
surface water rights. From March
to May 2023, farmers who are
surface water right holders
registered in one of four
Washington basins were recruited
to participate in the experiment:
Methow, Okanogan, Walla Walla,
and Yakima.Informational
materials were mailed to farmers
inviting them to complete the
survey and 105 people participated.
Participants were given 22
statements and asked to indicate
to what extent they agreed or
disagreed with them on a scale
from 1 (completely disagree) to 7
(completely agree). The statements
were designed to cover a wide
range of pecuniary and
nonpecuniary benefits of farming 
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Nonpecuniary Effects on Farmer
Behavior: Evidence from
Washington State Farmers with
Surface Water Irrigation
Both monetary and nonpecuniary (i.e. non-
monetary) benefits of farming play a role in
farmer behavior. Farmers who agree more to
receiving social and lifestyle benefits from
farming are more likely to continue farming in
the next 10 years while those with over 1000
acres of farmland are more likely to participate
in water markets as buyers or sellers. These
findings are useful to understand the farmer's
decision-making behavior in the Western US.

Climate change puts additional
pressure on the limited water
supplies in the Western United
States (US). Most of the water in
this region goes to agriculture so it
is important to understand
farmers’ choices as they are the
central drivers of water use.
Farmers can participate in
financially lucrative water markets
to alleviate the pressure on limited
water supplies, but market
participation means the farmer will
no longer be able to farm. As such
nonpecuniary benefits of farming
often keep farmers in the field
rather than participating in
markets. Nonpecuniary benefits
are non-monetary benefits from
operating a farm that impacts 

individual utility and may explain
why some choose to farm despite
more profitable opportunities such
as water trading and off-farm labor
being available. There is a lack of
research on the effect of
nonpecuniary benefits on the
behavior of farmers who irrigate
and are in the western US, so this
work examines the relationship
between nonpecuniary benefits of
farming and farmers’ decisions
regarding (1) increasing future
production, (2) remaining in
farming, (3) holding an off-farm
job, and (4) participating in water
markets. 

This work ran an online survey for
Washington State farmers with 

Suhina Deol, Jonathan Yoder, and Joseph Cook

This research highlight is based on a published work
(see last page).



https://wrc.wsu.edu/project/technology-for-trade/ 2

TECHNOLOGY FOR TRADE: TOOLS FOR WATER EFFICIENCY IN AGRICULTURE

(see Table 1). Most farmers
somewhat agree (mean greater
than 6) that farming communities
are a great place to live and raise
children. These statements classify
as nonpecuniary benefits of
farming. Respondents slightly
agree (mean greater than 5) that
farmers look out for each other,
and being your own boss is the best
thing about farming. They slightly
disagree that they make a good
living from farming (mean=3.90),
farming is hard work but the
financial rewards make it
worthwhile (mean=3.77), and there
are substantial monetary rewards
from farm work (mean =3.32).
Farmer decisions and demographic
information were asked at the end
of the survey. 

Results were analyzed to examine
the association between farmer
demographics and variables on real
world farmer behaviors: (1)
increasing farm production in the
next 3 years, (2) planning to keep
farming in the next 10 years, (3)
currently holding an off-farm job in
addition to farming, and (4)
participating in leasing or selling
water rights in the past. 

Results suggest that both
pecuniary and nonpecuniary
benefits play a role in farmer
behavior. First, the analysis finds
that farmers with successors are
significantly more likely to
increase future farm production
over the next three years. Farmers
with a high income (greater than
$100,000 annual household 

income) and receive social and
lifestyle benefits from farming are
more likely to continue farming in
the next 10 years. In the Western
US, only 58 percent of farmers do
not have off-farm jobs. This work
finds that farmers over 60 years
old with high income and more
full-time employees are less likely
to have an off-farm job.
Participants with smaller farms are
more likely to have a job off-farm
and less likely to continue farming
in the next ten years. Participants
with farms with over 1000 acres
are significantly more likely to
participate in water markets. These
farmers may be buyers or sellers.
The authors speculate large
farmers may be participating in
water markets more often than
others as buyers.
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People farm for a variety of reasons
and not all farming decisions are
profit-driven. Therefore it is
important to look at more than
income or pecuniary benefits of
farming when examining farmer
decisions and utility. This study
shows nonpecuniary benefits also
play a role in farmer behavior and
utility maximization in Washington
state. For example, higher income
was not significantly correlated
with a farmer increasing
production over the next three
years but having a farm successor
was significantly correlated. Also,
farmers with higher income and
who enjoyed social and lifestyle
factors of rural communities were
more likely to continue farming in
the next 10 years. Therefore,
nonpecuniary benefits of farming
should be taken into consideration
when enacting programs to
conserve land and participate in
water markets that take people
away from actively farming their
cropland.
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