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1 Introduction

Real net farm income in the United States has been declining slowly but
surely. Between 1948 and 2002, U.S. real net farm income decreased in
aggregate by about 2.2 Billion $1996 per year – see Figure 1.1 Yet for most
of this period, annual productivity growth was substantial [1, p. 1045].

This juxtaposition of declining net farm income and healthy productiv-
ity growth represents one element of the ‘farm problem’ [8, p. 62]. An

additional feature of the problem is that the economic well-being of farmers
and their families has been low, both in absolute terms and in relation to
non-farm families. This disparity has become less marked over time, but
the improvement has been due to growth in o¤-farm income, which has be-
come an increasingly important part of farm household income.2 While the
income of farm and non-farm households has gradually equalized, the issue
of low net farm income remains prominent in the justi…cation of various
policies designed to “ameliorate the farm problem” [8, p. 85].

The striking reduction in aggregate real net farm income illustrated in
Figure 1 does not take into account another well-known feature of U.S.
agriculture – the number of farms has also been steadily declining. In 2002
there were about 2.2 million farms in the United States, 3.4 million fewer
than in 1948 [18, pp. 34-35]. This exit of about 63,000 farms per year means
that any analysis of net farm income must allow for the e¤ect of reductions
in the number of farms.3

1The net farm income data are derived using price and implicit quantity data from
the U.S. agriculture production account (see the Data and Results section for details on
the production account data). The data do not include government payments that are
not speci…cally tied to the production of one or more outputs, i.e. decoupled payments.
These net farm income data are then de‡ated using the U.S. all-items CPI (base 1984-
1986, scaled to 1996). The de‡ated series gives an idea of the spending power of net farm
income over time.

2 The proportion of total farm household income accounted for by farming income has
decreased signi…cantly over time, from about 50% in 1964 to less than 30% in 1999 [14,
p. 4].

3 Net farm income is often reported in aggregate and is an in‡uential and highly pub-
licized statistic when about used to describe the health of the farm sector. Generally
speaking, average net farm income per operation is a secondary statistic, even though it is
probably a better indicator. See, for example, [16] or the ERS 2007 Farm Income Forecast
(obtainable at www.ers.usda.gov).
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 Figure 1. Real Aggregate Net Farm Income,
                   United States, 1948-2002 
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SOURCE: Calculations with ERS Agricultural Productivity database  (see Annex 1)
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This analysis addresses the farm problem in two stages. First, changes in
nominal net farm income are decomposed into market price and productivity
growth e¤ects. Bennet indicators provide the elements of price and quantity
change in this decomposition.

In the second stage, elements quanti…ed in the …rst stage are related to
changes in the real implicit wage earned by the residual claimants, namely
farm operators and unpaid family members that work on the farm. This
makes it possible to show how productivity growth andmarket price changes
a¤ect the economic well-being of the farm household.

The next section gives more precise de…nitions of net farm income and
the residual claimant. The third section outlines the methodology used to
decompose nominal net farm income growth and the method used to relate
this decomposition to changes in the real implicit wage. Data used for the
computations and results from the decomposition are presented in the fourth
and …fth sections respectively. The last section provides some concluding

comments.

2 Net Farm Income and the Residual Claimant

Net farm income (NFI) is de…ned by the United States Department of Agri-
culture, Economic Research Service (ERS) as the “share of output earned
by operator households and others who share risks” [7, p. 4] – ‘others’
means other households, corporations and other entities that may be resid-
ual claimants. If the others component does not play an important role in
the distribution of NFI, then the residual claimants are operators and un-
paid family members. As Hottel and Gardner put it, this is the ‘essence of
family farming’.4

The ERS de…nition provides the basis for NFI measurement within the
context of a production account for agriculture. In the account, the revenue
from all agricultural outputs equals the cost of all inputs. This means that
pro…t, in the usual sense of the word, will always be zero in the account.

To ensure that the equality of cost and revenue holds, the price of one or
more inputs must adjust; the prices for these ‘residual claimant’ inputs are

4 See [11, p. 553]. The authors nevertheless choose equity capital as the residual
claimant. Their approach is generally consistent with analyses of returns in the non-
agricultural sector, where capital is the residual claimant and the cost of capital services
is measured as the gross operating surplus in the national accounts [6, p. 5].

3



thereby endogenously determined.5 Both the total value and the unit value
of the residual will depend upon the claimant – if owners of land were the
residual claimants, the return to these owners would usually be di¤erent
from that to owners of another input (e.g. machinery).

In the computations made here, only operator and unpaid family labour
will be treated as the residual claimant – this is consistent with the ERS de-
…nition of NFI. The methodology developed in the next section nevertheless
allows for more than one residual claimant, so that an analyst can choose
the residual claimant or set of claimants without being bound by the one
chosen here.

3 Methodology

The approach taken in this section is to …rst establish the manner in which a

change in nominal NFI growth can be decomposed into output price change,
input price change and productivity growth components. Then the decom-
position of the real implicit wage is speci…ed.6

Suppose that, in each year, N inputs are used to produceM agricultural
outputs and that there are H < N residual claimants. Suppose also that
observations on the prices and quantities of all of these inputs and outputs
are available. Use the following notation: output prices in year t are the
variables p1;t; p2;t; : : : ; pM;t, where each price includes any subsidy that is
tied to production of that output.7 Transfer payments made to farmers by
governments – i.e. payments that are are decoupled from production – are
not included in prices p1;t; p2;t; : : : ; pM;t; nor do they appear in the de…nition
of NFI used here.8

5This endogenous rate of return approach is “the most widely used methodology” for
the computation of total (multi) factor productivity statistics [17, p. 14]. Typically,
the residual claimant input is one or more productive capital assets. In this case, the
endogenous variable is the rate of return, which adjusts to ensure that total revenue
equals total cost [17, pp. 3-4],[13, pp. 13-14].

6 The methodology outlined here need not be restricted to net farm income. It could
just as easily be related to net income for any …rm or sector – the key is that one or more
inputs have an endogenous price or endogenous rate of return that ensured equality of
revenue and cost.

7Output ‘price’ may be a price index or a unit value (e.g. $/tonne). Output ‘quantity’
may be an actual quantity (e.g. ’000 tonnes of wheat) or an implicit quantity obtained
by dividing the nominal value of output by a price index.

8 These payments may, however, play an important role in determining the farm house-
hold’s overall income from farming activity, the decisions made by the operators his/her
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Gross output quantities are the variables y1;t; y2;t; : : : ; yM;t:Gross output
is de…ned, for any commodity or commodity aggregate i; as total sales of
i plus net additions to inventories. Sales of i include consumption of farm
output by farm households, and sales made by farms to purchasers outside
of the farm sector.

Input prices are the variables w1;t;w2;t; : : : ; wN¡H;t ; where each price
includes any rebate that is given for that input; input quantities are the
variables x1;t; x2;t; : : : ; xN¡H;t: Inputs are ordered so that inputs 1; 2; : : : ;N¡
H have explicit prices, i.e. these are not residual claimants. When there is
only one residual claimant, the inputs are ordered so that the Nth input is
that residual claimant.

Total revenue is the sum of the values of individual outputs, i.e. Rt =
pt ¢yt; where pt is the 1£M vector [p1;t; p2;t; : : : ; pM;t] and yt is the 1£M
vector [y1;t; y2;t; : : : ; yM;t] : Production cost for all but the residual claimant
input(s) is the sum of the expenditure on each of the N ¡ H inputs, i.e.
Ct =wt ¢ xt; where wt is the 1£ (N¡H) vector [w1;t;w2;t; : : : ;wN¡H;t] and
xt is the 1£ (N ¡H) vector [x1;t;x2;t; : : : ; xN¡H;t] :

Nominal NFI in year t; denoted by Ft; is the di¤erence between the total
value of agricultural output, Rt; and the cost of all inputs in the account –
excluding residual claimant(s) – Ct: So

Ft = pt ¢ yt ¡wt ¢ xt. (1)

The change in nominal NFI is measured as:

FGt = Ft ¡Ft¡1 . (2)

This means, substituting (1) into (2), that

FGt = [pt ¢ yt ¡ pt¡1 ¢ yt¡1]¡ [wt ¢ xt ¡wt¡1 ¢ xt¡1] : (3)

The …rst term in square brackets on the right-hand side of (3) is the
change in total revenue between year t ¡ 1 and year t: The second term in
square brackets is the change in the cost of all inputs – excluding residual
claimant(s) – between year t¡ 1 and year t:

family members regarding on-farm and o¤-farm work (i.e. labour supply) and decisions
about entry into, or exit from, farming.
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The di¤erence in value (revenue or cost) between year t¡1 and year t can
be expressed as the sum of price change indicators and aggregate quantity
indicators for the commodities or commodity aggregates produced or utilized
[4, p. 313]. There are several possible formulas for these indicators, and their
properties can be assessedwith a range of tests similar to those used to assess
conventional index number formulas like the Fisher Ideal price index. Of the
candidates, the Bennet price and quantity change indicators ful…ll all of the
properties needed to meet the requirements of ‘well-behaved’ indicators [4,
p. 331, Prop. 2].

The decomposition of the change in revenue between year t¡ 1 and year
t can be expressed as the sum of the Bennet indicators of output price and
output quantity change [4, pp. 313-314], i.e.

pt ¢ yt ¡pt¡1 ¢ yt¡1 ´ IR (pt; yt;pt¡1; yt¡1)+ (4)

VR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1)

where

IR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1) =
XM

i=1
ymi;t (pi;t ¡ pi;t¡1) (4a)

is the Bennet indicator of aggregate output price change;

ymi;t = (yi;t + yi;t¡1) =2

is the arithmetic average of the quantity of output i in year t and year t¡ 1;

VR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1) =
XM

i=1
pmi;t (yi;t ¡ yi;t¡1) (4b)

is the Bennet indicator of aggregate output quantity change; and

pmi;t = (pi;t + pi;t¡1)=2

is the arithmetic average of the price of output i in year t and year t¡ 1.

A change in the cost of all inputs – excluding residual claimant(s) –
between year t ¡ 1 and year t can be decomposed in a similar manner:

wt ¢ xt ¡wt¡1 ¢ xt¡1 ´ IC
¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
+ (5)

VC
¡
wt; xt;wt¡1; xt¡1

¢
;
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where

IC
¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
=
XN¡H

j=1
xmj;t (wj;t ¡ wj;t¡1) (5a)

is the Bennet indicator of price change for the aggregate of all but the
residual claimant input(s);

xmj;t = (xj;t +xj;t¡1)=2

is the arithmetic average of the quantity of input j used in year t and year
t¡ 1;

VC
¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
=
XN¡H

j=1
wmj;t (xj;t ¡ xj;t¡1) (5b)

is the Bennet indicator of quantity change for the same aggregate; and

wmj;t = (wj;t +wj;t¡1)=2

i.e. this is the arithmetic average of the price of input j in year t and year
t¡ 1:

Substitution of (4) and (5) into (3) gives the following decomposition of
a change in nominal NFI:

FGt = IR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1)¡ IC
¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
+PFPGt; (6)

where

PFPGt =
£
VR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1)¡ VC

¡
wt; xt;wt¡1; xt¡1

¢¤
(7)

is partial factor productivity growth. The formulas for the price change

indicators in (6) are given by (4a) and by (5a). The formulas for the quantity
change indicators in (7) are given by (4b) and by (5b).

Expression (6) shows that a change in nominal NFI between year t ¡ 1
and year t can be decomposed into three parts: (i) the change in the output
price component; less (ii) the change in the input price component; plus (iii)
partial factor productivity growth. All of the components are measured in
nominal dollars – this means that the productivity measure PFPGt is the
dollar value contribution to nominal NFI from partial factor productivity
growth.

Note that expression (6) is the same as that for a single Bennet indi-
cator of overall quantity change when production is cast in a net output
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framework – see [5, pp. 5-6]. Expression (6) is also much the same as the
expression for the decomposition of pro…t given in [12, pp. 32-33], once the
gross productivity and scale impacts given there are combined and terms
are eliminated. With the decompositions in [5] and [12], however, the mea-
sure of productivity change is TFPG, rather than PFPG, since pro…t is the
dollar amount of revenue in excess of the opportunity cost of all inputs.
Where owners of …rms pay a wage or salary to operators (e.g., as in a cor-
poration with common shareholders), such ‘pure pro…t’ can exist, since it is
disbursed as dividends to the owners once all inputs are assigned a price in
the …rm’s accounts. To measure the change in returns to a residual claimant
or claimants, and to decompose this change, expression (6) is therefore more
appropriate than the decomposition formulas in [12] or [5].

Similar decompositions to (6) can also be found in [9] and in [15]. These
studies, however, not only allow for pure pro…t, but also treat the change in

net income as the ratio of net income in year t to that in year t¡ 1; i.e. they
use the ratio Ft=Ft¡1 – see [9, p. 3] and [15, p. 4]. Finally, an approach
similar in spirit to (6) was applied in [3], but in relation to a measure called
‘normal income’.

The measure of productivity growth (7) is partial because the indicator of
input quantity change excludes the change in use of the residual claimant(s)
input. Partial factor productivity growth (PFPG) can be related to other
productivity measures such as labour productivity growth and total factor
productivity growth.

When there is only one residual claimant (the Nth input), the implicit
price for this input is estimated as:9;10

9
As noted earlier, in analyses of the non-agricultural sector, capital is often the residual

claimant. In this case, the residual can be related to a cost of capital formula and thereby
used to compute an ‘internal rate of return’ – see [10, p. 346],[13, p. 14].
10 The real implicit wage need not be positive. For example, the data presented in Figure

1 show that real NFI was negative over the period 1981-1984. An interpretation of this
is that, over this period, operators and their families, acting as farm-household members,
received a ‘negative wage’ from the labour they supplied to their farms – in reality this
means that they had to use other forms of farm-household income to meet the cost of the
other N ¡1 farm inputs, and that they also received no wage at all. It would appear that
even this form of subsidization of the farm by farm families was insu¢cient to prevent the
exit of many farms. Although bankruptcy data for this period do not exist, there is little
doubt that farm bankruptcies were very common in the U.S. between 1981 and 1984. The
early to mid-1980’s have been referred to as the “second episode of concern about farmer
bankruptcies in the 20th century” [18, pp. 13], i.e., that in terms of farm …nancial stress,
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wIN;t = Ft=xN;t . (8)

Where this Nth input is operator and unpaid family labour, xN;t is the
quantity of labour (measured as hours of work) supplied to the farm by the
operator and his/her family members, and wIN;t is the implicit wage that
they receive. In other words it is the ‘take-home pay’ from the labour that
they supply to the farm.

To compare movements inwI
N;t
over time, the implicit wage must be con-

verted into real terms, using an appropriate de‡ator. De‡ation of wIN;t with
a consumer price index (CPI) allows the wage to be related to its spend-
ing power in purchasing consumer goods to be used by the farm household.
De…ne the real implicit wage as

wIRN;t = (Ft=ht)=xN;t ; (9)

where ht is a CPI (with base year b; where hb = 1):

To link the decomposition (6) to changes in the real implicit wage (9),
…rst note that the change in the real wage between any two years t¡ 1 and
t is

wIRGN;t = (Ft=ht)=xN;t ¡ (Ft¡1=ht¡1) =xN;t¡1 : (10)

Expression (10) can be related to FGt in (6) as follows. Add Ft¡1= (htxN;t)¡
Ft¡1= (htxN;t) to the right-hand side of (10) to get

wIRGN;t = Ft=htxN;t ¡ Ft¡1=htxN;t¡ (11)

[Ft¡1= (ht¡1xN;t¡1)¡Ft¡1= (htxN;t)] :

Note that

Ft¡1= (htxN;t)´ w
IR
N;t¡1 (ht¡1xN;t¡1) =(htxN;t) :

With this equivalence and some rearrangement, (11) can be re-expressed as

this period was second only to the years immediately following the Great Depression.
The subsidization of farm operations by the farm household appears to have been im-

portant in other years as well, although this is not evident from the aggregate data. For
example, in 1997, 60% of farm households appear to have made net contributions to the
farm business [14, p. 34].
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wIRGN;t = F
G
t = (htxN;t) ¡w

IR
N;t¡1 [1¡ (ht¡1=ht) (xN;t¡1=xN;t)] : (12)

The …rst term on the right-hand side of (12) is the change in nominal
NFI between t ¡ 1 and t; converted into real dollars per hour of operator
and unpaid family labour supplied in year t – this can be viewed as the
incremental change in the real implicit wage due to a change in nominal NFI.
The second term on the right-hand side of (12) – the ‘CPI-hours factor’ –
captures the e¤ect on a change in the real implicit wage from changes in
the CPI (in‡ation) and from changes in the number of hours supplied to
the farm by the operator and his/her family. The ratio ht¡1=ht is less than
one when there is positive in‡ation; when there is no change in any other

right-hand side variable, this means that the real implicit wage decreases.
Similarly, when the ratio xN;t¡1=xN;t is less than one, the operator and
family members that work on the farm have increased their labour input.
Again, when there is no change in any other right-hand side variable, this
increase in hours of work means that the real implicit wage is lower than it
otherwise would have been.

The relationship between the decomposition of a change in nominal NFI
and changes in the real implicit wage can now be determined. Substitute
(6) into (12) to get:

wIRGN;t = IR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1)= (htxN;t)¡ (13)

IC
¡
wt; xt;wt¡1; xt¡1

¢
= (htxN;t) +PFPGt=(htxN;t)¡

wIRN;t¡1 [1¡ (ht¡1=ht) (xN;t¡1=xN;t)] :

There are four components to this decomposition. These components are,
in real dollars per hour: (i) an output price change component; (ii) an
input price change component; (iii) a partial factor productivity growth
component; and (iv) a CPI-hours component.
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4 Data

The data are comprised of M = 10 outputs and N = 7 inputs, for the years
1948-2002. The outputs and inputs (with indicator numbers) are listed
in Table 1. Nine of the ten outputs are aggregates of commodities and
commodity groups that are broadly representative of the crops and livestock
composition of U.S. agriculture. The tenth – secondary output – refers
to output that is not agricultural in nature, but that is produced using

the farm’s resources. Examples would be machine and labour services and
recreation services (tours, etc.). Further details about both the output and
the input data de…nitions are given in Appendix A.

Of the seven input aggregates, the last (the Nth) is operator and unpaid
family labour. Inputs 1-6 are the ‘N ¡ H’ inputs, and these cover the
main input categories: ‘capital excluding land’ (machinery, buildings and
other non-land capital); ‘land’ (a quality-adjusted measure of land input);
hired labour; farm-produced inputs (agricultural outputs that are also used
as inputs, for example feed produced and used on the farm); purchased
materials (from outside the agricultural sector, such as feed concentrate,
fuel, etc.); and purchased services (custom harvesting, veterinarian services,
etc.).

The series pi;t; yi;t (i = 1;2; : : : ; 10); the serieswj;t; xj;t (j = 1;2; : : : ; 6); the
series x7;t – the hours of operator and unpaid family labour – and the series

ht (CPI) are given in Appendix A, Table A1 and Table A2 – these series
comprise the raw data.

Both output and input mix in U.S. agriculture changed substantially
between 1948 and 2002. To illustrate this, it is helpful to create Fisher ideal
implicit quantity indexes for crops and livestock, using the …ve individual
crop aggregates (i = 1¡ 5) and four individual livestock aggregates (i =
6¡9) respectively. A third quantity index, that for all outputs, provides the
denominator. Denote the crop quantity index as yCt ; the livestock quantity
index as yLt and the total output quantity index as yt. Estimation of log-
linear trends with the ratios yCrt = yCt =yt; y

Lr
t = yLt =yt and y

Sr
t = y10;t=yt

indicate that the livestock output share fell by about 0.4% each year between
1948 and 2002.11

11 These growth rates were estimated using an exponential trend equation of the form
ln(ykrt )=®

k + ¯kt – where k = C;L; S). Since autocorrelation was present in all three
equations, a …rst-order autoregression was estimated for livestock and secondary output,
and a second-order autoregression for crops.
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Table 1. Output and Input Coverage in the NFI Decomposition Database

OUTPUTS INPUTS

Crop Aggregates
1. Grain and Forage Crops

2. Industrial Crops

3.Vegetables

4. Fruits and Tree Nuts

5. Other Crops1

Livestock Aggregates
6. Meat Animals

7. Poultry and Eggs

8. Dairy

9. Miscellaneous Livestock

Other Aggregates
10. Secondary Output2

1. Capital excluding Land

2. Land

3. Hired Labour

4. Farm-Produced Inputs3

5. Purchased Materials4

6. Purchased Services

7. Unpaid Operator and Family Labour

1 
Horticulture, potatoes and fruit, vegetables produced using farm resources but consumed by the

farm family.

2 Output from activities that are not related to crop or livestock production and that use the farm’s

resources to do this. Examples are value-added activities such as packaging/processing and the

provision of services related to agricultural production, such as custom harvesting.

3 Agricultural outputs that are produced on farm but also used as inputs, for example feed

produced and used on the farm.

4 Purchased from outside the agricultural sector.
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Over the same period, there was no statistically signi…cant change in the
share of crops, but the share of secondary output grew by about 1.6% per
year. These results indicate that there were substantial changes in compo-
sition of agricultural output over the period, with livestock activities giving
way to crops and to secondary agricultural outputs.

A similar analysis of input/output ratios captures the degree to which
input intensities have changed both between inputs and over time. Esti-
mated coe¢cients from log-linear trend equations show annual reductions
of input intensities for capital (-1.0%), land (-2.4%), hired labour (-3.7%),
farm-produced inputs (-1.9% ) and services (-0.6%), while the intensity of
purchased materials actually increased at an average annual rate of about
0.4%.12;13 Together with the results for outputs, these calculations show
that the composition of U.S. agricultural output and the mix of inputs used
in production has changed substantially since the late 1940’s. While this is

a well-known fact, these …gures lend precision to the generality that ‘things
have changed’.

The raw data are used to derive Ft;Ft¡1; and F
G
t ; to calculate the arith-

metic means ymi;t ; p
m
i;t ; for each i and the arithmeticmeans x

m
j;t ;w

m
j;t for each j.

Due to the lag needed to compute changes, all these derived data (other than
F1948) cover the years t = 1949;1950; ¢ ¢ ¢2002: These data are then used with
the raw data to compute values for the Bennet aggregate output and input
price change indicators – IR (pt; yt;pt¡1;yt¡1) and IC

¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
respectively – and the Bennet aggregate output and input quantity change
indicators VR (pt; yt;pt¡1; yt¡1)and VC

¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
respectively:The

nominal implicit wage wI
7;t is computed using the derived series Ft along with

the series x7;t and ht; the derived nominal implicit wage series is then used,
along with the raw and other derived data to compute the growth in real
implicit wage wIRG

7;t series:

12 The same method used for output trends is employed here. Since autocorrelation
was present in the equations for all inputs, …rst-order autoregressions were estimated for
all six inputs and second-order autoregressions were estimated for capital and purchased
materials. Note that the mean of annual growth rates and the estimated compound growth
rate is similar to the estimated trend rate in all cases.
13 These results can also be related to partial factor productivity growth rates, where

H = 1 in each case. Average annual partial factor productivity growth rates by input
were as follows: capital, 1.0%; land, 2.2%; hired labour, 3.6%; farm-produced inputs,
1.8%; purchased inputs -0.6%; purchased services, 0.4%. Only purchased inputs displayed
negative partial productivity growth.
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Figure 2 presents the derived real implicit wage between 1948 and 2002.
In contrast with real net farm income, the real implicit wage did not display
a noticeable trend; on average, it decreased by only 6 cents/hour each year.
There was, however, substantial year-to-year variation – variability around
the mean real implicit wage of $8.31/hour can be divided into …ve distinct
sub-periods (see Figure 3). For 1948-1964, 1980-1985 and 1999-2002 the
average real implicit wage was consistently below the mean, at $6.29/hour,
-1.76/hour and $5.43/hour respectively. In the two sub-periods 1965-1979
and 1986-1998, the average real implicit wage was consistently above the
mean, at $11.98 and $12.28 respectively. These …ve sub-periods, since they
so clearly de…ne ‘above-average’ and ‘below-average’ income performance,
will be useful in summarizing the decomposition results that follow in the
next section.

Based on these data, farm income – expressed as a real implicit wage
– has shown a lack of growth, but has not displayed the steady decline
indicated by the aggregate net farm income data (as illustrated in Figure
1). This suggests that a re-phrasing of the farm problem is needed, relative
to the language used in the Introduction. In particular, it may be more
appropriate to express the farm problem as ‘a lack of growth in the real
implicit wage, in spite of positive productivity growth’, and to analyze the

data in this context.

5 Results

Together, the raw and derived data described above provide all of the infor-
mation needed to compute the decomposition (13) for the period 1949-2002.
The results of these computations are summarized in Table 2 – the complete
results are given in Table B1.

The data in column (A) of Table 2 are average values for the derived
series wIRG

7;t . The series in columns (B)-(E) are average annual values for
series derived using (13), with the following concordance:

(B) IR (pt;yt;pt¡1;yt¡1)= (htxN;t) ;

(C) ¡ IC
¡
wt;xt;wt¡1;xt¡1

¢
= (htxN;t) ;

(D) PFPGt= (htxN;t) ; and

(E) ¡ wIRN;t¡1 [1¡ (ht¡1=ht) (xN;t¡1=xN;t)] :

14



Figure 2. Real Implicit Wage for Operator/ Unpaid 
                 Family Labour, U.S. Agriculture, 1948-2002 
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So the sum of the series (B)-(E) equals series (A), where di¤erences are
due only to rounding.

The results – all are average annual changes measured in 1996 dollars –
show that the contribution of PFPG to the change in the real implicit wage
for the whole period 1949-2002 was 64 cents/hour, while the output price
change component was 75 cents/hour. Both of these e¤ects, however, were

negated by the input price change component, which was -$1.36/hour, and
to a small negative CPI-hours factor of -9 cents/hour.14 Market conditions
therefore worked against PFPG in elevating the real implicit wage.

The sub-period results in Table 2 illustrate the degree to which there
was variability in the relative magnitude of the three main components,
depending upon the direction of change in the real implicit wage. Over the
1949-1964 sub-period, output prices decreased – the output price change
component was -19 cents/hour – and so, even though the CPI-hours e¤ect

was positive, and there was modest PFPG, the real implicit wage fell by 3
cents/hour. For this sub-period, then, the crucial element was the decreased
output price.

During the second sub-period, 1965-1979, the real implicit wage in-
creased; an important part of this was the positive output price change
component. The PFPG component was about three times that in the …rst
sub-period as well. The input price change component was large but, even
with the negative CPI-hours component (due to CPI in‡ation) this only

partially o¤set the output price change and PFPG components.

Between 1980 and 1985, PFPG, at $1.79/hour, was much higher than
in the previous sub-period, but the output price change component, while
positive, was only 29 cents/hour. Together, these components were insuf-
…ciently large to o¤set the input price change and CPI-hours component
together.

In the fourth sub-period, 1986-1998, the PFPG component was much
smaller than in the previous sub-period, but at 83 cents/hour, still higher
than that in the …rst two sub-periods. This did not translate into a similar
increase in the real implicit wage, which increased by 54 cents/hour, because
14With few exceptions, there was an annual reduction in the hours of operator and

unpaid family labour over this period and an annual increase in the CPI for all but two
years. So the negative e¤ect of the CPI-hours component can be fully attributed to CPI
in‡ation.
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the output price change component was only about half that of the combined
e¤ect of the input price change and CPI-hours components.

Between 1999 and 2002, the real implicit wage fell by -$1.59/hour. Al-
though the PFPG component was smaller than in the two previous sub-
periods, at 63 cents/hour it was still larger than that in the …rst two sub-
periods. A key reason for the decrease in the real implicit wage was the neg-
ative output price component – at -65 cents/hour, this ampli…ed the e¤ect of
input price change (-$1.31/hour) combined with the CPI-hours component
(-16 cents/hour).

Figure 4 summarizes the results by sub-period, comparing the PFPG
component with the change in the implicit wage for each period. These re-
sults demonstrate that the contribution made by PFPG to the real implicit
wage has been substantial, and, although varying between sub-periods, gen-
erally increased over time. If one were to look solely at the PFPG numbers,
one would expect to …nd non-trivial growth in the real implicit wage over

the same period. Instead, that growth has not occurred; as illustrated in
Figure 4, PFPG e¤ects have either been muted (as in the …rst and fourth
sub-period) or negated (as in the other three sub-periods).

The largest factor driving this result is the input price component. In
3/5 sub-periods, this component was negated or nearly negated the output
price components. And, in the other two sub-periods, this the input price
component ampli…ed the negative e¤ect of input price changes on the real
implicit wage.

Given the importance of input price changes in the relationship between
the real implicit wage and PFPG, the question arises: which were the most
important elements to this input price change component?

The calculations underlying the results, namely the individual Bennet
indicators of input price change, provide the answer.15 These data show
that the price change indicator for land generally exceeded those for other
inputs. Since the cost of land in the U.S. production account is determined
by the opportunity cost of capital, a large part of the negation of PFPG
e¤ects came from increases in the bond rate.

15 The individual input price change indicators underly the results in column (C) of
Table 2 and of Table B1. The interested reader can derive these using the data in Table
A2 and expression (5a).
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Figure 4. Decomposition of Real Implicit Wage Growth,
United States Agriculture, 1949-2002
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Purchased materials generally accounted for the second-largest input
price change indicator, in spite of only modest price increases for this input.
This price change aspect of the indicator is important and is a characteristic
of the methodology – see (5a). It is possible to have a relatively large price
change indicator for any input, even if there is only a small price change,
providing that the quantity used is large enough. This is especially true
if the input use is increasing – as the trend analysis in the previous sec-
tion indicated, purchased materials was the only input used with increased
intensity over the 1949-2002 period.

The third most important Bennet indicator of input price change was for
hired labour, which generally ranked behind land and purchased materials
but ahead of the remaining inputs. When these e¤ects for labour are com-
bined with those for land and purchased materials, over 71% of the average
overall Bennet indicator of input price change is accounted for.

6 Conclusion

One objective of this analysis has been to …nd reasons for an apparent para-
dox and one element of the ‘farm problem’, namely that productivity growth
in U.S. agriculture has been accompanied by a decline in net farm income
(before direct payments). Adjustment for the number of hours worked by
operators and unpaid family members shows that the real implicit wage to
their labour has been fairly stable between 1949 and 2002. Nevertheless,
observed partial factor productivity growth has not led to increases in this
wage that would be expected. A Bennet decomposition of growth in the real
implicit wage indicates that market price changes have been an important
factor in this lack of income growth from productivity improvements.

The results obtained here suggest that the accepted wisdom – namely
that agricultural productivity growth is key to the sector’s prosperity – has
not taken into account the e¤ect of output and input market price changes

that happen at the same time. These price changes may amplify, mute or
negate potential income gains due to productivity.

In essence, the consequences of productivity growth for net farm income
cannot be evaluated only in a partial manner (i.e. holding all prices …xed).
While this analysis does not address the possible relationship between pro-
ductivity growth and movements in output and input prices, it is probable
that there is a link, i.e. that the two elements are not independent of each
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other. For example, adoption of a higher-yielding variety both by U.S. farm
operators and their international competitors may lead to lower international
prices. Similarly, demand for inputs created by new productivity-increasing
varieties may raise the price of those inputs.

The questions posed by this analysis regarding the relationship between
productivity growth and net farm income growth will hopefully stimulate
debate on the subject. The other aspect of the analysis – use of the Ben-
net decomposition methodology – may also lead to greater interest in this
straightforward but powerful tool for economic analysis.
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Appendix A. The Data

The data for the aggregates listed in Table 1 were obtained from Eldon
Ball (Economic Research Service). While the output and input variables are
documented in [1] and at the ERS web site1, the main features of the data
are reiterated here.

The output data underlying the aggregates used here cover over 100 com-
modities and commodity aggregates. Output for each commodity was derived
as the quantity sold to the non-farm sector plus net additions to inventory and
consumption by farm-households. Net additions to inventory re‡ect any use
of the commodity within farm and transactions between farms (e.g. grain for
feed), since this consumption is assumed to be drawn out of opening stocks;
thus, output is measured in gross rather than value-added terms. Price data
for each of these commodities was then used, along with the quantity data,
to compute Fisher Ideal indexes for the ten aggregates listed in Table A1.

‘Capital excluding Land’ is an aggregate measure of capital services from:
(i) automobiles, trucks, tractors, other farm machinery; (ii) farm structures
(excluding residential) and (iii) crop/livestock inventories. Capital stocks for
the various items in (i) and (ii) were constructed using investment data and
a hyperbolic decay formula. User costs for these items were also constructed
based on the formula corresponding to hyperbolic decay, which includes the
investment de‡ators and opportunity cost of capital.

‘Land’ is a quality-adjusted quantity and price index. The quantity index
was constructed using land area and value data for agricultural districts
across the United States. The price is an ex ante real bond rate.

‘Hired Labour’ is a quality-adjusted quantity and price index for hired
agricultural labour. Changes in the quality of hired labour over time were
accounted for using cross-classi…cations based on characteristics such as age
and education. A quantity index for hired labour was then computed using
the cross-classi…ed data – the aggregation method gives greater weight to
an hour of labour from an employee with a higher marginal product (wage)
than one with a lower marginal product. The price index was then computed
implicitly as the ratio of total expenditure on hired labour to the quality-
adjusted quantity index.

1See the web page www.ers.usda.gov/data/AgProductivity/methods.htm.
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The ‘Farm-Produced Inputs’ aggregate is a Fisher Ideal index computed
using farm use data for each of the 100 or so outputs produced. These data
include seed and feed that are drawn from opening stocks and used on-farm.

The ‘Purchased Materials’ and ‘Purchased Services’ aggregates are also
Fisher Ideal indexes constructed using data for a variety of materials and ser-
vices purchased from businesses outside of the agricultural sector. Purchased
materials include feed, seed and fertilizer purchased from agricultural input
suppliers. Purchased services include veterinary services, custom machine
services and equipment leasing.

The …nal input category, ‘Unpaid Operator and Family Labour’ is the
total hours of unpaid work that operators and their families supplied to their
farming enterprises. These data are not used when computing the input cost
components of the Bennet decomposition, but do provide the denominator
in (10) when computing the real implicit wage to operator and unpaid family
labour and in computing the ‘CPI-hours in‡ation factor’

The hours of operator and unpaid family labour are also taken from the
ERS database. The CPI data are from the United States Bureau of Labour
Statistics (BLS). The input series, hours of operator/unpaid family labour
series and the CPI series are given in Table A2.
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