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In 2018 the net farm income average of all farms included in the Nebraska Farm Business, Inc.
group was $94,121. That was a surprisingly high number, but when compared to the group
called the Top Efficient Farms’ net income of $261,059, it shows there is a significant difference.
The Top Efficient Farms group is a selection of operations included in Nebraska Farm Business,
Inc’s group that consistently retain more than 20% of gross income as net. These farms are not
the highest efficiency farms each
Net Farm Income Comparison
year, they are just the most
Average
Farms vs. Top Efficient Farms
consistent from year-to-year.
Why is the profitability from one
farm to another so different? Is it
just weather, location, markets,
etc.? In hope of trying to answer
these questions, we have been
following this group of Top
Efficient farms for many years.
The groups cover similar
geographic areas, and both
contain predominately corn and
soybean growers.
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The first chart shows the trend of net farm income for the last ten years between the two
groups. The Top Efficient group consistently keeps more income than the average of all farms.
Both groups have comparable gross farm income so we know that size of the operation is not
the difference.
Knowing that the net farm income is higher doesn’t tell us how it’s done. We have been
following several factors through the years to answer this. Chart 2 contains the average
marketing price received for both corn and soybeans. There are two lines for soybeans (the
upper lines) and two for corn (lower lines). The lines are so close that it’s hard to tell which line is
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A quarter doesn’t buy much these days so it’s easy to dismiss the value, but when 25 cents is
what separates the cost of production per bushel of corn between two groups, it can start to add
up.

which. For the past ten years, we
have not seen a significant
difference in the marketing of the
two groups.
If we looked at the yield
comparison for corn, there are
about 5 years out of the past ten
that there is a 5+ bushel/acre
advantage to the Top Efficient
group. It is more noticeable than
the marketing, but still not
significant enough to explain the
difference in net farm income.
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With a profit equation of (price x yield) – expenses, that leaves expenses as the best option for
these significant differences. Included are the trends on cost per acre for seed and fertilizer on
irrigated corn. Excluding 2017, there are some consistent savings on seed costs; along with the
slight improvement in yield. Fertilizer shows no consistent conclusion.

Seed Cost, Irrigated Corn on Owned Land
Average of All Farms vs. Top Efficient Farms
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Fertilizer Cost, Irrigated Corn on Owned Land
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There is not a category of expenses that stands out as the one thing that makes up the
difference, but most categories show a $1-$5 difference per acre. When you get to total expense
per acre, the difference between the Top Efficient group and the average of all farms amounts to
$40-$60 per acre, depending on the enterprise. It seems the old adage of “Watch the pennies
and the dollars will take care of themselves” ends up being accurate in this study. It is often the
little decisions made each day, that add up to significant profit at the end of the year. Is the
lesson from this not to spend money? No, of course not. It doesn’t make sense to try and grow
corn without seed or other inputs, and there is value in utilizing experts such as
crop/marketing/financial consultants, even if it’s hard to measure. The lesson is to make sure
that the decisions you are making return the highest net return, and not the highest gross
return. In other words, getting the highest yield may actually cost you more than it returns. If
the last additive costs $10 per acre and is expected to give you a 3-bushel yield bump, the price
needs to be more than $3.33 or that additive cost you more than it returned.
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