
The Markov process and age cohort techniques give very similar projections.  
However, we found that the traditional farm growth assumption, underlying the 
Markov process is questionable. Census data suggest that firms tend to enter 
farming at an economically viable size and then expand. The age cohort tech
niques incorrectly project a slight decline in the number of farms with 2,000 
acres and over. By contrast, the Markov process projects a moderate increase-
a trend more consistent with the past. In sum, Markov process and age cohort 
techniques appear to be more promising for projecting sales distributions.  

The most likely projections for the number of farms are synthesized from 
projections based on the acreage distribution from trend extrapolation and 
Markov process. The small deviations between the two methods and the fact 
that the projections are free of any estimation errors in accounting for the 

effects of price inflation, gives us confidence in projecting the total number 
of farms. Farm numbers are, therefore, projected to decline from 2.87 million 
in 1974 to 2.32 million in 1985, 2.09 million in 1990, 1.89 million in 1995, 
and 1.75 million in 2000.  

Projections on farm numbers by acreage are computed by multiplying the 

most likely total number of farms by a synthesized distribution of farm numbers 
obtained from trend expolation and Markov process projections, since the two 
methods yield a higher degree of accuracy in reproducing historical data.  
Similarly, projections on farm numbers by sales class are computed by multi
plying the most likely total number of farms by a synthesized distribution of 
farm numbers obtained from Markov process and age cohort analysis. The most 
likely projections on number of farms by acreage and sales class are given in 
tables 5 and 6.  

Most of the projections in this study are trend related, with the ex
ception of assumptions to account for the effects of inflation on changes in 
farm numbers by sales. However, studies that base projections on causal 
economic relationships are needed. One such approach is to link the transition 
probabilities, as employed in the Markov process, and the cohort ratios, as used 
in age cohort analysis, to factors that cause structural changes. This, how
ever, requires more detailed structural data on a longitudinal basis--that is, 
a data base linking the "true" structural changes from one census year to the 
others, and the associated factors that have caused the changes.  

Further specificity is also needed for production regions and farm commod
ity subsectors--each of which tends to have its own unique characteristics. To 
make projections of the number of farms and size distribution more useful, it 
would also be desirable to disaggregate the study by region and by commodity 
subsector. Implications for other structural characteristics drawn from such 
projections would be more useful than those based on national averages.  
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