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Introduction: Pasture-Raised
Meats Marketing Messages
As consumers become increasingly
attuned to health and environmental
effects of food production, meat
producers are racing to make claims
about their production methods. Even
mainstream grocery stores now stock
many products carrying labels such as
“organic,” “free range,” “grass-fed,” or
“pasture-raised.” Does this barrage of
sustainability claims confuse the
consumer? Which of the many
marketing messages employed is the
most effective? How can producers
make convincing claims about their
sustainable meat productions
methods?
With these questions in mind, Food
Alliance Midwest through a
collaboration with the Leopold Center
for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa
State University, Practical Farmers of
Iowa, Minnesota Institute for
Sustainable Agriculture at the
University of Minnesota, the Center
for Integrated Agriculture Systems at
the University of Wisconsin, Iowa
State University Extension, and Food
Routes designed a project to study the
development and efficacy of pastureraised meat marketing messages. The
project was supported by FoodRoutes
and the Leopold Center.

in communication the benefits of
pasture-raised systems to consumers.
The first step in the process was to
conduct consumer surveys and focus
groups to determine which messages
about pasture-raised meats were most
convincing and compelling to the
average consumer. The focus groups
overwhelmingly indicated that the
most compelling messages about
pasture-raised meats focused on taste,
health and nutrition, support for local
farmers and, to a lesser extent,
environmental sustainability and
humane treatment of animals.
A consultant then conducted farm
visits and interviews with the
participating meat producers. The
consultant developed marketing
materials for each producer, catering
to each producer’s desired consumer
market and focusing on those
messages about pasture-raised meat
that the consumer focus groups
determined to be most effective and
compelling.
The following case study tells the
story of one of the three Iowa meat
producers, Nan Bonfils and Don
Adams of Full Circle Farm, Madrid,
IA.

The group chose three Iowa farmers
who practice pasture-raised
production systems and who market
their products directly to consumers.
We conducted case studies to
examine which messages and
communication strategies are effective
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One set of the three Iowa producers selected
to participate in this project were Don Adams
and Nan Bonfils, owners of Full Circle Farm
in Madrid, Iowa.

Coming full circle
The name Full Circle Farm refers to
the cycles that underpin the daily life
of the farm: the cycle of the seasons,
the cycle of nutrients and energy that
connects sun, plants, soil and animals,
and the ethic of recycling materials,
which Don and Nan practice on the
farm. But, in addition, to these
physical cycles that define the farm,
“Full Circle” refers to the circle of
events that led Don—after years of
education, work and travel abroad—
back to where he began: his father’s
farm in Central Iowa. Don’s father,
Harold, has raised cattle on pasture for
decades. Originally, he raised a dairy
herd on pasture, but in 1960 he sold
off that herd and began to build a herd
of Angus beef cattle. In 1992, Don
returned to the farm with Nan to
continue his father’s legacy of pastureraised beef production.

Currently, Don and Nan raise 55 pure
Angus animals on their 300 acres. Full
Circle Farm is certified biodynamic,
and in 2004 the farm received organic
certification. All calves are born on
the farm from cows with over 10 years
of genetic consistency. The cattle feed
on a mix of pasture grasses and
legumes, as well as a small amount of
open-pollinated corn that is grown on
the farm. Winter feed includes hay
and silage made of pasture grasses,
supplemented with a small amount of
corn for energy, and to make the feed
more palatable.
Both Nan and Don spend much time
with the herd everyday, touching and
talking to the animals, walking and
working among them. As a result of
this careful treatment, the animals are
comfortable with humans and not
easily spooked. When the time comes
for slaughter, Don takes many steps to
reduce the stress of the process. Cows
are taken to the processing plant in
pairs, to reduce their fear and stress.
Don parks the trailer near the cows
the night before, so they can become
familiar with it before they are put
inside. Once they arrive at the
processing plant, the animals are
slaughtered almost immediately, to
reduce the stressful waiting time. In
addition to being humane, these
practices actually preserve the quality
of the meat. According to Don, cattle
that move through large feedlot
operations are exposed to multiple
stresses that cause their bodies to
create adrenaline. The adrenaline
courses through the muscle of the
animal, compromising flavor and
texture. Besides being good in itself,
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Don and Nan’s humane treatment of
their animals helps ensure the quality
of their product.
Markets and Goals
Before the case study project, Don
and Nan were primarily marketing
their meat directly to consumers. The
majority of their customers were
buying in bulk—usually a quarter or
half an animal. In addition, Don and
Nan had installed a freezer on the
farm from which they sold individual
cuts to customers who did not have
storage space for bulk quantities;
customers either picked up the meat
at the farm, or Don and Nan would
deliver to them. Finally, they had just
begun marketing individual cuts of
meat to Wheatsfield Grocery natural
food co-op in Ames.
Don and Nan’s main method of
advertisement was word-of-mouth
recommendations from satisfied
customers. In addition, they had
developed a basic brochure and a
short history of the farm to hand out to
customers. They communicated at
least once a year with all of their
known customers, inviting them to an
annual event at the farm. They also
promoted their product by donating
beef to fundraisers and local events.
At the start of the project, Don and
Nan hoped to expand the market for
their pasture-raised beef, although
their land would not support a larger
herd. They hoped to increase
interaction with chefs and restaurants,
and also look into a connection with a
community college chef training

program in the area. In addition, one
of their primary goals for the project
was to improve their marketing
around the issue of meat preparation.
The grass-fed beef from Full Circle
Farm tends to cook faster than the
fattier grain-fed beef found in
mainstream supermarkets. Don and
Nan wished to compile more recipes
and cooking tips in order to ensure
the customers are preparing the meat
for maximum satisfaction.
John Seymour Anderson, the
consultant contracted to design
marketing materials for each project
participant, visited Full Circle Farm in
the summer of 2004 to interview Don
and Nan. Anderson designed a
brochure with informational inserts
focusing on different aspects of the
product. Following the guidance of
the focus groups, Anderson focused
on the flavor and nutritional qualities
of the pasture-raised beef. The
brochure also highlighted a variety of
cooking tips for pasture-raised beef, in
accordance with Don and Nan’s
marketing goals.
Pasture-Raised messages
 Flavorful. The Angus breed of
cattle is known for its quality
and flavor. In addition, pastureraised beef has a “full and
bright” flavor, as opposed to
the “dull and heavy” flavor of
some conventional beef.
 Easily Prepared. Brochure
provides tips for cooking, as
well as a simple recipe for a
steak rub.
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 Nutritious. Studies show that
pasture-raised beef contains a
healthier ratio of essential fatty
acids. Full Circle Farm beef is
also free of synthetic chemical
residues. The meat is lean and
low in cholesterol and
saturated fats.
 Convenient. Customers can
purchase meat directly from
the farm, either bulk or
individual cuts, or from a
nearby food co-op.
 Sustainable. The small scale of
the farm, as well as the long
history of good land
management, contributes to the
overall sustainability of the
farm and a low-stress, humane
environment for the animals.
 Humane. Don and Nan strive
to keep the animals’ stress
levels low. They “think it’s
important to let cows be cows”
outside with “natural light,
sounds and smells.” Also, this
ensures a more flavorful and
tender meat (repeated stress on
an animal tends to compromise
meat flavor and texture).
 Local. Full Circle Farm partners
with a small local processor
that handles the cattle
humanely and carefully.
Measuring success
One year after its development, Nan
and Don have distributed the
brochure widely. They make it
available at field days and tours at
their own farm, as well as other field
days with the permission of the host.
The brochure is also distributed at the

popular Turtle Farm stand in Granger
and at Wheatsfield Grocery whenever
Nan and Don sample beef there.
Nan and Don asked the consultant to
develop a single-panel fact sheet for
distribution at larger events where the
audience less defined. This allows for
cheaper shipping and eliminates the
concern of having to keep tabs on the
more precious brochure.
Nan said the best measure of the
brochure’s effectiveness is the way
potential customers have responded to
receiving it in the mail. “Anytime we
get the vaguest nibble of a sale, we
mail a brochure,” she said. “I don’t
know that it’s a deal clincher, but very
few people who get the brochure fail
to make a purchase.”
Nan and Don indicated their target
audience for the brochure is “people
we didn’t know, people who did not
get a personal sales pitch from us.
People who had other options and
would need a compelling reason to
pick us over another source.”
Their success in reaching that
audience is reflected by the fact that
half of their customers are now people
they have never met. Three years ago
Nan and Don were personally
acquainted with 75-80 percent of their
customers.
The brochure fulfilled most of what
Nan and Don had hoped to
accomplish with the piece. This
included:
• “A professional piece that
looked sharp.”
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•
•

“A format that would serve a
variety of interests and
information needs.”
“A comprehensive piece that
would tell the story of the farm
and make us real enough to
believe.”

Asked if the content of the brochure
was effective, Nan said “very effective
if the consumer had the time to take in
all the information.” She added, “I
sometimes fear they were not effective
because the content was so
comprehensive.” Some customers
asked questions after “reading” the
brochure that had already been
answered in the brochure. On the
other hand, Nan said the materials
“cut way back on our phone time and
bills. Most of our conversations with
people after reading the brochure are
nuts and bolts—‘when do I call the
processor?’… ‘when do I have to
pay?”… The sale has already been
committed.”
Which messages most effective
Customers expressed most interest in
the antibiotic- and hormone-free
aspect of Full Circle beef and the fact
that they are certified organic. “For
some families, the pasture-raised
aspect was most important,” Nan said.
“Typically these families were fighting
cancer.” Successful, but of less
importance, were local processing and
variety of customized processing.
Some specific comments Nan and
Don received in reaction to the
brochure:

•
•
•
•

“When I called I had no idea
you were certified organic—
that’s even better.”
“Wow” (in response to the
content and layout).
“I feel like I know you.”
“We’re sold.”

Whenever customers asked how they
could afford such a “fancy” brochure,
Nan and Don were quick to point out
the list of “benefactors” inside.
Reflecting focus group research,
customers were least interested in:
• Land stewardship
• Humane husbandry
• A sustainable future
Nan and Don rated the helpfulness of
working with the consultant a five out
of five. “We never would have gotten
it to look so attractive without him,”
Nan said. “We might never have
gotten it done at all.”
Asked of suggestions for
improvements, Nan and Don said a
speedier process would be good. “I
think it was a year from John’s first
visit to product,” Nan said. “That’s not
a criticism, but setting up realistic
timelines would an improvement.”
The project brought about an
evolution in the way Nan and Don
think about their product and story.
“The consultant concluded we were
selling ourselves short.” Nan said.
“We’d been too modest.”
Ongoing marketing consultation is
something Nan and Don see as a
good idea (they have, in fact,
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continued to work with Anderson).
Nan said, “Despite having created
something that will endure for us—in
terms of information and actual
printed inventory—one still needs a
fresh perspective as demographics
change, for the farm as well as the
consumer.”
With characteristic enthusiasm, Nan
summed up the experience, “It was a
blast!”
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Brochure Developed for Full Circle Farm
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Brochure Developed for Full Circle Farm
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