accuracy of the guests. These contests were 
part of that year’s theme and were excellent money-
makers. The prizes were top notch which created 
more of a buzz with the public. (We will get into 
more depth on these contests in another e-book!)

• Our “corn cannon” targets were designed to allow 
the customer to take out their aggression on the 
candidate they didn’t like. Again, a money-maker. 
From contests to attractions, to our petting area, the 
theme was evident throughout the experience and 
the continuity it provided was invaluable.

So perhaps you should consider going bigger in your 
theme to create a national or even international buzz. 
Each year there will, no doubt, be a hot topic that you 
can incorporate into your business. That, in turn, 
creates an excitement about your experience and sets 
you apart from the rest of your competition!
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Over the years, our themes have gotten the media’s 
attention. Our themes have shown up on huge TV 
broadcasts such as Monday Night Football, Good 
Morning America, countless major market news 
broadcasts, countless major market newspapers (even 
in Sydney Australia!), interviews with nationally 
syndicated radio shows, and more!  It is impossible to 
put a value on this free publicity but we know it was a 
huge part of our success.



Question Two: Are there any 
steps that I missed when I was 
making the decision to start my 
business? 

That one may be hard to answer, but I think the first 
part of our book will help you evaluate this question. 
Those long lists and questions you just read, even 
though they were geared to the start-up, can help you 
think through your beginnings and where they have led 
you. 

Maybe your attractions are not right for your property. 
Maybe you are using attractions you shouldn’t or not 
using attractions you should! Let’s assess where you 
are right now and pinpoint what you can tweak or 
maybe even completely change. 

If you were to pick one area of your business that 
causes the most stress, what would that be? Is that 
area one where you tend to be gifted, or do you have 
to rely on someone else’s talent to make it run? If it is 
another person you are depending on, are they 
invested? 
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That is, are they completely invested in providing a top 
notch experience for the public? Or maybe it’s you 
that’s not invested? Are you too busy? Or have you 
lost the drive that it takes to make any entrepreneurial 
venture a success? Consider your team. Maybe it’s 
time to have a conversation with the key players 
and find out what they think. You might just uncover 
what’s been holding you back. Remember that even a 
seasonal business needs a leader who leads.

Remember the long list of details that go into any 
Agritourism business? Is there one area of your 
business that consistently seems to break down every 
year—either l iterally or figuratively or both?  
Sometimes in our excitement to jump in and make 
money, we settle for “adequate” and pay the price for 
years to come. 

Even a seasonal business 
needs a leader  

who leads.“



Did you have enough vision to plan for success? 
There is a cartoon that illustrates the idea of having 
enough vision to plan for our eventual success. The 
first frame showed an Eskimo fishing through a hole in 
the ice. The second frame, drawn from overhead, 
revealed that he wasn’t just fishing over a normal sized 
hole. He was fishing through a gigantic hole cut in the 
shape of a whale! He was optimistic about his 
success, and planned accordingly!
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As hard as it is sometimes, we need to plan and to 
build with the end in mind. Take parking for example. 
When you began to lay out your property for maximum 
usefulness did you envision what it could be in three 
years or were you satisfied to just make it through your 
first season?  And when your second season started 
and you began to run out of room, did that quickly 
begin to affect your whole operation?

That’s why vision is so important for every aspect of 
your business. As far as you possibly can, you should 
look ahead and picture hundreds or thousands of 
people enjoying your property at the same time! Are 
there enough food locations and what foods should be 
sold? How many people can I take on a hayride at a 
time and how long will the others have to wait? Do I 
have the ability and materials on hand to fix things 
quickly when they break and how will losing the use of 
each attraction affect the overall experience? These 
are startup questions that we often forget until we are 
in the middle of a crisis. But it’s not too late. If it is 
fixable, fix it. And together, with your team, write down 
your new vision!

What size hole did you cut? A 
little one or a great big whale-
size one? 



Question 3: Have I put myself in 
the shoes of my guests? 

One of the greatest downfalls of any business is the 
inability to know and understand your customer. 
Sometimes we design our Agritourism experience on 
what we like rather than on the things that the crowds 
want to experience. Granted, sometimes this can only 
be learned by trial and error, but many times it can be 
learned in advance if we are willing to ask the right 
questions. If we’ve been doing something for a long 
time, we can become blind to what the customer 
experiences when they walk onto our property.

So, if you are struggling and you are not sure why, it 
may be time to go for a walk. Walk your property and 
visualize what it is like for those who are paying to see 
what you’ve created for the first time. Pretend that you 
are a first-time visitor to your event. Here are a few 
ideas to get you started:
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• Drive to the location following your written 
instructions – are they clear and accurate?

• Is parking a headache or simple to understand? 
Are there people to assist or is it “every man for 
himself?”

• Is your signage and your traffic flow within your 
venue easy to navigate or confusing and 
discouraging??

• Is your ticketing process quick and easy or are 
you understaffed and unprepared to move 
people?

• Are your bathrooms clean and adequate or a 
turn off to your guests?

• Are your employees accessible and friendly 
because of your training, or are they as lost and 
clueless as your customers?

• Is your website and other marketing helpful or 
outdated?

See what I mean? Sometimes just looking at our 
business from the perspective of the customer 
allows us to see why we seem to be struggling. 
And if you’re really brave, offer some of your guests a 
small token of appreciation if they take the time to 
share their opinion on a survey.

One of the greatest 
downfalls of any business is 

the inability to know and 
understand your customer.“



There are hundreds of things that go into running a 
successful Agritourism experience. We cannot be 
perfect at all of them and there will be times that we 
need to make small or even big adjustments in order 
to move forward. Whether you are considering 
entering the business or hoping to improve an existing 
business, we hope that you have found this discussion 
to be helpful. Most importantly we hope you recognize 
the value that an Agritourism business provides!

Read on for an interesting case study from our first 
year in the business.
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Our adventure in Agritourism started with a 
conversation in the winter of 2001 with a good friend 
that we had met at our church. He worked for a 
Christian Youth Camp located in Lake Geneva, 
Wisconsin. Someone had donated the use of a farm to 
the camp as long as the camp paid for the upkeep.  
The campers would occasionally travel to the farm 
during the summer for different activities. The camp 
had decided that the farm had started to become 
too much of an expense so they asked our friend 
Eric, who was the caretaker of the farm, to find a 
way to make enough money with the farm to be 
self-sufficient.

We decided the quickest way to make this happen was 
some form of Agritourism. At the time, the fields were 
being leased to other crop farmers and the owner was 
raising some cattle so there was no existing crop or 
natural resource that would be a natural draw to the 
public. After some brainstorming, we decided that an 
Agritourism business centered on a corn maze would 
give us the best chance of success. We were 
apprehensive at first since there was already a well-
established and very successful corn maze within 10 
minutes of the farm and numerous others between us 
and the heavy population centers.
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Our First Year of Agritourism (A Case Study)
Why did we decide on a corn maze? Well, since we 
didn’t have another natural draw such as an apple 
orchard, farm market, pumpkin patch, or other farm 
resource to start with, we knew we needed something 
that would be unique and that would be easy to 
market. A giant picture in the corn about a topic 
people are passionate about is easy to market—if 
done right!

Since we were located on the border of Wisconsin and 
Illinois, we knew we wanted something that would 
draw the population the hour plus drive from the 
Milwaukee and Chicago suburbs. We landed on the 
idea of a Chicago Bears vs. Green Bay Packers theme 
as we felt that had the most public appeal for our area.  
We also felt that lack of a unifying theme was the 
weakness of our competitors. By March of 2002, we 
started to put this plan into action.

Watch for more details on how we worked with 
the NFL for permission, how we got our corn 
maze featured on Monday Night Football, Good 
Morning America, Newspapers around the globe, 
and more, in future blog posts or e-books.  



So let’s talk specifics about that first year in business.   

Here are the things we offered: 

• Two corn mazes that were spread across roughly 20 
acres.  A “Packers Maze” & a “Bears Maze”

• Hayrides (approx. 15 minute ride around the farm)
• Football Train (Cow train painted in Bears & 

Packers colors with flags)
• Field Goal Kicking Contest
• Corn Cannon (shooting at opposing team themed 

targets)
• A free petting farm & Hay Maze 
• Pumpkins and gourds
• We also promoted field trips, secluded campfire 

locations, and package deals for groups and parties.
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Our hours and dates of operation 
were: 

Open July 27 through October 31 (Open Labor Day)
Thursday & Friday 4-10 pm
Saturday 10 am - 10 pm
Sunday 1-5pm
Groups 20 + Anytime by appointment

Our first year rates: 

Packers Maze
Adults: $7
Kids (5-12): $5
Kids (Under 5): Free

Both Mazes:
Adults: $10
Kids (5-12): $7
Kids (Under 5): Free

Your season will depend on your geographic 
area.  We learned that Opening in July was too 
early for our area.  It was still too warm.

Bears Maze:
Adults: $7
Kids (5-12): $5
Kids (Under 5): Free



Activity Prices (Tickets are $1 each):
• Hayride 2 Tickets
• Football Train 1 Ticket
• Field Goal Kick 1 Ticket for 2 Kicks*
• Corn Cannon 1 Ticket for 3 Shots**
• Petting Farm Free with any purchase
• Hay Maze Free

* Win NFL game tickets!
** Win a prize!

Packages:
• “Flea Flicker” Package - Your choice of maze and 

three activity tickets. (Adults: $9  |  Kids (5-12): $7)
• “Hook & Ladder” Package - Your choice of maze 

and five activity tickets. (Adults: $11  |  Kids (5-12): 
$9)

• “Hail Mary” Package - Go for it all! Includes both 
mazes and five activity tickets. (Adults: $13  |  Kids 
(5-12): $10)
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Concessions: 

Soft Drinks (20oz bottles)
• Coke, Diet Coke, Sprite, Lemonade, Dasani Water, 

Lemon Iced Tea - $1.00
• Powerade (Various flavors) - $2.00
Snacks ($.50 each)
• Little Debbie: Snack Cakes, Swiss Rolls, Chocolate 

Chip Crispy Bars, Cosmic Crispy Bars, Marshmallow 
Crispy Bars, Oatmeal Creme Pies, Nutty

Candy Bars, Peanuts and Crackers ($.75 each)
• Twix, Snickers, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, KitKat, 

Nestle Crunch, Salted, Dry Roasted, Honey 
Roasted, Club & Cheddar, Cheese, Peanut Butter

Ice Cream ($1.00)
• Ice Cream Sandwiches, Bomb Pops, Cyclone, 

Sunday Cones, 2 Freezer Pops ($.25)
Glow Products
• 1.5” Glow Sticks ($1.25ea or 2 for $2.00)
• 6” Glow Sticks (2.50ea or 2 for $4.00)
• Tri-Color Necklaces ($3.50)
• Red, White & Blue Strobe ($5.00)

We had a lot of room to grow in this area. Our 
first year our concessions were nearly totally 
dictated by what we were given through our 
sponsorship efforts. We will be getting in depth 
on food & concessions in future posts and 
books.

Over the years we have tried pricing many 
different ways including a la carte as we did in 
year one, a gate fee to include everything, 
season passes, and hybrids of the above.  Be 
watching our site for more information on the 
pros and cons of the different models. 



Agritourism Revenue Totals Year One 

Total paying guests:  13,443  
Income from Corn Maze tickets:  $75,811.84  
Income from Activity Tickets: $14,504.01  
Income from Concessions:  $13,101.21  
Income from Produce:  $3,959.18  
Income from Consignments / other:  $1,379.07  
Total Gross Revenue:  $108,755.31

Amount of Gross Revenue from Groups  
Church Groups:  $9,502.50  
Field Trips:  $8,264.00  
Scouts: $1,995.00  
4-H: $1,035.00  
Total: $20,796.50  
Percentage of Gross income from Group sales:  19%

Agritourism Expense Totals Year One  
Initial expenses before opening:    $27,889.48  
Payroll for hourly employees: $18,791.04  
Ongoing expenses during operation: $19,222.97  
Total Expenses:  $65,903.49

Total Gross Revenue:  $108,755.31  
Total Expenses:  $65,903.49  
Profit:  $42,851.82
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Actual Spreadsheet from Year One
This shows the income breakdown between the different activities we offered and attendance numbers.  See the “Ticket 
Prices” on the previous page for a description of our package deals. 



There were way too many lessons learned during that 
first year to remember or to share in this brief overview 
eBook.  Instead we are going to list our top 5 Things 
We Did Right and the top 3 Things We Did Wrong.

Things We Did Right 

	    Theme 

We feel that the number one contributor to our 
success that first year was our theme. The amount 
of free publicity and public interest that was generated 
over our theme, paired with a quality experience when 
they arrived, was the key. It made people want to drive 
an hour or more, passing other corn mazes and 
Agritourism offerings on the way, to come to ours.
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8 Lessons Learned from Year One
   Sponsorships

The first year is the biggest gamble financially as you 
don’t know if you will make any money. We were able 
to secure about $10,000 in sponsorships that first year. 
That is $10,000 we didn’t have to spend in start-up 
costs for things like Lumber, Concessions, Radio 
Spots, Aerial Photo, Printing, and much more.

   Marketing

In addition to all the free publicity we received because 
of our theme, we spent a great deal of time with other 
marketing efforts that really paid off. Thousands of 
coupons were delivered to popular tourist destinations, 
hotels, welcome centers, chambers of commerce, and 
more. Owners of these establishments were 
incentivized to give coupons out in exchange for free 
tickets.  

We direct-marketed schools, churches, 4-H and Scout 
groups within 60 miles for field trips and group outings.  
This was in the days before email lists were prolific so 
we used auto-dialer software to fax machines.
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We also sent flyers to many of the same groups 
through the mail. Press release folders with pictures, 
tickets, and more were sent to dozens of media outlets 
in the area.

We did not adapt the “Build it and they will come” 
attitude.  We knew this was a brand new business and 
we had to get the word out if it was going to be 
successful.

   Team

Our first year, our team primarily consisted of Eric and 
Jamie. Eric was the hands-on guy that could build 
what we needed and Jamie took on all the marketing 
and creative efforts. We worked as a great team. We 
spent very little on any outside services of any kind 
and this made a huge difference to our bottom line that 
first year.

   Quality

Even though it was our first year, we knew that we 
only had one chance to make that first impression. 
We made sure that everything looked professional, 
that the value of what we offered exceeded the cost of 
admission, and that our staff gave friendly customer 
service at all times.
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One of the “extras” that we did that first year and did 
every year thereafter was to man our information 
booth with a friendly outgoing staff member. Their sole 
job was to greet guests and explain how things 
worked, where things were located, and answer any 
questions. This not only gave us an immediate friendly 
interaction with the guests but we saw a significant 
reduction in lines at the cash registers since guests 
understood the options and prices.

4
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Things We Did Wrong 

	    Concessions 

Our first year of concessions left a lot of money on 
the table. As we learned in future years, there is a 
huge revenue opportunity when you offer unique and 
festive food for your guests, not just in one place on 
your grounds, but in several.

	    Season 

We determined that it was still too hot in Wisconsin in 
July to have people interested in a corn maze.  As you 
can see from our spreadsheet above, our first day 
open we had 23 guests. You can imagine our 
apprehension and concern over our “grand opening” 
numbers. Thankfully, even that first year saw 
attendance of over 1,000 on a couple of days in 
October.

agritourismideas.com 26

	    Haunted Maze 

About halfway into that first year we learned that 
people were interested in having us do a haunted 
maze.  For the month of October we decided to give it 
a try.  

Implementing something without planning is one of the 
things that we caution against in this book.   
 
We decided to make our Bears Maze the haunted 
maze and have 5 – 10 teenagers in the maze scaring 
people. It is nearly impossible to haunt a 10-acre corn 
maze effectively with 5-10 people and few props. It 
was a good thing we did not do any marketing to 
promote a haunted maze and it ended up being a 
great lesson for us that helped us launch an 
outstanding haunted maze the following year.
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   Location

Determine where you are going to have your business.  
In most cases it is on land you already own but you 
don’t have to be a landowner to start an Agritourism 
business. In both of my ventures, I partnered with 
existing landowners to form a business that was 
mutually beneficial. Be sure to use the guidelines 
contained in this book to determine if your location will 
work.

	    Zoning 

Before you spend your first dime on building your 
Agritourism business, be sure to check with your 
local township zoning board. There have been 
many cases where businesses have been shut down 
due to zoning violations. This was the first thing we did 
and should be everyone’s first step in the process. It 
can start with a conversation with the zoning office but 
many times will turn into some more formal outlines of 
proposed parking, conditional use permits, etc. Don’t 
let this stage discourage you but don’t skip this 
important step!
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The Top 10 Keys to Explore Before You Launch
	    Main Draw 

Sounds obvious, but make sure you know what that 
thing is that is going to make your farm unique and 
worth visiting. There are lots of Agritourism ideas out 
there but be sure to find one that you have a passion 
for and that fits with the land. That passion will show 
through into the experience.

	    Team 

Although it is possible to start and run an Agritourism 
business by yourself, we don’t recommend it. We have 
found that a mixture of personalities and skills really 
helps set you up for success and at the same time 
limits start-up costs. From a personal perspective, our 
kids have acquired some great job experience helping 
in all aspects of the business.  
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	    Financing 

The old adage of “it takes money to make money” is 
true with Agritourism as well. That first year of 
operation, the Youth Camp was not convinced of our 
brilliant business plan to make the farm self-sustaining 
through Agritourism and as such they were not real 
anxious to risk $30,000 of startup expenses. 

We eventually agreed to share the risk and contributed 
50% of the startup costs, while also increasing our 
share of the profits. We really didn’t have $150 to 
invest, let alone $15K. But we believed in this vision 
so much and had excellent credit, so we financed 
that $15K on low interest credit cards. We do not 
recommend this! If we would have failed, we would 
have been paying that off for years. There is another 
adage that says “The bigger the risk the bigger the 
reward” and since I was confident in our business 
plan, I felt the risk was minimized. Bottom line is that 
you need to understand that a capital investment will 
be required to get started.
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	    Agreements   

One thing you need to get in place early on is your 
written agreements. That will include agreements with 
the land owner if you don’t own the land, agreements 
with your partners, agreements with any key 
consultants and with vendors. So much heartache 
can be avoided by being clear and detailed on 
expectations before money is made or lost. Be 
detailed. I was part of an agreement one of my years 
where there was a “percentage of proceeds” to be 
given to a party.  One of the parties understood that to 
be net proceeds where the other understood it to be 
gross proceeds. That’s a big difference and a well-
written contract can avoid some hard feelings and 
possible broken relationships. If you don’t feel 
comfortable writing a legal agreement, you might want 
to hire an attorney to do so.
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	    Don’t Get Bogged Down 

It is very easy in this process to get overwhelmed by 
all the things that need to get done, some of which you 
are not sure how to do. Start with a good big picture 
business plan, build a team to help with tasks or to use 
as a sounding board, and don’t feel like you need to 
know how to do everything before you start down the 
path to Agritourism. You may not know how to file your 
payroll taxes yet, for example, but there are plenty of 
people that can help you with those obstacles when 
the time comes.

	     
	    Consider Involving a Charity   

There are so many great charities out there that 
could benefit from your success. Every year we 
have had an Agritourism business, we have given a 
portion of the Net Profit to a designated charity. That 
first year, that charity was the youth camp. Most 
recently we chose the Ronald McDonald House. Not 
only are you helping a cause you believe in, but 
sponsors are more apt to get involved, and the charity 
itself can also be a huge help. The camp actually sent 
some staff out to volunteer. Ronald McDonald House 
got our coupons into 30 area McDonalds restaurants, 
and had Coke donate over $5,000 worth of product.  
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	    Insurance & Business Details 

Don’t try to save money here. In today’s society, you 
never know who is going to sue you for what.  Be sure 
to get insurance for all your activities. Over the years 
we have had high risk activities such as Pony Rides, 
Hay Rides, Corn Cannons, Haunted Mazes, Apple 
Slingshots, Campfires, Hay Bale Pyramids, and more. 
I was always very detailed with our insurance 
companies to make sure everything was covered.  Get 
Workers’ Comp Insurance if your state requires it.  Be 
sure to follow all the taxing guidelines. This is not an 
area in which you want to cut corners.

	    Have Fun & Make It Your Own!  

One of the big keys to success is having a passion for 
what you are doing. Many of the successful 
Agritourism businesses that I have visited have the 
personality of the owners showing through in many 
areas, and many times the owners are right out there 
mixing with their guests. A seasonal business means a 
concentrated number of long hours over just a few 
months. That means you really need to have a passion 
for what you are doing or you will risk burn-out.  
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	    Theme   

We are big believers in the power of promoting a good 
theme each year. If you are not doing this already, 
we strongly recommend you give it a try.  

	    Concessions  

Offering high quality and unique farm food offerings is 
a great way to increase revenues and provide a better 
guest experience. We have found that items such as 
Kettle Corn, Gourmet Caramel Apples, Apple Cider, 
Donuts, and other farm type items sell well. Offer 
something unique that you don’t typically find at other 
venues. If you have only a single concession stand, 
consider adding more and having them specialize in 
unique things. Additional concession stands cut down 
on lines and give guests more opportunity to purchase.

10 Biggest Areas to Improve Your Agritourism Business

   Décor  

How authentic does your attraction look? We are 
strong believers in making your décor match the 
business you are promoting.  If you are doing activities 
around the fall season, do you have the entrances to 
your attractions lined with hay bales, corn stalks, and 
pumpkins?  Do you have your employees dressed in a 
manner that promotes that farm feel? If you are a 
Christmas tree farm, have you taken that time to make 
your business look over-the-top festive? 
 
Do you have photo opportunities for your guests?  We 
have found that providing a great place for group and 
family photos is one of the best ways to have your 
business promoted on social media—by your guests. 
That requires no effort or expense on your part other 
than providing them a great place to take photos. 
Giant hay bale pyramids make an awesome photo 
opportunity (you can get a group of 100 on there at 
once). Just be sure to build them correctly so they 
don’t collapse!
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	    Staff 

One of the big keys to success is your staff because 
they are the face of your business to your customers.  
It is critical that your staff understand the value of 
great customer service and making the guest feel 
welcomed. Sometimes you won’t know how good they 
are with customers until you hire them. Be intentional 
on moving staff around to areas that they fit well in. Be 
ready as the owner (or designate someone else) to be 
that person with the kid gloves that deals with 
customer complaints. Go out of your way to make the 
customer happy even if they are being unreasonable.  

	     
	    Have Something for All Ages 

Be sure to keep all ages in mind when looking at your 
venue as a whole. Don’t just cater to the young kids.  
Offer a variety of activities for a variety of ages. At our 
events we would have everything from pedal tractors 
and sand piles for the very young to cool stuff like corn 
cannons, pumpkin launchers, and skilled contests for 
the older kids and adults. If you focus heavily on one 
age group, you will have a hard time attracting groups 
and families outside of that age bracket.
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	    Groups 

If marketing to groups isn’t something you do yet, 
you are missing out. Group sales can make up 20 – 
30% of your sales if done right. Consider offering 
things groups are looking for such as campfires, party 
tents, discounted rates or concession packages, 
private event nights, and more. We would open up on 
our off-nights for groups that met a minimum size 
requirement. This is a great way to get some revenue 
on those slow weekdays. If you are already marketing 
to groups, find different groups to market to that you 
haven’t included yet, or add a new attraction or bonus 
to bring more of the groups in that you are already 
marketing to.

	    Field Trips 

Field Trips can also be a good revenue source and a 
great way for more people to learn about that thing you 
are passionate about. The key to a good field trip is to 
make sure you offer something educationally 
significant. Don’t just provide a quick tour and a 
hayride but offer a 15-minute interactive discussion on 
honey bees or whatever interesting resources you 
have at your disposal. Or you could explain how the 
corn maze was planted, cut, and groomed for use.  
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Another key to successful field trips is organization.  
Be sure to have enough staff that the teachers don’t 
feel overwhelmed and on their own. Keep the groups 
moving and active.  Schedule their time there and give 
the teachers a schedule so they know what activity 
area they need to be at, and at what time, when lunch 
is being served for their group, etc. If the teacher feels 
lost or overwhelmed, the chances are they will not 
book next year.

	    Internet Presence 

Some of our rural colleagues have been slow to 
embrace technology. This is a huge marketing 
mistake.  A good website, with high quality photos and 
videos of what you offer, detailed hours of operation, 
clear pricing, group booking details, what you have to 
eat, directions to your place, are all things that really 
should be on your site. If done properly, this will not 
only attract more people to your business, but will also 
greatly reduce those phone calls from people with 
questions. Also, look around for other sites that are 
willing to link to your website, such as “things to do in 
your county” or “community calendars” or other sites 
related to your business.
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	    Social Media 

If you are not using social media to promote your 
business yet this should be something you start this 
next season. Websites are very important for those 
looking to get specific information about your business 
but social media is the best way to tell people about 
your business. An Instagram picture of a kid on a pony, 
or a Facebook post about a special concert you are 
having, or a tweet about the new contest winner goes 
a very long way in getting your name out there. If you 
don’t know how to use social media, pretty much any 
teenager you hire will.

	    Never Stop Improving   

We saved this for last because we feel this is 
extremely important. Don’t let your business get 
stagnant.  Improve something you already offer or add 
something new every season. This applies to all areas 
from major attractions, side attractions, free stuff, 
photo opportunities, group packages, concessions - 
everything. The major theme parks try to add a new 
roller coaster every year to keep their fans coming 
back.  Our businesses also need to keep improving.
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Want More?
We have covered a lot of topics in this e-book. Each 
topic could have its own e-book to dig deep into 
detailed plans of action for each of them.  

Our goal at www.agritourismideas.com is to help 
you make your Agritourism business successful. We 
will do our best to provide great content to help you 
along the way. We don’t know it all, so we will be 
reaching out to experts around the world to help 
provide guidance as well.

Whether you are thinking about starting an Agritourism 
business or have been doing it for many years, our 
goal is to give you new ideas, fresh perspectives, and 
cutting edge resources to take your business to the 
next level!  

We are considering offering a comprehensive 
book or even an online course on starting an 
Agritourism business. It would include a lot more 
detail on every topic we touched on in this eBook. 
It would also include step-by-step “how to” 
instructions and checklists for everything from the 
planning phase, to staffing, to promotion, to 
getting sponsorships, to dealing with vendors, to 
opening day, to running the event for maximum 
profit. If that’s something you think would be 
helpful, we’d love to hear from you.

If you have any specific topics you would like to see us 
cover, or if you have comments or questions, you can 
always reach us by email at: 
Jamie@agritourismideas.com
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