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Abstract:  This study explores the 1,650 hosts of World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms 

(WWOOF) in the continental USA.   Analyzing the spatial patterns of WWOOF hosts, on 

two levels, provided insight into why hosts are located where they are.  First, using 

Geographical Information Systems (GIS), variables, such as unemployment rate, natural 

amenity index and racial diversity index, were statistically tested in relation to the number 

of WWOOF hosts on the county scale.  Two variables consistently positively correlate 

with WWOOF host locations: Bohemian index and number of organic farms.  WWOOF 

hosts are more likely to live in counties with higher levels of topography, unemployment 

rate, percentage of female and minority farm operators, percentage of farms with 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) shares and high value goods, such as jams or 

beef jerky.  They are not in counties with high farming populations and full-time farmers.  

Secondly, twelve interviews with WWOOF hosts in New York State provided a means of 

ôground truthingõ the GIS findings.  Interviews revealed that hosts choose to live in New 

York because they are familiar with the area, the land is cheap, they have more space or 

there is a social connection, either eco-community or family and friends.  This study 

reveals there are patterns regarding the locations of hosts in the USA because hosts are 

looking for places where they have social support and community for organic growing. 

WWOOF has great potential for spreading more sustainable farming and tourism 

methods; therefore, it is necessary to know where these initiatives are occurring.   

Key terms: WWOOF, Organic Movement, Farm Stays, Volunteer Labor 
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Introduction 

1.1.  Introduction 

There is growing recognition that current industrial agriculture is an unsustainable system 

for its social, economic and environmental consequences.  Industrial agriculture depletes the 

soil, diminishes fertility, pollutes water sources, and largely relies on petroleumña very limited 

and increasingly expensive resource.  Though industrial farming has allowed labor and capital 

to move off of farms into other sectors of the economy, it also accompanies a growing 

disconnect between food and consumers (Bell 2004).  The current agricultural system and 

chains of production create a culture that has little connection to the processes and people 

who grow food.  World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF) represents one of many 

social movements by individuals and communities worldwide that reject or challenge the 

dominant agricultural system.  Organic farming is the primary activity hosts perform, however 

there are variations of organic growing.1 The prerequisites and requirements for hosts range 

dramatically, with some countries emphasizing organic methods, such as the United Kingdom, 

and others focusing more on the cultural exchange and bridging òcity and country,ó like Japan.   

More specifically, WWOOF in the United States attempts to òbuild a global 

community conscious of ecological farming practicesó (WWOOF-USA 2011).  In the United 

States alone, there are more than 1,650 WWOOF farms and gardens that provide meal and 

board in exchange for labor.  In the process, participants learn about sustainable living 

through managing gardens, building natural structures, keeping bees, working with livestock 

                                                           
1 òIn an effort to provide access to a greater diversity of experience, where it is possible to learn and experience 
what might be called a sustainable ethos of ecological, social and economic responsibility some WWOOF groups 
have hosts that are for example, places like health and healing centers, pottery and arts, building and restoring 
buildings, organic cafes and restaurants, dealing with animals, eco villages, brewing and production of foods, 
nature guide centre, centers for the environmentó (WWOOF 2011) 

Chapter 

1 
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and making cheese, among hundreds of other tasks.  Hosts and volunteers dedicate their time 

in the fields towards creating a more direct food supply chainñfrom their organically grown 

gardens to their tables.  They aim to spread and provide opportunities for those interested, 

often the youth or college-aged individuals, to participate and learn about organic farming 

methods (Figure 1).  As a global organization, the WWOOF organization aims to create 

greater awareness and value for food around the world; however, little is known about the 

background, motivations and aspirations of these organic hosts, especially in the USA.   

 

Figure 1. An advertisement for WWOOF in the UK. 

 

1.2. World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF) 

WWOOF, which currently stands for World-Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, was 

started in the 1970s by Sue Coppard in the United Kingdom.  Originally known as Working 

Weekends on Organic Farms and then Willing Worker on Organic Farms2, the organization was 

created to allow city folk the opportunity to get to the countryside and connect with food and 

rural areas.  The establishment of the WWOOF organization corresponded with the òBack to 

the Land Movementó of the 1970s.  The mid 1970s experienced a surge in rural re-location, as 

well as an increase in experimentation with co-ops, communes and collectives (Case 1979).  In 

                                                           
2 The confusion caused by the word ôworkõ compelled the changed the name to ôWorld Wide Opportunitiesõ. 
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hopes of a more simple and self-sufficient lifestyle, urban individuals and families felt 

compelled to return to the ôcountrysideõ landscape in order to return to the land and their 

food.  WWOOF offered, and still does, a more temporary, short-term solution to the desire of 

experiencing a greater connection with rural life and organic farming. The WWOOF 

organization has grown quickly over the last decade around the world, especially in the United 

States.  There are few organizations that provide an exchange of labor for food and 

accommodation on the scale that the WWOOF organization does.   

Today, the WWOOF organization connects wandering souls, prospective farmers and 

curious adventurers to farmers that are in need of workers.  WWOOF is a loose network of 

individuals, families and/or communities around the world that share a common philosophy 

to promote the organic movement: òa movement [that tries to] transcend nationality, age, sex, 

religion and social group, and unites those individuals who care for the earth as if they were 

members of one large familyó (WWOOF International 2011).  Though these hosts vary 

significantly in regards to their lifestyles and growing methods, it is assumed that they share 

the aims of teaching and learning practical farming skills and of being a part of the organic 

agriculture movement. The organization expanded to fifty countries  

 

Figure 2.  The organization is distributed world-wide, with varying degrees of involvement and number of hosts 

in each country.  The light orange indicates no formal WWOOF organization. 
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worldwide in the 1990s and today it contains over 6,000 hosts in 100 countries (Ord 2010).  

New Zealand, Australia, the United States, and Canada are considered the largest and most 

versatile WWOOF organizations with over 900 hosts in each county (Figure 2).   

Generally, the main tenets of the WWOOF organization are to enable people to get 

firsthand experience of organic growing techniques; to have an enriching experience living on 

a farm; to help make organic production a viable alternative; and to improve communications 

within the organic movement (WWOOF Independents 2011).  The WWOOF organization 

aims to connect visitors interested in gaining hands-on experience in sustainable living to 

organic farms, communities and garden projects.  Unlike many commercial tourist farms, the 

aim of WWOOF is to promote sustainability and rural culture, arguably a form of community 

economies, through volunteer traveling.  Depending on the county, some branches have more 

of an emphasis on the rural living and cultural exchange, while others highlight the education 

of the organic methods.  

 

Figure 3. The missions of the WWOOF organization vary across the world. While some organizations 

emphasize the cultural exchange and traveling aspects, others advocate organic practices and learning farming 

methods. 
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For example, Australia specifically mentions that you can learn about Australia through the 

WWOOF cultural exchange: òleave the tourist trail and see the real Australiaó (WWOOF 

Australia, 2011).  In this sense, WWOOF caters towards tourists. Yet, some organizations are 

trying to separate from WWOOF as merely being a farms stay.  The organization emphasizes 

a ôbottom upõ approach to spread the organic movement and rural community development 

(Figure 3).   

 

1.2.1. How it Works 
The organization in each country provides a òHost Farm Directoryó for a small fee, 

usually $20 to $30.  Once participants have received the list, either by snail mail, e-mail, or 

through an online directory, they have access to contact information of hosts and can 

independently contact the host of their choice.  WWOOF does not screen every WWOOFer 

or host farm and therefore they recommend clear and open conversations about expectations 

between both the hosts and volunteers.  Hosts have the ability to screen WWOOFers and 

decline requests.  Once an agreement is arranged between the WWOOF host and 

WWOOFer, the participant is responsible for finding a way to get to the host location.  

Sometimes, hosts will pick them up from train or bus stations.   

Once at the host site, which can range from being a United State Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) certified organic farm to a family homestead, WWOOF has fairly strict 

guidelines that require the participant to work around four to six hours a day in exchange for 

food and board.  The duration and intensity of work hours are determined by the host and the 

host also decides whether or not he or she would like to work with side-by-side with the 

WWOOFer.  There is no requirement for working alongside WWOOFers, but some hosts 

and participants argue that in order to teach the organic farming skills and techniques that the 

organization emphasizes it is necessary for the host to work with volunteers for some hours.  

Since hosts can be non-governmental organizations (NGOs), educational centers, intentional 

or eco-communities, small holdings, county estates, hostels, Buddhist meditation centers, B & 

Bs, commercial farms and orchards, etc, the type of ôworkõ or activities that WWOOFers are 

involved in vary from weeding3 to working at farmerõs markets to cleaning hostel rooms 

(Greenman 2009).   The organization is merely a network and does not inspect hosts, and so 

the living arrangements and food quantity and quality can range significantly.   

                                                           
3 Some hosts and volunteers jokingly argue that the organization should be changed to òWilling Weeder on 
Organic Farmsó due to the abundance of weeding in which WWOOFers tend to get assigned.  Hosts view 
weeding as a low-risk, fairly easy task that does not cause too much damage if done poorly (Farmer 3). 
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 Coppard (2011), the founder of WWOOF,  believes that the organic movement 

should be open to all and so òthere is no qualifying criteria for hosts other than being organic 

and even that is a matter of interpretation, as a host with an organic veggie garden would 

qualify as being able to provide education in organic growing techniquesó (Mosedale 2010).  

Similarly, USA WWOOF does not limit hosts.  The founder of the organization states that: 

 

Our organic criteria are that a host is not using synthetic or chemical inputs.  This 

seems adequate for us, and specific enough.  We do not require USDA certification 

because, as a former certified organic farmer, I know how invasive, expensive, and 

inadequate it can be.  We are very satisfied with our program and we all appreciate 

how low-key and self-regulating it is.  We rely on member feedback and comments on 

host profiles to know where inappropriate farms are on our site.  We certainly do 

highlight the cultural as well as educational exchange throughout our organization (R. 

L. Goldsmith, personal communication, 18 April 2011)  

 

Part of the attraction of WWOOF is that it is simple and unbureaucratic.  It is inclusive to all 

who desire to spread the organic movement. The diversity of WWOOF hosts and the 

inclusivity of the organization are attractive features of WWOOF.   

On the other hand, several common problems have been identified. First, some 

volunteers may simply take advantage of the free food and lodging, and use the program as a 

way to see the county, live cheaply, or vacation. The volunteers often stay for short durations, 

even though training may take a few days.  The constant turn-over can be draining to hosts, 

who often, especially in the USA, become inclined to housing longer-term workers and interns 

(Figure 4). The resources, time and energy that go into hosting a WWOOF can be 

astronomical, especially if they are very needy (e.g., requesting a ride to different places, and 

particular kinds of meals). In turn, some hosts exploit the free labor through assigning tedious 

tasks or longer-than-expected hours.  Both hosts and volunteers can be exploited in this 

atypical exchange.   
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Figure 4. USA WWOOF offers more opportunities for longer term work and internships in comparison to 

other national WWOOF organizations. 

 

1.3.  Background of Study 

1.3.1 Industrial agriculture and contemporary capitalism 

The current agricultural system, also called òconventional farming,ó òmodern 

agricultureó, or òindustrial farming,ó has provided tremendous gains in productivity and 

efficiency.  Though conventional farming systems vary across nations and farms, industrial 

agriculture often involves rapid technology innovation (machinery, etc), large capital 

investments, large-scale farms, monoculture, uniform high-yielding hybrid crops, extensive use 

of pesticides, fertilizers, and external energy outputs, high labor efficiency, and dependency on 

agribusiness (Gold 1999). Many believe that these characteristics of farming have permitted a 

rise in modern economic development by freeing up agricultural labor to engage with other 

productive activities, as well as by creating an abundant and inexpensive supply of food.   

Nevertheless, environmental and health-related problems associated with this current 

industrial agricultural system are well documented (Bell 2004; Cook & Crane 19961999; 
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DuPuis 2006; Evans et al 2002; Goodman & DuPuis 2002; Guthman 2004; Holmgren 2002; 

Hines 2000; Kovel 2007; Maxey 2006; Schloegel 2007).  The use of chemicals, monocropping 

techniques and genetically modified seeds, among other conventional farming methods, 

deplete soil and water resources, pollute groundwater, reduce genetic diversity, put stress on 

pollinators and other beneficial species, and alter landscapes (i.e. eutrophication, 

desertification, loss of wetlands and wildlife habitats, climate change, etc.) (Gold 1999).  The 

high-input agriculture often leads to salination, which diminishes soil life and structure, as well 

as its range of minerals and trace elements, resulting in soil erosion, less robust animals and 

crops, and eventually decreasing harvests (Coppard 2010). The use of pesticides and nitrogen 

fertilizers, as well as antibiotics in animal production, contaminates the water and food that we 

consume.   

While these ecological and human health- related problems are undoubtedly 

important, some believe that they are problems of, and therefore can be eliminated by the 

enhancement of, technology.  However, others argue that the problems of industrial 

agriculture are arguably deeper and more systemic.  These challenges are rooted in the 

historical geography of global capitalism (Harvey 2000). In this historical process, agriculture 

becomes another arena in which maximizing profitability through commodity production is 

the chief driving force (just as òorganicó farming is also increasingly subsumed under the 

capitalist logic). Kovel (2007) views industrial agriculture as a system based on domination and 

therefore the disintegration of the planetary ecosystem.  Generally, the assumptions on which 

industrial agriculture rests upon includes: (i) nature is something to overcome and dominate 

(ii) development requires a continuation of larger farms, and eventually a depopulation of rural 

communities (iii) progress can be measured by increased material consumption (iv) that 

efficiency is measured by profit and (v) science is the best way to measure natural forces and 

produce social good (Gold 1999).  

As a consequence, consumerism and materialism promote livelihoods that view rural 

areas and farming as a realm that has been left behind, physically and culturally.  For the 

average American, agriculture is something that she or he does not encounter in daily activities 

(Bell 2004). Increasingly, the use of farms as spaces of agritourism promote an idea that 

agriculture is a space one can enter, or escape, when one wants to leave the chaotic city.  

Critiques of industrial agriculture, and the values it instills, agree that it exploits the Earthõs 

precious resources and that the continuation of these current activities will destroy humanity.   
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1.3.2. Social transformation and the role of utopia4 

In the intellectual discourse where market-oriented capitalism is advocated as òthe 

only way,ó Harvey (2000) argues that liberals are failing to promote an alternative social order 

based on equality and justice. For this reason, authors such as Kovel (2007) advocate for 

creating a new society based on òecocentric productionó or òecosocialistó ideals:  

 

ôecosocialismõ refers to a society that is recognizably socialist, in that the producers 

have been reunited with the means of production in a robust efflorescence of 

democracy; and also recognizably ecological, in that the ôlimits to growthõ are finally 

respected, and nature is recognized as having intrinsic value, and thereby allowed to 

resume its inherently formative path (Kovel 2007:8). 

 

Kovelõs call for a complete restructuring of economic system, rejecting the current global 

capitalism, may be seen as a utopian thinking.  Indeed, the idea of sustainability, or preserving 

resources for future generations while accommodating the basic needs of present inhabitants, 

is a deeply utopian concept (Baeten 2002; Blomley 2007). Utopian thinking is often regarded 

with a great deal of suspicion these days (for example, communism as a failed utopian 

project), but some authors argue that that optimistic visions of hope are precisely what 

mobilizes resources for social transformation (Harvey 2000, Wright 2006). The challenge lies, 

according to Harvey (2000), in the negotiation between idealized, utopian visions (which are 

often static and exclusionary of both spatial and temporal elements), and the spatiality and 

temporality of existing places. 

Wright (2006; 2010) approaches this problem by arguing that alternatives to capitalism 

are credible and can exist within the framework of our institutions.  Wright declares that 

alternatives are not given and must be imagined and constructed, especially since neoliberal 

hegemony has destroyed the imagination of the movement. It is important to òenvision real 

utopias rather than fantasies because of the attempt to formulate workable designs for viable 

institutionsó (Wright 2010).  Wrightõs devotion to òthe Real Utopia Project,ó which is a 

project designed to rid the tension between dreams and practice, places his work as an 

example of an existing alternatives.   

 

                                                           
4 Utopia: a vision of hope, òsocial dreaming,ó òexploring the possibilities of a future which could afford as 
creative and fulfilling a life as possibleó (Turner 1972:1) 
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The Real Utopias Project is an attempt at countering this cynicism by sustaining and 

deepening serious discussion of radical alternatives to existing institutions. The 

objective is to focus on specific proposals for the fundamental redesign of basic social 

institutions rather than on either general, abstract formulations of grand designs, or on 

small reforms of existing practices. This is a tricky kind of discussion to pursue 

rigorously. It is much easier to talk about concrete ways of tinkering with existing 

arrangements than it is to formulate plausible radical reconstructions (Wright 2010). 

 

Though there are significant challenges in creating radical alternatives to the existing world 

system, Wright believes that transformations of social institutions of the current system is 

within the grasp of human beings, and that utopian thinking plays an important role in 

collectively and effectively fostering change and creating alternatives.  

 

1.2.3. Alternative economies and ôActually Existing Sustainabilityõ 

In a similar vein to Harvey and Wright, but focusing more strongly on existing 

practices, Gibson-Graham (2006) and Krueger and Agyeman (2005) argue that elements of 

alternative society are present here and now.  For them, sustainability, or alternatives to the 

current capitalist system, does not necessarily involve a paradigm shift, but rather a 

continuation and extension of existing policies and institutions. Gibson-Graham (2006), for 

example, points to the growing number of community-scale projects as evidence of alternative 

economies within the larger structure of capitalism (Blomley 2007; Hines 2000; Jessop 2002; 

Leyshon et al 2003; Mosedale 2006; Paasi 2005; Pinder 2002; Samer 2006; Sayer & Walker 

1992 Watts 2001). They caution us that the economy is not simply an abstract notion, but 

rather as something that people live out in their everyday life, and that òcapitalnormativityó 

blinds us from seeing the multiplicity of economic relationships that are present around us 

(Gibson-Graham 1996).   

Similarly, Krueger and Agyeman (2005) call for a greater focus on òactual practices 

rather than broad initiatives or agendas, or even guiding principles,ó which were about 

sustainable development (411). Following Altavaterõs (1993) òactually existing socialism,ó the 

societies of East European socialism during the Cold War, they adopt the term òactually 

existing sustainabilityó which is òa social process with the resultant tensions emerging from 

enormous differences in social, institutional, and discursive practices that often seem irrational 

at best and schizophrenic at worstó (416), and try to òconceptualize sustainability from the 
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ground up, as it actually exists in local places, as a set of evolving practicesó (416). In 

examining a set of practices, rather than the ideological struggle between capitalism and 

sustainability, people can be held more accountable to their actions.  Accordingly, rather than 

examining sustainability discourse and practice at the national or international scale, they 

believe that the city-region is the appropriate scale for the exploration of political engagement 

with sustainability.  

 

1.3.4. Rural Areas as Potential Sites of Sustainability Initiatives 

A large number of studies on utopian possibilities and alternative economies have 

typically focused on the urban settings (Friedmann 2002; Gunder & Hillier 2007; Harvey 

2002; Krueger & Agyeman 2005; MacLeod 2002; Pinder 2002).  Given that the majority of the 

world population lives in urban settings today, the argument that òwe must make urban areas 

sustainableó is quite persuasive.  Indeed, cities have been the main arena of environmental 

policies and politics, socio-spatial justice, urban regeneration and alternative life style 

movements (Blomley 2007; Krueger and Agyeman 2005; Pinder 2002; Webster 2001), even 

though cities continue to be patchwork-quilts of utopia and dystopia (MacLeod 2002).  

In this intellectual climate, rural areas are often excluded from the contemporary 

utopian discourse. Rural areas, at least in the United States, are often portrayed and 

approached as places of despair, distress, population loss, environmental degradation and 

competitive disadvantage (Isserman 2009).  In this rural discourse, the focus turns to 

alternative economies and small-scale approaches to sustainability, as manifested in agro-food 

networks, localism and environmental conservation (Allen et al 2003; Belasco 1993; Bell & 

Valentine 1997; DuPuis 2006).  Although various initiatives for community development and 

environmental sustainability are recorded (e.g., Weber (2003) on grassroots ecosystem 

management (GREM) projects)5, relatively few scholars approach rural areas as sites of 

innovative sustainability practices. Yet, rural areas may be more appropriate sites for 

alternatives to capitalism as evident by the Backðto-the-Land movement and diverse array of 

communitarian and utopian experiments:   

 

                                                           
5 He describes rural communities in the western United States, such as Willapa Bay, Washington; Henryõs Fork 
watershed, Idaho; Applegate Valley, Oregon, that have integrated environmental sustainability while also building 
institutional capacity to ensure a future desired by local residents.   
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Many of the characteristics often cited as making economies and commodities 

ôalternativeõ overlap with those frequently cited as defining ôruralõ places and products; 

more face-to-face interactions, less physical and social distance between production 

and consumption, a thorough embedding of the economic in a social context and 

more (McCarthy 2006: 804).   

 

Rural settings house many communities that emphasize self-sufficiency, cooperation, 

community participation and mutual dependence.  McCarthy (2006) notes that rural spaces, 

products and identities, which are all heavily associated with the local, coincide with the 

imagination and creation of alternative economies.  These alternative economies support 

Gibson-Grahamõs call to recognize and enact alternatives to the dominant capitalist 

formations.   

 

1.3.5. Existing studies on WWOOF 

To date, virtually no studies have examined WWOOF within the framework of 

alternative economies and actually existing sustainablities.  The WWOOF organization and 

ideas have been covered in blogs, magazines, and newspapers amply, but there has been 

surprisingly minimal academic, or peer reviewed, investigation.   

 

Figure 5. Japan WWOOF emphasizes cultural exchange and touristic pursuits, as well as organic farming 

and living. 

 

WWOOF is often used as a model organization for sustainable traveling and tourism 

organizations.  Schloegel (2007) highlights WWOOF in Panama as a òwell-established 

international volunteer programó with the òpotential for volunteers to share new ideas with 

local farmers, and vice versaó (247).  In Japan and South Korea, WWOOF is increasingly 



18  

 

viewed as a form of tourism that can contribute to local development, well-being and learning, 

as well as socio-cultural environmental conversation (Choo and Jamal, 2008) (Figure 5).  The 

organization can be characterized as òa potentially new form of ecotourism (eco-organic farm 

tourism)ó (Choo and Jamal, 2008:431).  Similarly, Moscardo (2008) views tourists, such as 

WWOOFers, as contributors to regional development though their low-cost labor.  Access to 

human resources and low cost labor is an important tool for agriculturally dominated regions.  

Ooi and Laing (2010) cite WWOOF as a form of volunteer tourism that can benefit 

backpacker tourism.  They describe WWOOF as a low-cost network that has the potential to 

assist local farmers and communities around the world through the dedication, promotion, 

and sharing of sustainable living.  Many authors focus on the volunteer nature of WWOOF to 

provide a value-added activity for international backpackers, or those who seek new, exciting 

and different adventures.    

More specifically, information available on the USA WWOOF organization is mainly 

through blogs, radio clips, and newspaper and magazine articles.  Many environmental 

magazines, such as E-The Environmental or Mother Earth News, focus on the organic educational 

and traveling opportunities that WWOOF USA provides.  In these and other publications, 

WWOOF is illustrated as a ôno payõ working holiday adventure.  Loftus (2011) describes the 

steady increase in the number of WWOOF participants and hosts in the USA: òLodging can 

be basic and the work mundane, but for manyñmembership in the U.S. chapter doubled in 

the last yearñthe opportunity to travel and learn about organic farming is worth the elbow 

greaseó (26).  The rapid growth in the number of WWOOF participants stems from an 

increased interest in local, cheap vacation options that include good-feeling work outdoors.   

On the other hand, Ryan Leo Goldsmith, the WWOOF USA administrator and 

founding board member, claims that some people are WWOOFing because they are serious 

about farming, but a majority of members simply want to "get more involved with the 

movement toward local and sustainable agricultureó (Chin 2008).  The WWOOF experience 

provides opportunities for self-learning.  WWOOF is depicted as a program for those who are 

interested in farming, but who have no farm experience or who want to experience something 

less formal than an internship (English 2007).  

Academic research on the WWOOF organization in the USA, and internationally, is 

quite limited, especially from a geographic perspective.  Only four peer-reviewed papers focus 

specifically on WWOOF.  New Zealand is known for its size and well-established reputation 

as a WWOOF destination and its organization has been explored the most.  McIntosh and 
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Campbell (2001) investigated New Zealand host farms, the motivations and ecological values 

of the hosts and how they fit in to farm tourism.  These hosts were more òenvironmentally 

minded, possessed environmentally-based values, displayed environmental concern and 

reported following sound environmental practicesó (111).  WWOOF hosts provided visitors 

with greater self-development, care and concern about the natural environment, and support 

for the organic movement.  McIntosh and Bonnemann (2006) conducted a complimentary 

study that explored the volunteer perspective of WWOOF in New Zealand.  On a personal 

level, volunteers seek authentic experiences, express an interest in travel, and a desire for 

personal growth.  Interpersonally, WWOOFers show a desire to help, to interact with locals 

and cultures, and to meet new people.  Ord (2010) analyzed Canadian WWOOF data in hopes 

of identifying where WWOOF fits in the conversations on tourism.  She argues that òtourism, 

organic farming, and environmental sustainability can all be linked through organizations such 

as WWOOF that facilitate market synergies and symbiotic relationshipsó (Ord 2010, 19).  

Thus, WWOOF has chiefly been studied from a tourism lens and in how it can contribute to 

rural development and tourism.   

 Most recently, Mosedale (2010) explored the alternative economies of the WWOOF 

New Zealand organization.  He argues that there is a gap in literature regarding community 

and alternative economic development as it relates to labor mobility.  Since people are 

becoming increasingly mobile and globally connected it is important to study how mobile 

individuals interact with multiple economies and experiences.   

 

The aim [of studying WWOOF] is to move forward in our understanding of the 

cultural and socio-economic construction of alternative economic practices focusing 

primarily on the determination of value of the exchange relationship.  It is important 

to emphasize that much of the attraction and popularity of WWOOFing lies in the 

complex interplay of unpredictability, alternative experiences, embeddedness in local 

culture, cheapness and the flexible and transient nature of the alternative system 

(Mosedale 2011) 

 

While Mosedale understands that there are other factors that contribute to the popularity of 

WWOOF, namely the adventure and flexibility, he views WWOOF as a useful organization to 

study labor mobility in alternative economies.  WWOOF is a beneficial way to increasing 

awareness of alternative solutions to industrial agriculture, as well as transfer knowledge within 
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and outside the organic movement.  The organization provides a network of multifaceted, 

flexible and open-ended economic practices that can be transferred through the traveling 

participants.   

 

1.4. Objectives of the study 

WWOOF is recognized as a growing organization that celebrates sustainability, or 

hope for the future, on the grass-roots level.  The purpose of this thesis is to explore 

geographical patterns of WWOOF USA from a supplier (host) perspective. This will be done 

through a county-level analysis of hosts in the continental USA and with a particular focus on 

the WWOOF farms in the Upstate New York region.  By combining quantitative and 

qualitative analytical methods, I wish to provide much needed empirical evidence to support 

the emerging literature of actually existing sustainabilities and alternative economies.  The 

central research question is: what do the locations of WWOOF hosts reveal about the cultural 

and structural settings of alternative economies, which give emphasize on other forms of 

capital beside economic ones?    

 

Based on the central research question, two key questions are addressed: 

 

Where are WWOOF hosts located?  What does this reveal about alternative economies?  

Spatially uneven development is a hallmark of capitalism (Harvey 2000), and has been 

subject to numerous studies in geography, economics, and other social science fields.  If 

WWOOF can be seen as a radical challenge to the capitalist mode of production and its 

associated problems (e.g., wage labor, industrial agriculture, and uneven growth), are 

WWOOF farms located in places where such problems are felt particularly acutely? Or, 

alternatively, do WWOOF hosts tend to choose locations that do not mitigate, or even 

reinforce, uneven development? What are the actual rationales behind the WWOOF hostsõ 

locational decision making? 

 

How do they represent alternative economies?  What do hosts in New York value?  

WWOOF hosts participate in a diverse array of activities which classify as alternative 

economies.  In fact, the nature of this organization and hosts are based upon exchange 

relationships and alternative lifestyles.  Although WWOOF is generally conceived as a form of 
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alternative economies, it is not necessarily obvious what is ôalternativeõ and how much these 

alternative communities impact their surrounding environments.  Recent regional 

development and tourism literature suggest a critical importance of different forms of 

òcapital,ó as opposed to narrow economic capital based on monetary profits, for sustainable 

development.  How are different forms of capital (social, intellectual, natural) òaccumulatedó 

by WWOOF farms?  What can this reveal about uneven òeconomic-capitaló development? 

 

In examining the spatial patterns of WWOOF individuals, couples, families and 

communities, insight can be provided into the geography of organically-minded farmers, 

gardeners and educators.  Locations of WWOOF hosts are chosen not on their basis of access 

to markets, or relative locations, but rather, I hypothesize, because of the differences in local 

conditionsñin this case, land costs, taxes, organic market, organic networks.  These choices 

are increasingly dependent on the dynamics of social collective, or organic and more open 

communities.  I argue that WWOOF hosts arrange themselves in specific patterns of living 

due to the natural, economic, and social conditions in those areas.   This thesis explores if 

WWOOF hosts attempt to balance out uneven geographical fixes, which are products of 

imbalances formed between social needs, economic imperatives and environmental concerns 

(Whitehead 2010).  WWOOF hosts tend to be arranged in areas that exhibit cultural and 

structural characteristics of òalternativeó economies, which emphasize non-monetary capital 

and exchanges.   

 

1.5. Outline of Thesis   

   

In the following chapter, the quantitative (GIS) and qualitative methods (interviews) 

are explained in greater detail.  Through GIS analysis and interviews, the location and 

aspirations of hosts are more clearly fit into alternative economy conversations. Chapter 3 

discusses the geography of WWOOF USA hosts and the statistical relationship between 35 

variables tested at the county level. This investigation gives clarity into where hosts are located 

and what type of counties they live in.  Chapter 4 is devoted to the values and belief systems 

that WWOOF hosts share as evident by the twelve interviews and six completed 

questionnaires conducted in upstate New York.  As a method of ground-truthing, these 

interviews acted as a supplement to GIS analysis and provided insight into what truly 

motivates WWOOF host locations and lifestyles.  Chapter 5 sums up the study and highlights 
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ways in which WWOOF hosts represent alternative economies.  Lastly, Chapter 6 suggests 

possibilities for future research on this organization and its organic movement.   
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Methods and Data 

This study is conducted on two levels, a mixed methodology of quantitative and 

qualitative research.  The two components are: (1) geographic analysis of WWOOF hosts in 

the continental USA and (2) interviews with New York state farmers.  

 

2.1. Locations and distributions of WWOOF hosts 

In 2001, WWOOF USA was founded in Santa Cruz, CA by Ryan òLeoó Goldsmith 

and friends.  Initially, the organization provided a host list for only California, but it quickly 

expanded òto accommodate the need of a cohesive nationwide WWOOF-USAó (Goldsmith 

2011).  Currently, the organization has hosts in all 50 states, Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin 

Islands.  It is listed as a 501(c) 3 non-profit organization that is òpart of a world-wide effort to 

link volunteers with organic farmers in order to promote an educational exchange and to build 

a global community conscious of ecologically sustainable farming practicesó (Goldsmith 

2011).  As of March 2011, the WWOOF USA directory lists about 1,650 hosts and about 

11,200 active one-year memberships.  Unfortunately, the USA organization does not collect 

demographic data from participants, but studies and data available from Canada and New 

Zealand indicate that the average participant is typically a single, young (18-24 years old) 

student coming from the United States, Canada, or Europe (McIntosh 2006; Ord 2010).  

Anecdotal evidence indicates that U.S. hosts receive a large number of domestic WWOOFers.   

The continental USA contains 3,108 counties, including Virginiaõs independent cities, 

and 2,532 of these counties do not have any WWOOF hosts (Appendix A).  304 counties 

have one WWOOF host, 105 have two hosts, 54 have three hosts, 20 counties have four 

hosts, 18 counties have five hosts, ten counties have six hosts, and six counties have seven 

hosts.  Jackson and Lane (Oregon) house 26 and 16 hosts, while Sonoma and Mendocino 

(California) contain 26 and 33 hosts, respectively.  

Chapter 

2 
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A map of WWOOF host locations (n=1,232) by county shows two obvious 

concentrations hosts along the West coast and Appalachia (Map 1), but a closer look at the 

map indicates other clusters of hosts around specific cities, such as Austin, Texas; Santa Fe 

and Albuquerque, Ashville, and Tuscan.6  

The locations of WWOOF hosts are further tested in Local Moranõs I to determine 

which counties have similar concentrations of WWOOF hosts (Map 2).  The index values 

measure the strength of the spatial correlation, while the Z scores reveal the statistical 

significance of the test (Map 3).  Since this test creates scores based on areas of similar values, 

two types of clusters materialize.  Areas, such as the West coast, the four corner States, 

Western Tennessee, New York, New England, as well as the city areas of Austin, TX; 

Madison, MN; Washington D.C., have high index and Z scores, which indicate that they have 

statistically significant WWOOF host clusters.  The counties in the central USA also have high 

scores because they are clusters of areas that do not have any WWOOF hosts.  The negative 

Z scores show counties with dissimilar numbers of WWOOF hosts.  For example, southern 

counties in Colorado have a negative value, even though they have WWOOF hosts, because 

they do not have similar numbers of WWOOF hosts with their neighboring counties.  The 

ôpioneerõ hosts can be seen clearly in the central of the country as black or purple counties 

surrounded by green.  These counties have hosts while the surrounding areas do not.    Map 1 

Map 2 Ma 

                                                           
6 To create this map and analyze statistical patterns, I needed to create a database.  To do so, I extracted the 
WWOOF hostsõ addresses from the USA WWOOF list online (http://www.wwoofusa.org/) and then created a 
database of the 1,232 hosts whose zip codes were available out of 1,650 total hosts. After the data were reviewed 
and corrected, the addresses and zip codes were ôGeocodedõ as coordinates on Arc Map. Due to the lack of 
clarity of the specific addresses of many hosts, the zip code locations are considered the most appropriate 
representations of the host locations. Though this means that many locations were generalized and randomly 
assorted in each zip code, it enables an understanding of the general spatial trends. This means that dots, showing 
the locations of WWOOF hosts, are randomly scattered in a county in which hosts are located (i.e., not actual 
point locations).  All of the continental U.S. maps are all projected in USA Contiguous Albers Equal Area Conic 
with GCS North American 1983 datum. 
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Map 3.  A cartogram of the distribution of WWOOF hosts by absolute number of hosts per county as well as 

the ratio of hosts to population in county. 

The cartograms interestingly illustrate where hosts are densely populated by the 

absolute number of hosts and the proportion of hosts to population (Map 4).  

To further identify the degree of a given countyõs òspecializationó in WWOOF, 

location quotients are applied. The location quotient (LQ) is a common technique in 

economic base analysis, and measures the relative significance of a focal industry (or any 
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activity) in a given region relative to the national average. Here the number of WWOOF hosts 

per the number of (a) organic farms or (b) conventional farms in a given agricultural district is 

compared with the respective national averages. Unlike the other maps and analysis, the 

location quotients are analyzed in an agricultural district, rather than county, scale.7  The two 

location quotients are calculated as follows: 

 

LQ WWOOF (organic)= (Number of WWOOF hosts in district)/ (Number of organic farms in district) 

(Total WWOOF hosts in USA)/ (Total organic farms in USA) 

 

LQ WWOOF (farms)=  (Number of WWOOF hosts in district)/ (Number of farms in district) 

(Total WWOOF hosts in USA)/ (Total farms in USA) 

 

A LQ larger than 1 indicates that WWOOF hosts are over represented (specialization 

in WWOOF), and LQ smaller than 1 indicates that they are underrepresented, in comparison 

to the national average.  The West coast, Four Corner states, and Northeast have greater 

quantities of hosts than the national average and, as Local Moran indicates, tend to cluster 

(Map 3).  Areas such as Florida, Wisconsin, and the southern Appalachia states are òmildly 

strong WWOOF regions,ó meaning that these regions are slightly more òspecializedó in 

WWOOF than the nation as a whole.8 Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Oregon, Washington, 

Northern California, Southern Appalachia, Austin (TX), Missouri, Tennessee, southern New 

York, among a few others have more WWOOF influence in correspondence all reveal 

stronger concentrations of WWOOF in relation to organic farm production in comparison to 

the national average. p 4.   

 

2.2. Regression Analysis 

The goal of this analysis is to explore the relationship between the number of 

WWOOF hosts per county with various county-level variables. Typically, the Poisson 

regression model is used for count data.  However, the inspection of the dependent variable 

                                                           
7 The district scale in these maps is used instead of the counties because at the county level there was not enough 
variation due to the low number of hosts. 
8 To clarify, counties that have the same number of WWOOFs hosts have different values of location quotients 

due to the strength of the denominator, or number of farms, in portion to the rest of the country.  For example, 

northern Texas has counties with a couple of hosts just like Southern Utah; however, southern Utah has a 

stronger location quotient because there are fewer farms in those counties.  Therefore, those counties have a 

greater ôspecializationõ of WWOOF.    
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(count of WWOOF hosts) indicates that the data do not have a Poisson distribution.  The 

count of WWOOF hosts by county (n=3109) has a mean of 0.413 and variance of 2.177, 

about five times larger than the mean.  This is a sign that the distribution is over dispersed and 

we cannot assume a Poisson distribution (Figure 6). In this case, it is more appropriate to 

assume that the WWOOF variable has a negative binomial distribution, and conduct the 

negative binomial regression.  

 

 

Figure 6. The number of counties with no WWOOF hosts is considerable high and therefore it is useful to use 

negative binomial distributions to conduct statistical analysis on this heavily skewed data distribution. 

Furthermore, the histogram of the frequency of the WWOOF host variable shows 

that there is an extremely large number of counties with no WWOOF host at all (n=2,533; 

81% of all counties). Under this circumstance, we can think of two distinct reasons that could 

lead to the WWOOF host value of zero. First, a county simply may be unsuitable for 

agriculture for physical environmental reasons (e.g., too urban, too mountainous, too dry, 

etc.).  Second, a county may not have a WWOOF host even if it has a suitable physical 

condition due to other, perhaps socio-economic or cultural reasons (this is considered a 

òcertain zeroó). In this case, the number of zeros may be considered òinflated.ó This also 

means that we need to account for two separate processes for the zero values for the 

dependent variable, but not for the non-zero values. For this reason, zero-inflated negative 

binomial regression is adopted in this analysis, and its results are compared with those from 

the (conventional) negative binomial regression. 
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In essence, the zero-inflated negative binomial regression is a combination of two 

models: a logit model predicting whether a county is the òcertain zeroó group and a negative 

binomial model predicting the counts of WWOOF hosts for counties outside the òcertain 

zeroó group. In this analysis, we predict the òcertain zerosó with the number of farms because 

the presence of (any) farms indicate that the county is suitable for at least some farm 

operations. In the negative binominal model component, we use the following thirty variables 

(Table 6). 

2.2.4.1. Dependent Variable 

After much deliberation, the number of WWOOF hosts per county was deemed the 

best representative of the independent variable for WWOOF influence in USA. There was 

some discussion on using location quotients of either population, number of farms, etc, but in 

the end it seemed that the absolute number of WWOOF hosts would suffice.   

Originally, I had intended to use a standardized number of WWOOF hosts over 

organic farms, but after a few interviews it became apparent that many hosts do not define 

themselves as solely, full-time organic farmers.  While some hosts do devote their livelihoods 

to organic farming, many other hosts consider farming or gardening as merely one aspect of 

their lives.   

 

2.1.4.2. Independent Variables 

Thirty one social, agricultural and economic variables were tested to determine their 

relationships with county location of WWOOF hosts (Appendix B).  The Pearson correlation 

test is used to examine multi-collinearity. 

 

Basic Characteristics 

The basic characteristic variables were chosen to provide a sense of the county. 

Natural amenity and prosperity give general feel for the physical and social amenities of the 

county, while population density addresses the urban- rural classification.   
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 Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for basic characteristics of counties in the continental USA. 

Variable Units Min Max Mean Median Std Dev 

WWOOF Hosts Hosts per county 0 33 0.41 0 1.48 

Natural Amenity 1-7 score (based on topography, sunlight, 
temperature, humidity; 7 is the òbestó 
amenity) 

0 7 3.49 3 1.04 

Topography 1-21 ranking (1=flat, 21=open high 
mountains) 

0 21 8.88 5 6.59 

Prosperity Score, 
2007 

1-4 score (based on poverty, unemployment, 
school drop-out, housing ownership; 4 is the 
highest prosperity) 

0 4 2.53 3 1.24 

Population 
Density, 2009 

People per square mile 0.07 71,505.39 262.15 45.08 1,771.56 

Natural Amenity (McGranahan 2004) and Topography (USDA 2004) 

Recent studies on regional development indicate natural amenity as an important 

attraction of people and jobs (Vias, 1999; McGranahan 2004, 2010). Such a factor may be also 

associated with the locations of WWOOF hosts because both hosts and volunteers (quasi-

tourists) may prefer areas with high amenities. The natural amenity index, developed by 

McGranahan (2004), ranks U.S. counties that are endowed with natural amenity, such as 

temperate climate, ponds and lakes, and hills and mountains. This composite index combines 

six variables: average January temperature, January days of sun, temperate summer, low July 

humidity, percent of county that is surface water, and topological variationñwhich ranged 

from flat (1) to mountainous (21) (USDA 2004). Using this index, McGranahan (2004) shows 

that natural amenity is highly associated with a countyõs change in population and employment 

over the last 25 years.   

While examining the map of hosts there seems to be a correlation with topography.  

Many of the hosts follow the Appalachian mountain range and are dispersed throughout the 

Rockies, Coastal Range, and Sierra Nevadas.  The land surface topography codes range from 1 

to 21.  They are divided into five categories: Plains (1-4), Tablelands (5-8), Plains with Hills or 

Mountains (9-12), Open Hills and Mountains (13-17) and Hills and Mountains (18-21).   
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Prosperity Score (Isserman 2009) 

 Isserman (2009) has recently explored the where and why of òprosperousó rural 

counties in the United States. Refusing to define rural òprosperityó with only income-related 

variables, his prosperity index instead is a composite of poverty rates, unemployment rates, 

high school dropout rates and housing conditions. My intuition is that WWOOF hosts may 

prefer to operate in òprosperousó areas, which may not be necessarily high-income regions, 

because the nature of WWOOF-style exchange (free labor and meal/board) is thought to 

imply a preference for high quality of life without necessarily having a strong monetary focus.  

 

Population Density (USDA 2009) 

 Population density of a county (people per square miles) is used as a simple 

measurement of rurality, although there are other, somewhat more complex, indices such as 

the urban influence index (USDA 2004) and the urban-rural continuum index (USDA 2004) 

(See Appendix D for more information). Since the WWOOF organization emphasizes 

ôorganicnessõ and not merely organic farming, population density is useful to decipher how 

remote versus accessible these hosts are9.  On one hand, agriculture by definition requires 

sizable areas of land. On the other hand, WWOOF hosts, which tend to be small-scale 

farmers, may consider proximity to urban market, or even urban amenities, as an important 

factor. Therefore, the direction of influence of this factor is uncertain. 

 

Farm Characteristics 

These variables capture county-level, general agricultural farm characteristics (Table 2).  They 

reveal how significant the agricultural system is in the countyõs social and economic structure.  

Some variables reveal the progressiveness of the county, through the number of organic farms 

and the number of female and minority operators.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Most WWOOFing volunteers come from non-country settings, and usually fly into or are from nearby cities 

(Ord 2010).    
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics regarding agricultural characteristics of counties in continental USA. 

Variable Units Min Max Mean Median Std Dev 

Number of Farms Farms 0 6,687 706.52 585 562.35 

Number of USDA 
Recognized Organic Farms 

Farms 0 444 6.37 2 16.61 

Percentage of County Land in 
Farms 

Percentage 0 11310 50.59 47.6 31.53 

Average Farm Size Average Acre of 
Farm 

0 47,421 613.10 243 1,567.93 

Total Farm Sales Less than 
$10,000 

Percent age 0 100 58.03 61.63 19.15 

Average Market Value of 
Agricultural Products Sold by 
Farm Operators 

Dollars 0 2,896,342 138,642.24 84,430 202,816.27 

Average Value of Land and 
Buildings 

Dollars 0 457,143 3,459.05 2,507 9,774 

Average Government 
Payments (received by farm 
operators divided by the 
number of farm operations) 

Dollars 0 123,303 8,753.40 6,380 9,202.82 

Farm with High Speed 
Internet 

Percentage 0 100 33.05 32.73 11.74 

Farms with Direct Sale for 
Human consumption 

Percentage 0 100 6.22 4.51 5.97 

Farms with Marketed CSA Percentage 0 9.52 0.59 0.39 0.77 

Farms with Value Added 
Commodities 

Percentage 0 100 3.59 3.19 3.05 

Farms with Income from 
Agritourism   

Percentage 0 30.77 1.43 0.76 2.32 

Percent Women Operators Number of 
principal farm 
operators that are 
female 

0 100 13.99 12.85 6.82 

Percent Minority Operators Number of 
operators that are 
of minority 

0 100 6.01 2.44 10.22 

Principal Operators over 65 
years old 

Percentage 0 57.14 29.47 29.47 7.18 

Principal Operators working 
off farm 200 days in row   

Percentage 0 100 38.53 39.38 7.74 
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Number of Farms (USDA 2007) 

 This variable represents the number of farms, defined as any establishment that 

produces and sells $1,000 of agricultural products during the census year, in the county.  In 

2007, the number totaled over 2.2 million farms in the United States, but this number is 

deceptive because nearly two-thirds of all farms sold less than $10,000 of a year, but they add 

up to only three percent of the nationõs farm output (USDA 2007).  In fact, the top 125,000 

farms account for roughly 75% of all farm products. In short, this variable aims to capture the 

dominance of agriculture in a county, but tends to underestimate the presence of small farms.  

 

Number of USDA Recognized Organic Farms (USDA 2007) 

There are roughly 4.1 million acres of land and about 14,540 organic farms and 

ranches in the United States. Of those farms, 10,903 were USDA certified and 3,637 were 

exempt from certification.10 The sums of these numbers still underestimate the actual number 

of farms that use organic methods, because many organic farmers do not register or certify 

themselves with the USDA, and this may be especially true for WWOOF hosts. Nevertheless, 

I still expect that counties with many ôformalõ organic farmers are also homes of WWOOF 

hosts because they may share a similar ôcultureõ and life-style orientations.  

 

Percentage of County Land in Farms (USDA 2007)11  

Farm land is an operating unit concept and includes land owned and operated, as well 

as land rented from others (USDA 2007).  Land rented or assigned to a tenant was considered 

part of the tenantõs farm and not part of the ownerõs (USDA 2007).  In this case, "land in 

farms" consists primarily of agricultural land used for crops, pastures, or grazing, as well as 

some woodlands and wasteland that are part of the farm and used for pastures or grazing, but 

not necessarily under cultivation. 12  Land in farms also includes acres set aside under annual 

commodity acreage programs and Conservation Reserve Programs.  It is useful to know if 

there is a relationship between WWOOF location and counties with large areas of farmland 

                                                           
10 USDA clarifies exempt from certification as farms that adhere to National Organic Program (NOP) standards, 
but have less than $5,000 in annual sales. These farms may use the term organic but are not eligible to use the 
USDA Organic seal (USDA 2007). Many WWOOF farms are not included in this category because they either 
do not sell their produce or do not desire to follow certain certification protocols, such as the paperwork.   
11 The proportion of land area in farms may exceed 100-percent because some operations have land in two or 
more counties.  Fortunately, all acres are tabulated in the principal county of operation (USDA 2007). 
12 To get a sense of the coverage, in 2009, farmers and ranchers in the USA own more than 900 milllion acres, or 
about 60 percent of the nationõs privately held land (USDA 2009).  The nationõs farmland acreage has been 
declining steadily for more than half a century. 
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because it may reveal a little bit of whether òorganicallyó minded people are living in 

agricultural dominated counties.   

 

Average Size of Farms (USDA 2007) 

The USDA classifies all farms into size groups according to the total land of the farm.  

This variable was calculated by totaling the farmland by number of farms in the county.  This 

measurement13, along with percent of farms with sales under $10,000, attempts to determine 

where the smaller farms14 are located in relation to WWOOF hosts.   

 

Total Farm Sales Less than $10,000 (USDA 2007) 

 As another measure for small farms, or a more sustainable scale of production, this 

variable measures the distribution of farms that sell less than $10,000 of agricultural 

commodities during the year. 15  This variable indicates whether WWOOF hosts are 

surrounded by small farms and possibly a larger network of support.   

 

Average Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold (USDA 2007) 

This category represents the gross market value of all agricultural products before 

taxes and production expenses.  It includes sales by the operator, as well as the value of any 

shares received by partners, landlords, or others associated with the operation.  It does not 

include payments from Federal Farm Programs or income from the sales of forest products, 

income from non-farm sources, nor income from farm-related sources, such as custom work 

and other agricultural services.  Knowing if WWOOF host live in areas of high or low average 

market values provides greater insight into what type of farm communities WWOOF hosts 

are surrounded.  Are they in areas where there are high value goods, such as vegetables or 

other non-staple products?   

 

                                                           
13 This variable does not take into account the range, or standard deviation, of the farms in the county.  There are 
some cases where counties have the same averages but one could has a number of small farms, while the other 
has a few large ones and few small ones.   
14 While there are many different technical definitions of a òsmall farmó, which all generally pertain to size and 
sales, the most common one is a privately owned farm that is not associated with a large corporation, and that 
has few if any employees.  The term small farm is somewhat interchangeable with òfamily farmó but can also 
mean òhobby farmó or a farm that does not provide the main source of income for the owner.   
15 The small farms account for 91 % of all farms and 23% of national agricultural production.  Most small-farm 
production occurs on small commercial farms with gross cash farm income(GCFI) of at least $10,000.  Most 
places counted as small farms, however, are much smaller than thatñ60% of small farms have GCFI of less than 
$10,000, and 22% have less than $1,000 (USDA 2010).   
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Average Value of Land and Buildings (USDA 2007) 

 The value of land and building refers to the amount that the land and building would 

sell for under current market conditions.  This average is the estimated current market value 

of land and buildings owned, rented, leased from others and rented or leased from others.  

Since WWOOFers are a form of cheap or free labor it is useful to measure if there is a 

correlation between financial resources, i.e. price of land. Though this measurement does not 

reveal the standard deviation or distribution, it alludes to the relative cheapness, or 

expensiveness, of the land.  

 

Average Government Payments (USDA 2007) 

 The average government payment of a county is calculated by the amount of 

government payments received by the farm divided by the number of farm operations.  These 

government payments include a number of programs, such as Conservation Reserve Program, 

as well as federal, state and local government programs.  This variable tests how financially 

strapped farmers are in the county.   

 

Farm with High Speed Internet (USDA 2007) 

In the United States, 58% of farmers report having a high-speed connection (USDA 

2010).  The relatively low use of high speed Internet hints at the age of the farming population 

and the countyõs farmerõs connection to technology, or innovation. Internet is a powerful 

means of communicating and obtaining knowledge.  In fact, most WWOOF hosts are quite 

reliant on the Internet for gathering data on how to do certain tasks, especially those who are 

new to farming and homesteading, and for communicating with WWOOF participants.  

There are some hosts who can only be contacted through phone, nevertheless.  In fact, while 

some WWOOF organizations send out a list of hosts via snail mail or email, the USA 

WWOOF list serve is mainly organized through an online database.  Furthermore, the 

Internet provides a way for hosts to follow their past or future WWOOFers through blogs, 

Facebook, or websites they have created.  A few hosts discussed following their WWOOFers 

bike trips across the country through their pictures and blogs.   

 

Farms with Marketed CSA and Direct Sale for Human Consumption (USDA 2007) 

These two variables reveal the amount of support and community that a WWOOF 

host may have in the county.  If there are many farms that have Community Supported 
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Agriculture (CSAs)16 and sell directly, then one might be able to deduce that there is strong 

support for local products.  Since many hosts are involved in the local market, such as through 

CSAs or participation in farmerõs markets, it is beneficial to measure the relationship between 

location of hosts and counties with many CSAs and direct human consumption.  Also, organic 

produce has a strong relationship with direct sale to consumers, farmerõs markets, and 

community supported agriculture arrangements.  According to the USDA, about 6.8 % of 

2008 organic sales were direct to consumers, including 2.4 % on-site (e.g. farm stands and 

you-pick operations), 1.9 % via farmersõ markets and 1 % via community-supported 

agriculture arrangements. 

 

Farms with Value Added Commodities 

 This variable is the percent of farms in the county that report making and selling value 

added products, such as beef jerky, fruit jams, jelly, preserves or floral arrangements.  Since 

WWOOF hosts often produce their own food an attempt to be healthy and self-sufficient it is 

useful to determine if they are surrounded by other farms that produce and sell value added 

crops, livestock and products.  Do they have community support, or other knowledge centers 

that can help them with these methods and techniques? 

 

Farms with Income from Agritourism 

 Agritourism is newly sold way to diversify the farm and create more income.  This 

variable indicates the percentage of farm operations that receive income from agritourism or 

recreational services, such as farm or winery tours, hay rides, hunting or fishing.  Mansury & 

Hara (2007) argue that òagritourism promotion benefits the lowest-income group 

proportionately moreó according to the results of a social accounting matrix (SAM) model 

they used on the Liberty Trade Area of New York. It is useful to understand if WWOOF 

hosts are located in areas that have taken on agritourism as a method of development.  

WWOOF is often cited in the literature as being a form of tourism and so by figuring out the 

relationship the hosts have with areas of agritourism maybe more clarity can be provided on 

whether WWOOF is a form of it.   

 

                                                           
16 Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), which involves customers buying a regular box of in-season fruits, 
vegetables, eggs, etc. from one or more local producers, provides farms with a secure income and the ability to 
diversify the types of produce they provide. 
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Type of Operator (Age, Gender, Race, Number of Work Days on farm) (USDA 2007) 

The USDA "operator" corresponds to a person who operates a farm.17  These 

operators either work on the farm or make the day-to-day decisions, such as decisions based 

on planting, harvesting, feeding, and marketing.  The operator may be the owner, a member of 

the owner's household, a salaried manager, or a tenant.  For partnerships, only one partner is 

counted as an operator.  If there is no clear-cut partner in charge, the senior or oldest active 

partner is considered to be the operator.   

         According to the USDA Census 2007, the average age of farmland owners is 57 year old 

and in 2007 less than 22% of farm operators were under the age of 45.  The number of 65 

years or older operators outnumbered the number of 25 year old farmers by three to one.  

The majority of farm operators are between 45 and 64, but the fastest growing group of farm 

operators is those 65 years and olderñaka retirees.  It is useful to get an understanding of 

WWOOF hosts and how they relate to the aging populations of farmers.  Do they follow the 

norm or all they located in areas that have younger farmers?   

Other useful indicators of farm operators include the percentage of minority, which is 

defined as all people of color and white Latinos, and female farm operators in a county.  

Higher percentages of minority and female farm operators support the notion the county is 

open to diversity.  According to Florida (2000), diversity is often associated with low barriers 

of entry and openness.  These categories represent that.  Many female and minority principal 

operators are on the rise18 and it is interesting to evaluate if they WWOOF hosts have a 

relationship with these indicators of diversity. Lastly, the number of days an operator works 

on the farm represents how full time and involved the surrounding farmers are.  It gives clarity 

as to whether farmers in the area are full-time, retired, or hobby farmers.   

Exploring the characteristics of operators engaged in farming gives some insight into 

the expectations and attitudes of those engaged in farming near the WWOOF hosts.  It also 

provides information regarding who hosts are not surrounded by.  Understanding what type 

of farmers WWOOF hosts are neighbors with reveals a little bit about the larger community 

and possibly why WWOOF hosts decided to live in that location.  

 

                                                           
17 The USDA keeps the number of operators consistent with the number of farms. 
18 According to the 2007 Census, there was about a 30% increase in female principal farm operators as compared 
to 2002.  The count of Hispanic operators grew by 10%, and the counts of American Indian, Asian and Black 
farm operators increased as well (USDA 2007).  
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Economic Characteristics 

The economic status of the county is revealed through poverty, unemployment and wealth 

indicators of per capita income and household GINI.  These economic measures provide 

insight into the patterns and possibly priorities of WWOOF hosts.  Are hosts generally found 

in prosperous areas or do they mainly live in areas of high poverty and unemployment? 

 

Table 3.  Descriptive statistics regarding economic characteristics of counties in continental USA. 

Variable Units Min Max Mean Medium Std Dev 

Poverty Rate, 2009 Percentage 3.1 62 16.35 15.4 6.45 

Per Capita Income, average of 
2005-2009 

Dollars 0 62,544 22,106.75 21,480 5,278.46 

Household GINI, 2008 0 (total equality) to 1 
(maximal inequality) 

0 0.60 0.43 0.43 0.04 

Unemployment Rate, 2009 Percentage 2.4 28.2 8.98 8.7 3.21 

  

Poverty Rate (Census 2009) and Per Capita Income (Census 2009) 

 Poverty represents the ultimate measure of the uneven distribution of capital.  In the 

realm of capitalisms in which standard of living is based on how much you can afford, poverty 

is a good measure of where hosts may be using the organization more as a means of cheap, or 

free, labor.  Similarly, per capita income is a useful economic indicator for counties because it 

is the amount of income each individual of a population would receive if the county's total 

income were divided equally among all members of the population. The countyõs PCI hints at 

how wealthy the county is in which WWOOF host live. 

 

Household GINI  (Census 2000) 

 As a measurement of wealth distribution, this variable reveals how evenly spread 

financial capital is in county population.  Counties that have a more equal spread of wealth are 

closer to zero, while counties with an uneven distribution of financial capital are closer to one.  

Mansury & Hara (2007) argue that organic agriculture can be used as a sustainable 

development strategy because of its contributions to a more egalitarian distribution of income.  

Since WWOOF hosts emphasize taking care of the land and people of the earth, one would 

expect hosts to live in areas of lower GINI values; however, since the GINI is on a county-
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level and hosts impact at the smaller scale, I am not expecting there to be much correlation.  

Therefore, on a larger scale it is expected that WWOOF hosts will be found in counties that 

are more egalitarian, or have a lower household GINI.    

 

Unemployment Rate, 2009 

 The unemployment rate is calculated as a percentage by dividing the number of 

unemployed individuals by all individuals currently in the labor force.  Unemployment, 

according to the International Labor Organization, occurs when individuals are without jobs 

and they have been actively looking for work in the last four weeks. Though the 

unemployment rate includes those who are voluntary and involuntary without work, it is a 

good measure of the type of socio-economic environment of the county.  It provides 

information on the market structure, government intervention and level of aggregate demand 

through the percentage of individuals involuntarily unemployed. Although WWOOF hosts are 

not expected to mediate the problem of unemployment in any significant way, a positive 

correlation would indicate that it may at least function to absorb some of unemployed 

workers.  

 

Social Characteristics 

 These variables relate to the demographics of the population in the county. 

 

Table 4.  Descriptive statistics regarding demographic characteristics of counties in continental USA. 

Variable Units Min Max Mean Median Std Dev 

Percent Bohemian  Percentage of art-related 
employees per total 
employed, 2000. 

0 6.67 0.70 0.63 0.46 

Diversity Index 0 (homogeneous) to 1 
(heterogeneous) 

0 0.76 0.25 0.19 0.18 

Percent Foreign Born Percentage 0 49.45 4.19 2.28 5.32 

Population Change Rate Percentage -39.53 92.11 3.38 1.49 12.86 

Percent with college degree or 
higher, 2005-2009 

Percentage 7.46 72.73 26.01 24.55 9.21 

Population over the age of 65 Percentage 0 36.51 15.36 14.9 4.21 

Percentage of Population Farmer Percentage 0 0.48 0.07 0.05 0.07 
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Bohemian Index (Florida 2000; USDA 2000) 

This index was originally advocated by Richard Florida as a means to measure òsub 

cultural capital.ó The county-level index was created by McGranahan and Wojan (USDA 

2000a), and measures the percent of òbohemiansó (working artists, musicians, writers, 

designers, and entertainers) among total employment.  Florida (2000) associates the 

concentration of Bohemians with progressiveness and openness, and ultimately with 

economic growth. Floridaõs recent works on the creative class, and bohemians, has been both 

influential and criticized in the regional development literature (Markusen 2006; Montgomery 

2005; Peck 2005). 19  Here, I expect that WWOOF hosts and bohemian populations to have a 

tendency to co-locate. In fact, some WWOOF hosts are working artists themselves and others 

live in intentional communities with òbohemian-typeó lifestyles and work.  Florida stipulated 

that the presence and concentration of bohemians in an area creates environments that attract 

other types of talented or high human capital individuals, which I argue in this case as the 

WWOOF hosts.   

 

Racial Diversity Index (Census 2008) and Percent Foreign Born (Census 2008) 

Also known as the Index of Variability, the diversity index is commonly used in 

demographic data to determine variation based on race in a population.  A perfectly 

homogeneous population will have a score of 0, while a perfectly heterogeneous population 

will have a diversity index score of 1.  Using Simpsonõs diversity equation by Gibbs and 

Martin (2000), the index is created based on U.S. Census (2008) data of seven racial categories 

(white, black, Indian, Asian, Hawaiian, two or more, and other).  Similarly, the percentage 

foreign born of county population.  Also known as the Melting Pot Index, this variable 

represents openness and diversity of the county.  Florida (2000) argues that the number of 

foreign born in a population relates to Bohemian index because they are both indicators of 

openness and low barrier entries into a community. The sharing of different languages, 

cultures and cuisines is something that the WWOOF organization tries to provide; therefore, I 

expect positive relations between WWOOF locations and these indices. 

 

Population Change Rate (Census 2008) 

                                                           
19 Critics question his methodology and data.  Some argue that he is elitist and biased towards certain cities.  
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 It would be useful to understand if WWOOF hosts live in places that have been 

gaining or losing populations, such as the case of certain rural areas. While some hosts may be 

moving into areas that are losing populations, and have cheaper land, others may be setting up 

organic production in places that are gaining residents, and an organic market in which to sell.  

The population change in relation to WWOOF hosts is expected to occur at both ends of the 

spectrum and therefore it is difficult to predict what the exact correlation may be.  

 

College Education (Census 2008) 

Consumers of all ages, races, and ethnic groups who have higher levels of education 

are more likely to buy organic products than less-educated consumers (USDA 2010b).  Some 

hosts are retiring or rejecting the mainstream lifestyles after they have experienced a college 

education.  Yet, WWOOF hosts offer alternative forms of education through experiential 

learning opportunities, such as working in the fields, learning about canning or drying, etc.  

Since anyone is able to host participates there is no strong prediction for this variable.  

Therefore, it provides more clarifying information on the type of populations by which 

WWOOF hosts are surrounded. 

 

Percentage of Population Farmers (Census Table P2 and GCT-P1) 

 Using data retrieved from the U.S. Census Bureau (2008), the ratio of farmers to total 

population was calculated. This variable reveals how agriculturally dominated the county is, 

and in some ways how rural a countyõs identity may be.  Since the number of farmers is 

normalized by population, this variable gives an accurate account of how the population is 

influenced by farming lifestyles.  Are WWOOF hosts located in areas where farming more a 

part of the lifestyle?  

 

2.3. Interviews 

2.3.1. Interview Process  

    To schedule interviews, I contacted 70 hosts in New York State via e-mail using the 

contact information on the WWOOF USA website. 20  More than 30 hosts responded to my 

interview plea; therefore, I scheduled interviews based on reasonable routes and dates to meet. 

 Driving length and date availability were the only two factors that I considered for the 

                                                           
20 Though there are 78 hosts in NY State, eight of them do not have email addresses.  Phones numbers are the 
only listed contact information. 



41  

 

interviews.  In fact, two of the host couples that I interviewed had not hosted WWOOF 

participants yet.   

I interviewed ten hosts at their homes, two through the phone, as well as receive seven 

responses to my interview questions by email.  The interviews were all conducted in 2011 

from 27 January to 5 March.  The hosts that I interviewed were dispersed centrally in Upstate 

New York, ranging from one farmer up north in the Adirondacks to three West in the Finger 

Lake region to four south in the Catskills (Map 5).  The on-site interviews ranged in length 

from 75 to 110 minutes.  The two phone interviews both lasted around 45 minutes.  They 

were all recorded with a Live Scribe Pulse Smart Pen (except for the first host due to technical 

difficulties).  Questions covered a variety of topics, beginning with a background on their lives 

and reasons for living where they do.  I asked them about their farming techniques, use of 

machinery and what type of organic enterprise they were involved in.  I also inquired about 

their involvement with the WWOOF organization and what their experiences with volunteers 

have been like.  The conversation wrapped up with what they believe their strengths and 

weaknesses are as organic growers and what they envision for the future of small, organic 

farms (See Appendix E for the main interview questions).  Through the interview and 

questionnaires, I was able to get a feel for the goals and aspirations of these WWOOF hosts. 
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Map 5.  These hosts are dispersed throughout the state with a greater portion of them in the Southern counties.  
There are a few clusters of hosts in the St. Lawrence in the North and amongst the Southern part of the state, 
such as Hudson Valley and the Finger Lakes.  

 

After transcribing the recorded interviews, I created general categories in MAXQDA, 

a qualitative data analysis software, and coded the texts according to three general themes: (1) 

costs and benefits of WWOOF, (2) ways in which WWOOF addresses environmental, social, 

intellectual, and financial concerns, and (3) the ôsustainabilityõ initiatives that hosts were 

involved in (improving soil, closed cycle of energy) (Appendix G). Because it was my first time 

to use qualitative data analysis software, I over-coded the transcripts.  Later, I narrowed down 

these codes once I understood which direction I wanted to take the paper.  Though there 

were only nineteen responses to code, MAXQDA was useful because it helped organize and 

decipher through the material in one workspace.   

 

2.3.2. Host Characteristics       

The hosts ranged from ages 24 to 68, with a majority of hosts in their late fifties and 

sixties (Table 5).  Since two respondents were couples, there were a total of seven women and 

seven men interviewed.  Four hosts classified as intentional communities, with 501 c(3) status; 
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three hosts identified as commercial organic farms; two host couples were ôlifestyleõ farmers 

and were in the beginning stages of creating homesteads; one host family owned an eco-

friendly bed and breakfast; one couple sold organic meats and ran an educational equestrian 

center; and one young host was in the process of starting his own farm.  Six hosts were 

involved in the local farmers markets and/or held CSA shares.  Two hosts were currently 

USDA certified organic.   

 
Table 5.  Descriptors of the New York WWOOF hosts that were interviewed by (a) age, (b) number of acres 
cultivated, (c) description of property and (d) type of organic enterprise. 

 

 

Six hosts had been WWOOF hosts for roughly a year, three for two years, two for 

three years and one for more than eight years.  The number of years that hosts had been living 

on their farms or in their communities differed dramatically.  Two hosts were transitioning 

into farming and had their land for less than a year, while two hosts had been on their 

properties for about three years.  Four hosts had been living on their land for approximately 

twelve years and four hosts had farmed and gardening the land they were on for more than 

twenty years.  One host community that allowed WWOOFers had been on their land of 350 

acres for more than fifty years. The size of land that the hosts owned ranged significantly from 

two21 to 500 acres, but the number of acres cultivated was usually around ten acres.  One farm 

grew certified organic grains and hay had over 350 acres of tillable land. 

Most hosts did not have full time outside workers, but a few were able to afford a 

couple part-time workers.  Some hosts also had volunteers, either through CSA requirements 

or through specific networks, such as Catholic workers or international exchanges that helped 

out on the land.   

                                                           
21Unfortunately, I did not interview any urban hosts or hosts with smaller gardens.   
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Lastly, I did not focus on the participants in this study, but most of the WWOOF 

hosts described their participants as being from suburban USA, students in their early 20s who 

were in school or had just graduated.  There were a few WWOOFers in their teens or in their 

50s and 60s who were òlife drop outsó or òseeking somethingó (Host 3 & 6).22  Overall, their 

experiences with WWOOF volunteers were quite pleasant and they were all enthusiastic to 

have more volunteers.  

 

                                                           
22 Due to the large number of host quotations I have emitted the year in the citations.   
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Uneven Geography of  WWOOF Hosts in USA 

3.1. Regression Results 

Two specifications of zero-inflated negative binominal regression are conducted.23 The 

first model includes the original 31 independent variables.  In this model, the p-value for the 

Likelihood Ratio Chi-Square test is smaller than 0.01, indicating that at least one of the 

regression coefficients is not equal to zero.  In addition, the Vuong test result (z-value is 

smaller than 0.01) indicates that the zero-inflated negative binomial model is better than the 

standard negative binomial model. The second model is constructed by checking the 

robustness of the coefficients in the first model. Based on the robust standard errors, 

following variables fail to exhibit p<0.05: natural amenity score, prosperity index, diversity 

index, population density, household GINI, poverty rate, average value of acre, average farm 

size, percent of land as farm land, average government payments, percent of farms with less 

than $10,000 in sales, percent of farms with high speed internet, percent of farm operators 

older than 65, and percent of farms with CSAs24.   

The second model is re-estimated with those 17 independent variables that are 

statistically significant at the p=0.05 level. In both models, the number of farms is used for the 

logit model component. The results from the two models are presented in Table 6. For both 

models, the predictors of excess zeros, the number of farms, is statistically significant. 

                                                           
23 The standard negative binomial regression was also conducted, but I will focus on the results of the zero-

inflated tests.  
24 The percent of farms with CSAs variable showed a positive correlation with location of WWOOF hosts in all 

tests except for this last zero inflated model.  For the purpose of argument, I will argue that they are positively 

connected.  

Chapter 

3 
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Table 6.  The binomial negative regression, inflated with farm numbers, revealed consistently a positive 
relationship with WWOOF host locations and high concentrations of Bohemia and organic farms.  
*p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001. 
 

 

Dependent Variable: WWOOF Hosts   

Zero- Inflated Negative Binomial 
Regression 

Model 1 Model 2 Negative 
Binomial 
Regression 

 

Variables Coef. Std. Err. Coef. Std. 
Err. 

Coef. Std. 
Err. 

Natural Amenity, 2000 -0.105 (-0.059)   -0.150* (0.059) 

Topography, 2000 0.066*** (-0.009) 0.060*** (-0.007) 0.069*** (0.009) 

Prosperity Score, 2007 -0.002 (-0.055)   0.003 (0.056) 

Bohemian Index, 2000 0.567*** (-0.139) 0.575*** (-0.123) 0.402** (0.126) 

Percentage of Population Farmer -3.393* (-1.317) -3.760*** (-1.114) -3.238* (1.330) 

Diversity Index  0.135 (-0.408)   0.072 (0.411) 

Population Change Rate 0.013** (-0.004) 0.013*** (-0.004) 0.013** (0.004) 

Population over the age of 65  0.048** (-0.015) 0.042*** (-0.012) 0.053*** (0.014) 

Percent Foreign Born 0.029* (-0.011) 0.018* (-0.008) 0.031** (0.012) 

Percent with College Degree or 
Higher , 2005-09 

0.027** (-0.009) 0.031*** (-0.009) 0.033*** (0.009) 

Population Density, 2000-2009 0.000 (0.000)   -0.000* (0.000) 

Household GINI , 2008 -0.612 (-2.036)   -0.058 (1.953) 

Per Capita Income, 2005-2009 -0.000* (0.000) -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000** (0.000) 

Unemployment Rate, 2009 0.038* (-0.019) 0.035* (-0.016) 0.037* (0.018) 

Poverty Rate, 2009 0.000 (-0.017)   -0.006 (0.016) 

Number of Organic Farms 0.016*** (-0.003) 0.015*** (-0.003) 0.021***  (0.003) 

Average Acre Value 0.000 (0.000)   -0.000 (0.000) 

Average Farm Size 0.000 (0.000)   0.000 (0.000) 

Percent of County Land in Farms -0.004 (-0.003)   -0.002 (0.003) 

Average Market Value of 
Agricultural Products Sold by 
Farms 

-0.000* (0.000)   -0.000* (0.000) 

Average Government Payments 0.000 (0.000)   -0.000 (0.000) 

Principal Operators working off 
farm 200 days in row 

-0.029** (-0.009) -0.031** (-0.010) -0.015 (0.008) 

Total Farm Sales Less than 
$10,000 

-0.005 (-0.005)   0.001 (0.004) 

Farm with High Speed Internet 0.007 (-0.005)   0.011* (0.005) 

Percent Minority Operators 0.011* (-0.005) 0.007* (-0.004) 0.012** (0.005) 

Percent Women Operators 0.018* (-0.009) 0.018** (-0.007) 0.019* (0.008) 

Principal Operators over 65 years 
old 

-0.005 (-0.009)   0.007 (0.008) 

Farms with Direct Sale for 
Human consumption 

0.035** (-0.013) 0.049*** (-0.011) 0.030** (0.011) 

Farms with Income from 
Agritourism 

-0.067 (-0.036) -0.075* (-0.032) -0.083** (0.032) 

Farms with Value Added 
Commodities 

0.073** (-0.027) 0.091*** (-0.021) 0.057** (0.020) 

Farms with Marketed CSA 0.080 (-0.061)   0.134* (0.054) 

Cons -2.001* (-1.010) -2.934*** (-0.571) -3.728*** (0.932) 

Farm number -0.010***  -0.010*** (-0.002) 0.000*** (0.000) 
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3.1.1. Coefficient estimates  

Following Long (1997), factor changes of the second model can be interpreted as 

follows:  If a county increases its topographic scale by 1 unit, the expected number of 

WWOOF hosts in the county would increase by a factor of exp(0.06) = 1.06 while holding 

other variables in the model constant. Similarly, if a county increases its bohemian worker 

share by 1%, then WWOOF hosts would increase by a factor of exp(0.575) = 1.78.  Other 

variables that the number of WWOOF hosts are positively associated include: population over 

the age of 65 (0.042***), farms with direct sale for human consumption (0.049***), percent of 

population with college degrees or higher (0.031***), number of organic farms (0.015***), 

population change rate (0.013***),  percent female operators (0.018**), unemployment rate 

(0.035*), percent foreign born (0.018*) and percent minority operators (0.007*).  Conversely, 

the number of WWOOF hosts decrease with higher percentages of the population as farmers 

(-3.760***), farms with income from agritourism (-0.075*), and principal operators working 

off the farm more than 200 days in a row (-0.031**).  

In the standard negative binomial regression, Natural Amenity Score (-0.150*) and 

percent farms with marketed CSAs (0.134*) appear to be connected with number of 

WWOOF hosts. 

3.2. Ground-Truthing Results 

The aim of this section is to relate the information gathered during interviews with the 

results of county-level tests.  The GIS analysis provided a rough framework for discovering 

what type of counties WWOOF hosts are located in and the interviews supplemented, as well 

as revealed the limitations, of the GIS analysis. 

The statistical tests are quite limited in their ability to reveal patterns regarding 

locations of hosts.  There is inherent difficulty in examining trends regarding WWOOF hosts 

because they constitute a range of activities, locations, and situations.  Though they all share 

the common principles of chemical-free planting and growing, hosts have a range of 

interpretations for these notions.  The New York interviews and nation-wide, county-level 

variables only provided a limited scope of this international organization.  Since WWOOF 

hosts and reasons for being in a certain area are complex and dependent on a multitude of 

different factors, most of which I could not measure, such as relationships or specific 

communities, these statistics are merely descriptive and explorative.   
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Furthermore, though results provided insight the interviews helped reveal the 

importance of scale.  As with all generalizations, even the disaggregated analysis that follows 

cannot capture every detail and individual difference. Still, it yields useful information for 

understanding the complexity of rural America's conditions, trends, needs, and prospects.  I 

will try to theorize specific reasons for why I think certain correlations occur, but they are only 

speculations. 

 

Natural Amenity and Topography 

 While natural amenity score differed in relational direction depending on tests, 

topography was consistently positively correlated with WWOOF hosts (Map 6).  I believe that 

the negative correlation of natural amenity with WWOOF hosts may relate to the affordability 

of land, land being handed down, or the urban and suburban settings of some hosts.  Hosts 

are located in areas of high amenity value out west, but they also live in areas of low value. 

Areas of high amenity index are found primarily in the West (down the coast through most of 

Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah and western Texas), Southern Florida, and bits of the 

South and Northeast.  These WWOOF hosts are probably retiring or returning to the land 

and can afford to live in more expensive, beautiful areas or have been handed down land in 

high amenity areas, such as in the Adirondacks.  One farmer who had grown up in the area 

claimed that he made most of his income from tourists in the summertime and so he was 

dependent on his area being a tourist destination.  Places with low amenities are generally 

found around the Great Lake states, the Great Plain states and parts of the Northeast, with a 

majority of Upstate New York considered low.  Another host exclaimed that her farm was 

ònot like the coast of Maine, drop dead gorgeous... [her farm] is not a tourist destination... 

canõt imagine what would attract people here... it is not a destinationó (Host 9).  Therefore, 

though host locations are affiliated with low amenity scores, many hosts believe that they live 

in beautiful areas on a larger scale.  

In New York state, hosts lived in counties that were categorized as low on the natural 

amenity score, they believed that they were living on beautiful pieces of land, òitõs one of the 

most beautiful places that you can ever imagineó (Host 8), òthere is history, there is beautyó 

(Host 3), òthe farm is beautiful if you want to get awayó (Host 9).  Similarly, part of the reason 

that one couple got into farming was for the landscape.  They described their land as attractive 

since it is not open and windy, nor deeply wooded, but rolling hills.  They believed that their 

land was high in natural amenities on a more local scale (Host 7).  In fact, most hosts 
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mentioned that they chose to live on their land because of its beauty and remoteness (Host 1, 

3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 12).  Therefore, the scale at which natural amenity score was tested limited the 

results between WWOOF host locations.   

 

Map 6.         (Source: USDA 2004) 

Furthermore, WWOOF hosts can be found in areas of greater topography, which 

often lends itself to greater physical beauty (McGranahan, 1999).   The Rocky Mountains, 

which form a large portion of the Western US Pacific Coast, and Appalachia Mountains are all 

hilly and mountainous areas scattered with hosts (Map 7).  The positive correlation with 

topography may hint at similarities between WWOOF hosts and the rural creative class. 

 Florida claims that the creative class is characterized by an attraction to outdoors, adventures 

and natural beauty (Map 8).  WWOOF hosts are attracted to areas with diverse topography, 

just like the rural creative class. 
















































































































































