
OVERVIEW OF STRUCTURE AND STRUCTURAL CHANGE 

This chapter describes the current situation for some elements of the struc

ture of U.S. agriculture and recent changes in structural characteristics, empha

sizing those related to size. The reader then can compare the current situation 

with that projected for the future described in the next chapter.  

The land in farms declined only slightly between 1940 and 1974, but that rel

atively constant land base was occupied by fewer and fewer farms. Thus, the 

average farm size increased by one-third between 1940 and 1974. This change-also 

implies increasing concentration of production and control of land resources into 

fewer and fewer hands.  

Contrary to frequent assertion, the remaining farms, although larger, con

tinued to be family-operated farms. Corporations still had an insignificant role 

in farm production and in farmland ownership. The average age of farm operators 

did not change noticeably from 1969 to 1974. Big farms appeared to have an edge 

over small farms in net farm income, payments from Government farm programs, and 

capital gains on farm physical assets. In 1969, off-farm income per farm was 

about the same for the very large and small farms. The situation differed signi

ficantly in 1974, however. Off-farm income per farm almost doubled for small 

farms, but no appreciable change was evident for large farms.  

Although this study focuses on farm numbers and size, there are other impor

tant structural characteristics related to size, such as concentration ofproduc

tion and farmland, form of business organization, age and tenure arrangments of 

operators (discussed in the next chapter), and financial structure.  

Numbers and Sizes 

The land in farms increased slightly after 1940, but declined somewhat be

tween 1950 and 1974. The number of farms, however, decreased by 60 percent 

while the average size(measured by acres) increased by 128 percent (table 1).  

The decline in the number of small farms perhaps contributed most to the increase 

in average size. Historically, the number of farms with less than 500 acres has 

steadily declined, while the number with more than 500 acres has increased 

(table 2). The decline in farm numbers since 1959 has been at a lower rate than 

that from 1940 to 1959. Many farmers left voluntarily for better opportunities 

in the nonfarm sectors; others who retired or died were not replaced by new far

mers. The remaining farmers were often motivated by prospects of increased 

returns by enlarging their lands or consolidating their operations with neigh

boring ones. The historical trend when farms are measured by gross sales is 

similar to that for acreage sizes (table 3).  

Concentration of Production 

A major aspect of the public concern about farm structure is the concentra

tion of farm production and control of the Nation's land. The concentration of 

farm production between 1969 and 1974 is shown graphically by the Lorenz curve 
in 

figure 1 (tabular data are in app. table 1). In 1969, the largest 24 percent ~of
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