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Q: For producers joining us today who are aiming to build 
long-term generational wealth through their operation, why 
is getting a handle on unit economics and market demand 
the necessary baseline for that journey?
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Diffensibly Different?

Strategic Pricing Questions
– How do I know why people want to buy?
– How much will they pay?

TELL YOUR PRICE STORY!!



Perceptions DRIVE Buyer Behavior 

• Buyer decisions provide valuable information
– Expectations of future prices
– Tastes and preferences
– Substitutes and complements

• Use market data to predict future demand



From International Food Information Council (IFIC) Foundation’s
2026 Food and Health Survey
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Biggest Food Trends of 2026, So Far

The Biggest Food Trends of 2026 So 
Far (The Taste of Home) 

• Fiber is the new protein
• Functional beverages are 

here to stay
• Prickly pear is the new “IT” 

girl
• Sour candies have entered 

the chat
• Dirt cake is so back
• Jell-O shots are all grown up

https://www.tasteofhome.com/collection/2026-food-trends/
https://www.tasteofhome.com/collection/2026-food-trends/


Top 10 Chart-Topping Trends in 2026
1. Local Sourcing
2. Comfort Foods
3. Value Menu and Options
4. Smashed Burgers
5. Clear Menu Labeling, Icons, 

and Cues

What’s Hot in National Restaurant Association 
Culinary Forecast What's Hot in 2026? 

https://restaurant.org/Downloads/PDFs/Whats-Hot-2019.pdf
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/whats-hot-food-beverage-trends/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/whats-hot-food-beverage-trends/


Top 10 Chart-Topping Trends in 2026

What’s Hot in National Restaurant Association 
Culinary Forecast What's Hot in 2026? 

6. Allergen-friendly Menus
7. Global Comfort Foods
8. “Cleaner” Recipes, Additive-

and Dye-Free or Less 
Processed Menu Items

9. Proteins as Add-Ons
10.Compostable and Reusable 

Packaging

https://restaurant.org/Downloads/PDFs/Whats-Hot-2019.pdf
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/whats-hot-food-beverage-trends/
https://restaurant.org/research-and-media/research/research-reports/whats-hot-food-beverage-trends/


Emerging Consumer Tools Rewrite 
the Food Industry Playbook

1. Appetite-suppressing drugs
2. AI-guided grocery decisions
3. At-home diagnostics on brands 

that prioritize health, trust, 
nutrition, and evidence-
backed outcomes

Buckingham, L. 18-August 2026. “The three forces rewriting the food industry playbook.” Foodnavigator.com

At-home tests give people access to how their 
bodies respond to food. (Image: Getty/Svetikd)

https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2026/08/18/the-trends-redefining-food-industry-growth/


PRICES HAVE A JOB…
Market First: Planning for Profitable Operations



Why do prices communicate value?

PRICES have a JOB! Actually, 4 jobs…

1.ALLOCATE
2.RATION 
3.SIGNAL
4.INCENTIVE



What is your PRICE STORY?

1. ALLOCATE – Market mechanism allocates scarce 
resources across uses
– What goods and services will be produced? 
– How will these goods and services be produced? 
– Who will consume them?



What is your PRICE STORY?

2. RATION - Prices ration scare resources when demand 
outstrips supply
– The greater the scarcity, the higher the price (demand 

decreases) and the more the resource is conserved
– Know how to position your products based on unique 

attributes
• WTP for  tomatoes grown with less water
• State branding programs
• Trusted relationships with buyers and consumers



What is your PRICE STORY?

3. SIGNAL – Market prices adjust to where resources are 
required and away from where they are not
– Rising prices give a signal to:

• Consumers to reduce demand or withdraw from a 
market completely

• Potential producers to enter a market
– What does this mean to you?

• Calculate your production and marketing costs
• Prepare pricing playbook prices based on sales volume



What is your PRICE STORY?

4. INCENTIVE – motivates producer or consumer to change 
behavior or follow a course of action
– Know your competitors’ prices
– Know your share of the market

• Define your market channels – farmers market(s), CSAs, 
restaurants, retailers, direct to consumers – and 
percent of sales through each

• Learn what incentives motivate your buyers



NOW, FOR A BIT OF MATH…
Market First: Planning for Profitable Operations



How do I price to profit?

Need to determine:
1. Total cost to produce
2. Gross margin
3. Gross profit

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



How do I price to profit?

1. Determine total cost to produce
– Fixed costs
– Variable costs

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



Q: When farmers start crunching their numbers, what are the 
most common 'hidden' costs or overlooked operational 
expenses they leave out of their break-even calculations?

 

Market First: Planning for Profitable Operations

FINANCIAL

INSTITUTIONAL

HUMANMARKET

PRODUCTION



How do I price to profit?

2. Determine gross margin
– What do you want to pay yourself?
– Percentage of sales dollars available to pay fixed costs and 

return a profit
– Industry standards:

• Fresh produce 30-40% depending on volume
• Value-added shelf stable 15-20%
• Baked goods 40-55%

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



How do I price to profit?

3. Determine gross profit
– Gross margin percentage expressed in dollar terms
– Gross profit equation:

   Total revenue            -           Total costs
(units sold * price per unit) – (units sold * cost per unit)

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



Q: For a producer who has been running a 'grow-first' 
operation for years, or even generations, what is the first 
small, practical step they can take this week to start shifting 
toward a Market-First mindset without feeling 
overwhelmed? 
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Profits are…?

What can YOU control?
Its not how much you make, it is how much 
you SELL!
Costs?
Prices?

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



What’s my selling price?

Selling price 
       = variable costs/(100%- percent gross margin desired)

Ex.:
Variable costs = $2.25/unit
Desired gross margin = 40%

Selling price = $2.25/(100%-40%) = $3.75/unit

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



What’s my breakeven point?

• Break-even analysis
– Point at which revenues equal expenses
– Zero profit is made
– Zero losses are incurred

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



What’s my breakeven point?

How many units do we have to sell to breakeven?
Break-even equation:
    Total revenues = Total costs
units sold*price per unit = variable costs*units sold + fixed costs

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



What’s my breakeven point?

How many units do we have to sell to breakeven?
Ex.:
Variable costs = $2.25/unit
Desired gross margin = 40%
Selling price = $3.75/unit
Fixed costs = $5,000

units sold*price per unit = units sold*variable costs + fixed costs
Units sold*$3.75/unit = units sold*$2.25/unit + $5,000
Units sold ($3.75/unit - $2.25/unit) = $5,000

So, units need to sell to break even = $5,000/$1.50/unit = 3,333 



What’s your zero profit/loss point?

Nartea, T., and K.L. Morgan. (2015). Selling Directly to Buyers: How to Price Your Product. Virginia Cooperative Extension 
Publication AAEC-97P, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA



Q: If a producer calculates their true break-even price and 
realizes they need to charge more, but they’re worried about 
pushback from their current buyers, how do you recommend 
they approach that pricing conversation?
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Tell your PRICE STORY!!

Strategic Pricing Answers
– How do I know why people want to buy?

• Study changing market demand conditions
• Do your homework, inside and out

– How much will they pay?
• Targeted marketing based on product attributes
• Control your costs



MARKET FIRST:
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Dr. Kimberly Morgan
UTAgBiz@tennessee.edu
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