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Long before Jane Hawley Stevens and her 
husband David found their 130-acre farm on 
the high ground of Wisconsin’s beautiful 
Baraboo Bluffs, she was growing herbs. First and 
foremost, she’s an herbalist who truly believes 
in the healing properties of plants, and in 
sharing ‘the power of nature’ with others.  

Four Elements Organic Herbals grew out of this 
passion for plants and healing. Originally 
envisioned as a business growing seedlings for 
others to plant, it gained momentum as Jane 
began developing products from her diverse 
selection of herbs. Originally called “Nature’s 
Acres,” the business was certified organic in 
1990, and in 1992 she and David renovated 
their barn into a commercial kitchen for 
producing and packaging value-added 
products. 

Having the production and processing facility 
together on-farm provided significant 
advantages. It was more efficient and allowed 
for one person to do more things, as well as 
coordinate family life and the constant 
transition between the horticultural duties and 
the value-added business work. Occasional 
treks to conferences and other events to speak 
about herbs and share her products became 
more frequent, and gradually some part-time 
helpers were added. 

STATS 

Started: 1987 

Sells in: 25 states and online 

Distributors: Lotus Light, L&L, Trudeau/UNFI 

 since: 2012 

Certified organic since: 1990 

Website: www.fourelementsherbals.com 

Tagline: “Aligns with the power of nature.” 
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SCALING UP 

In 2011 Stevens hired a consultant to assist in writing 
a proposal for a Value Added Producer Grant to 
transition her line of herbal teas from a loose tea 
packaged in tins to a boxed form containing 
teabags.  

Value Added Producer Grants (VAPG) are offered 
by USDA Rural Development on a competitive basis 
for agricultural producers to conduct processing 
and/or marketing of bio-based, value-added 
products. Program goals include generating new 
products, creating and expanding marketing 
opportunities, and increasing producer income. A 
key stipulation of the program is that the value-
added product comprise at least 51% raw 
agricultural commodity owned and produced by 
the applicant. For Stevens, this meant that her 
herbal body care items did not qualify; however, the 
Four Elements herbal teas did. Another stipulation is 
that the applicant arrange for matching funds. 
Information on the VAPG can be found in the Code 
of Federal Regulations at Title 7 → Subtitle B → 
Chapter XLII → Part 4284 → Subpart J.  

During the process of writing the VAPG with a 
consultant, Stevens realized that her business was 
not sustainable enough at the size it was, and that 
the grant would help her take a few giant steps and 
significantly grow her business. Stevens was awarded 
a VAPG in February of 2012, and in the past three 
years of the grant, Four Elements has experienced 
tremendous growth and changes. 

GROWING PAINS 

§ Writing the grant, including learning to write a 
budget for a business loan to cover matching 
funds for the grant 

§ Contracting with a co-packer to chop and 
package her herbal teas 

§ Managing organic certification through a longer 
chain of activities and locations  

§ Meeting production goals for increased product 
in the midst of the 2012 drought 

WELL-ROUNDED:  
Herbs    for    teas     

and   for  body  care  
 
While most of their farm-grown herbs 
are used in the teas, Four Elements 
organic herbs are also made into a 
variety of body care products including 
soaps, creams, lip balms, healing 
salves, tinctures, and herb-infused oils 
and hydrosols.  

These natural body care items have 
been a good addition to the array of 
products available to stores (adding up 
to over 200 different products in the 
Four Elements line). In addition, they 
are consistent with Stevens’ mission to 
share the power of herbs. 

A quick glance at the testimonials on 
her website shows great customer 
appreciation for her “No More X-Ma” 
cream, one of her most popular.   
  

 
   

Stevens recently learned that the 
current price level for the bars of soap 
represents a significant loss. There was 
some initial shock and hesitation at the 
thought of raising the price to allow the 
product to have any profit margin and 
justify production, but Stevens has 
decided to trust customers to 
comprehend the value of this local, 
hand-made product and accept the 
necessary price hike.  

According to costing wisdom from Carl 
Rainey, business consultant with the 
Wisconsin Department of Ag, Trade 
and Consumer Protection (DATCP), 
knowing your market and distinguishing 
your brand as a unique value for 
customers is the more sustainable 
business strategy as compared to trying 
to compete on price.  
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§ Working through package design troubles, leading to a new logo and re-
branding campaign for the new look 

§ Hiring more help; finding a good fit with a new team 

§ Moving the value-added production and business office to an off-farm location 

 

Writing the Grant  
Hiring a consultant did not make writing the grant easy. In addition to many hours 
working with the consultant, it also required months of research for Stevens into what 
would be needed to complete the project. This included specific projections for 
production quantities, budget details, outlining additional staffing needs, and 
projecting timelines for securing needed supplies such as newly designed 
packaging. 

Contracting with a Co-packer 
Stevens was able to locate a bagging machine for the teas, but 
chopping the herbs into uniformly sized pieces proved more 
challenging. As Stevens learned, the basic drying and “garbling” 
process she performed to package loose teas into tins was not 
sufficient for producing a satisfactory result in a delicate tea bag. 
Colleagues in the tea industry were instrumental in helping find a 
co-packing mill equipped with the special equipment to 
efficiently chop, bag, and package the tea, although it was 
inconveniently located in California. 

After locating a facility that was willing and able to “chop and 
sift” the herbs, Stevens had a face-to-face meeting with them to 
cement the relationship. She needed to see the operation and 
ensure that her herbs would be well taken care of. She was able 
to see the equipment that would be involved. Certain aspects of this production 
were handled by the co-packer, such as procurement of the tea bag material and 
the plastic film used to bundle the tea bags for freshness.  

Transporting the herbs to the co-
packer was another challenge to 
solve. Stevens found that she was 
able to take advantage of 
geography—since the herbs were 
traveling west they could make 
use of empty space in a food-
safe truck on the return trip for 
delivering California produce to 
the Midwest. The co-packer was 
helpful with this arrangement 
since they already had a 

relationship with a food truck broker. Stevens also struggled with the problem of how 
to bundle the herbs for the transport to California. After much thought, she turned to 

WHAT IS 
GARBLING? 

The process of 
breaking up dried 
herbs over a wire 
rack by rubbing 
them so that the 

large stems stay on 
the rack and the 
smaller stems and 

leaves fall through. 
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general agricultural bags made from woven poly fibers that are used at feed mills. 
Once there, she realized that these were the standard shipping container for herbs, 
much to her surprise and joy. 

A difficulty that is not yet surmounted is the delay experienced with these added co-
packing steps. For the 2012 crop, Stevens shipped herbs in October and finally 
received shipment of the end product in February. This creates a potential problem 
of needing product but not being able to obtain more, unlike the products she still 
processes herself, which she can produce on demand if necessary. Stevens said, 
“Because the tea is the only thing I source out, it’s the least reliable in terms of 
having a steady supply.”  

Managing Organic Certification Across Locations 
While the Four Elements herbal teas have been certified organic for some time, 
Stevens found that having the increased complexity of scaling up and working with 
a co-packer has added some difficulty to the organic inspection and certification 
process. For one thing, there are now three different locations that need to be 
inspected for her organic certificate: the farm for the crop certificate, and for the 
handling certificate, the North Freedom facility and the co-packing facility. Stevens 
is still working through these issues but is finding that having a strong relationship with 
her co-packer has helped; they were already doing some organic product so 
organic inspections were not new to them. Stevens has worked on communicating 
with her certifier about her frustrations, and that has also helped.  

Meeting Production Goals 
The VAPG also helped Stevens get some assistance with costing product. This can 
be a tricky issue for small businesses because they don’t have the economies of 
scale to compete with the large national brands.  

When asked how she thinks of the size of her 
business, Jane said, “too small. It’s not sustainable 
enough for me.” She needs to be able to pay her 
staff well, and also pay herself, and the process of 
analyzing her business during the VAPG period has 
led to the realization that the business needs to 
grow to sustain her as a regular job would, with pay 
that reflects experience, and provisions for 
retirement.  

Scaling up has meant that she’s not able to 
produce all of the herbs for her teas. According to 
provisions of the VAPG she can bring in up to 49% of her herbs, but at least 51% has 
to come from her farm. So there’s a focus on growing the herbs that are rare, and 
also the ones that are used the most. She has larger plots of her staple herbs—lemon 
balm, nettles, and holy basil—herbs that are the basis of a lot of her teas. She 
selectively chooses herbs that are harder for her to grow as the ones she sources 
from other farms. Herbs like sassafrass and orange peel definitely cannot be 
produced on her farm, but in general the teas are composed of mostly herbs from 
the region, including indigenous plants when possible.  



 

Organic Processing Institute Case Study: Four Elements Organic Herbals 5 

The first year of the grant, 2012, she faced the pressure of achieving production 
quotas amidst a severe drought. Between mulching and hand-watering the fields, 
she successfully shipped 500 pounds of dried herbs to be chopped, bagged, and 
boxed in California. This represented more than double what she had grown before 
the grant, but she still needed more. 

In the second year of the grant, she shipped 700 pounds of dried herbs, and in the 
2014 growing season, the third year, she upped her production to 1000 pounds. Of 
that, 800 pounds were shipped as dried herbs for teas and 200 pounds were 
retained to use for her other herbal body care products: soaps, salves, moisture 
creams, lip balms, tinctures, deodorant and hydrosols. Overall, Four Elements offers 
roughly 200 SKUs (stock keeping units, a product identification unit), of which two 
categories—teas and hydrosols—are certified organic. 

Adapting the Package Design 
Stevens successfully managed 
adapting production into a 
brand new package for her 
teas, and began working with 
distributors and retailers. Besides 
bringing the product to new 
stores, arrangements were also 
made for stores already 
stocking Four Elements loose-
tea tins to shift existing product 
over to bagged tea boxes. In 
the course of discussions with a 
large natural foods retailer, 
some problems with the 
package design came to light. 
By a mere coincidence, the new look was similar to that of another tea brand 
already holding a significant position in their store. This came on top of an already 

difficult process of deciding what to include 
on the packaging in the way of terms like 
‘local’ and affiliations such as the Something 
Special from Wisconsin™ program.  

In the course of developing yet another new 
look for the package, a new logo for Four 
Elements was adopted, and has almost 
completed its transition onto all of the 
products. Stevens unveiled the new logo in 
September 2014 at the Natural Products Expo 
East in Baltimore, Maryland (as shown at left). 
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Building an Effective Team 
Beginning with writing 
the VAPG application, 
Stevens had to devote 
time to seeking out 
additional team 
members, as well as 
define additional roles. 
The grant helped to pay 
for a full time office 
manager, and finding 
the right person for that 
wasn’t easy, because 
this position involves 
helping with key 
decisions about brand 
identity and marketing 
strategy.   

An initial product manager hire helped move the business plans along but ultimately 
wasn’t a great fit for the position, and a second one was hired before Stevens found 
her current product manager in April of 2013.  

Significant growth is also attributed to finally signing on with a brand manager. 
Stevens says that her brand manager connects her to brokers all over the country. 
This brings her products in front of many more stores, but Stevens says marketing is 
still tricky because buyers are hesitant. She worries about product just getting dusty 
on the shelf, but part of the solution for that was adding two sales reps to the team. 
With one near the Twin Cities and one in Chicagoland, they were each hired to 
work 30 hours a week exclusively for Four Elements, directly engaging with buyers 
and customers, doing product demos, and generally being an advocate for 
Stevens and the Four Elements products. 

Initially reluctant to work with brokers, brand managers, and distributors as many 
small businesses are, she had been focused on short-term costs rather than long-
term growth and profitability. Now with more tools at her disposal she sees that all of 
these team members were essential to her overall goal of bringing more of her 
herbal products to more consumers.  

Stevens now works with three distributors: Lotus Light out of Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, 
L&L in Verona, Wisconsin, and Trudeau in 
Minnesota—which was bought by United 
Natural Foods Incorporated (UNFI). As of 
March 2015 they are still carrying her 
products as the transition from Trudeau to 
UNFI is underway, an unexpected way to 
gain entry into being distributed by this 
large carrier.  
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Moving to a New Location 
After increasing the amount of production and distribution, as well as the number of 
employees, Four Elements moved into a former bank facility located six miles from 
the farm. Stevens worked through hurdles with funding and adapting the space for 
commercial kitchen needs, and Four Elements Apothecary opened in November of 
2013. The decision to move was in part to help separate work life from personal life, 
and in part to have an increased level of professionalism as production has scaled 
up and the number of employees has risen. 

Stevens says, “On farm processing is a 
good thing. I think that you can save so 
many costs for a long time. It makes sense 
for a lot of reasons, and it was a great 
launching pad to get this far. Twenty-two 
years later it became the right choice [to 
move off-farm]. And I don’t know, when 
the lease is up in three years, if this [current 
facility] will be big enough. Now we’re 
open to more possibilities.”  

At the new facility, the kitchen buildout 
involved flexibility on the DATCP 
requirement that processing facilities have 
a three-part sink: she was allowed to 
instead have a two-part sink next to a 
single-basin sink. Other than that the 
Apothecary offers plenty of space to store 
ingredients, perform the processing 
and product packaging, display 
product, and handle the office 
needs. Jane divides her time between farm and facility partly based on the season, 
and relies on teamwork and frequent communication with her product manager.  

At the Apothecary in North Freedom, nine employees help with a range of duties 
including filling containers, affixing labels, shipping product, and even 
manufacturing the body care products, which Stevens has just handed over to her 

trained staff this year in order to free her 
up for more management duties. In 
addition, some of the staff float 
between the Apothecary and the farm, 
where they assist with field work as well 
as tending to the early herb processing 
activities. Before they are stored or 
shipped to the co-packer, they must be 
wilted and dried—which is carried out 
May to November—as well as rough-
chopped and packed into the bulk 
storage bags.  

Four Elements Apothecary in North Freedom, Wisconsin. 
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NEW PATHWAYS 

Along with expansion into an off-farm facility, Four Elements has ventured into new 
markets with the help of the VAPG. Attending the Natural Products Expos (East and 
West) was just the beginning: this March she also led an Herb Walk at Expo West in 
Anaheim, California. This demonstrates her interest in pursuing education as a 
prominent mission. Being careful to keep her herb talks separate from her brand and 
product is important for FDA requirements, however.  

For example, Stevens was recently forced to remove a blog from the Four Elements 
website because it included information about properties of herbs that the FDA 
equated with health claims on her product advertising, even though the claims 
weren’t on the product labels. This is a lesson that applies to all health claims: a 
website is considered to be part of the product marketing and as such, the same 
restrictions for labels are applied to a brand’s website. 

Instead of a blog, Stevens plans to focus her efforts on writing, along with adding to 
her existing schedule of speaking engagements. In addition to the annual Open 
House she holds at the farm, she will be offering classes there in the fall of 2015, and 
other speaking events are listed on the Four Elements website. Stevens has much to 

share about the benefits plants offer, and finds this to be a natural direction.  

Finally, with the addition of sales reps in new regions of the country such as Florida, 
Arizona, Colorado, New York, and the Mid-Atlantic region, Four Elements Organic 
Herbals products will be on many more store shelves. She is enthusiastic about the 
growth, saying, “We’re looking forward to the opportunity for people to trust the 
power of herbs with our products.” 

Jane Hawley Stevens spoke to a standing-room-only crowd at the 2015 Organic Farming Conference hosted by the Midwest 
Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES). 



 

Organic Processing Institute Case Study: Four Elements Organic Herbals 9 

PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACH 

Stevens takes a philosophical approach to her business, which has helped her 
through the ups and downs. After all, as with many entrepreneurs, she wears a lot of 
hats: not only growing the herbs and refining her herbalism skills, but also the typical 
challenges of small business and the competitive environment of the retail world. 
She advises others to have systems in place for stress reduction and mind expansion, 
along with a helpful mindset: when something looks wrong, ask yourself what’s right 
about it. Overall, the biggest hurdle is inflexibility. As she sees it, “Working with nature 
you know you can’t call all the shots, but if you can get through those hurdles, it’s 
like a graduation.”  

CONCLUSION 

The common theme for Stevens and Four 
Elements right now is sustainable growth. She 
credits the Value Added Producer Grant with 
much of the recent change, saying, “I didn’t 
really know I had a vision of all of these 
changes until the grant. I’m open to growth 
and possibilities. Without the grant, I might 
have just been Jane the herbalist up on the hill 
…but now things have begun to click.” 

Stevens said, “I feel strongly that I’ve given to 
Four Elements for 22 years, and now it’s their 
(the four elements) turn to sustain me.” 
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