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Executive Summary 

Introduction and aim 

Learning is considered an important component for resilience building in socio-ecological 

systems, not least because resilience is about dealing with, adapting to and responding to change. 

Thus, knowledge constantly needs revision and approaches to management require adapting to 

changing circumstances. Reflecting the SURE-Farm resilience framework that recognizes the three 

capacities of resilience as robustness, adaptability and transformability, this deliverable examines 

the role that learning plays across these resilience capacities. Through 11 farming system case 

studies across Europe, the objectives were to (i) identify farmer attributes that enable or constrain 

learning; (ii) understand the networks of influencers on farmer decision-making; (iii) identify the 

ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΤ ŀƴŘ όƛǾύ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

capacity in the context of the resilience capacities of robustness, adaptability and transformability.  

Methods 

A conceptual framework for guiding the research was developed, drawing on the work of 

Oreszczyn et al. (2010) and Baird et al. (2014), amongst others. The framework recognised that 

ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making is likely to be influenced by a diverse range of cognitive and affective 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ Lƴ 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ, or networks of influence, are likely to contribute to their 

learning and influence their decision-making in a variety of ways. A further dimension - external 

influences - was added to the framework to consider the context within which farmers make 

decisions, asserting that learning and adaptive capacity may be enabled or hindered by various 

external factors such as institutional and policy structures, market systems and access to new 

technologies. Semi-structured interviews were combined with an interactive mapping activity to 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΩ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making and farmŜǊǎΩ 

learning strategies, as well as exploring the role of cognitive, affective and external factors that 

may enable or constrain learning. A total of 130 farmer interviews were conducted across the 11 

case studies.  

Learning strategies 

A range of learning strategies were identified across cognitive, experiential and relational 

dimensions of learning. Cognitive learning included formal agricultural education or skills 

acquisition and attending training courses, as well as farmers seeking out new information across 

a wide range of issues. Farmers use a wide range of sources when they seek out information, 

including online information, the farming press, social media, engaging with advisors and other 
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farmers, or attending events, fairs and exhibitions. Younger farmers are more likely to engage in 

sharing experiences or seeking out information through online resources and social media, 

whereas older farmers tend to prefer more traditional forms of communication such as the 

farming press and books.  

Experiential learning involved farmers learning through their own experience. This is gained over 

time and through trial and error, adapting to changing circumstances and learning from what has 

worked in the past. It may also involve bringing skills, knowledge and expertise from working in 

other industries beyond farming. Experimentation is an important strategy, occurring across a 

range of activities, such as trying out new extreme weather-resistant crops, changing cattle 

breeds, testing out new plant protection products, testing small plots of organic or no-till 

cultivation, as well as trying out new labour recruitment or product marketing techniques. 

Findings show that farmers who experiment are also better able to adapt themselves to shocks 

and stresses 

Relational learning involves learning from others. This learning can take many forms, from talking 

to neighbouring farmers or farmer friends, engaging in farmer discussion groups, observing what 

other farmers are doing through field visits or interacting with farmers around the world through 

social media. Farmers also learn from non-farmers, including advisors, technological consultants, 

financial advisors and scientists. 

Farmer attributes 

Farmer attributes, such as interests, motivation, entrepreneurial spirit and personality, are 

important in influencing the degree and type of learning that is undertaken. From our analysis 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ǿŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘǿƻ ōǊƻŀŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΥ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩΦ  

Proactive learners are likely to be willing to take risks and apply proactive risk management 

strategies. They are open to new ideas and seek out new information. They do not wait for 

problems to occur, but rather seek to constantly improve their business and their activities, 

anticipating and adapting to future changes. They welcome innovation and will experiment with 

new technologies and new approaches on their farm and are often early adopters. Such farmers 

have a positive attitude and high self-efficacy. They are reflexive, critically assessing what they do 

and the information and learning they receive from others. A key attribute is their ability to 

convert knowledge into action, and the translation of their learning from non-farmers into farmer 

practice that can be applied. They also have an enquiring personality and will engage with other 

farmers and non-farmers across their social network to share experiences and expand their 

knowledge; valuing ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǇǳǘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ 
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of the wider farming system which helps them to better reflect on their own behaviour and 

specific farm situation.  

Reactive learners tend to be risk averse and deal with the consequences as and when they occur. 

Thus, they may be fairly passive, perceiving a lack of self-efficacy and a sense that things happen 

to them that are beyond their control. They prefer to operate a Ψbusiness aǎ ǳǎǳŀƭΩ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ 

to tried-and-tested methods that they know have worked in the past. This lack of flexibility can 

lock them into a way of operating that constrains their ability to learn about (potentially more 

resilient) ways of working. When they do innovate, they prefer to wait until others have 

experimented first and then adopt when they are confident that it will work. They are less likely 

ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΣ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ 

behaviour and reflect on whether it would apply in their own circumstances. Alongside this, 

attachments to a particular farming way of life or an occupational identity may make them 

reluctant to undertake radical adaptations or transformations on their farm. Their focus tends to 

be narrowly centred on their specific farm situation rather than considering the broader farming 

system. 

Knowledge networks 

The role of a farmer involves a wide range of skills; and as both practitioners and managers they 

need to seek out information on a broad range of topics from a diverse range of people. In many 

cases, farmers do not make decisions in isolation; decision-making and learning occur through the 

complex social systems in which farmers live and work and are important environments in which 

to consider their capacity for learning. Importantly, the degree to which the farmer trusts 

influencers and the level of confidence they have in the source of advice or information is crucial. 

We distinguish between three levels of influencers:   

¢ƘŜ ΨǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΩΥ trusted professional and personal advisors, including family members, 

who in effect constitute the farmerΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ 

ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

farmer is confident in their advice.  

Information sources: individuals and organisations that farmers may consult for advice (that are 

external to the inner ring of confidence, but provide advice or information to the farmer) at 

various moments in time. In some instances, farmers may be less confident in the advice they 

receive from influencers in this category, particularly if they feel that the advice is not coming 

from an independent source.  
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External influencers: Contacts, organisations or information sources that provide the context 

within which farmers operate, such as policies and the legislative framework, markets, access to 

finance, consumer demand, NGO narratives, social norms, local planning contexts and the media 

portrayal of farming.  

Learning for resilience 

This study clarifies ǎƻƳŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ Ǌole in 

resilience-building. In terms of resilience, reactive farmers may be robust, enabling their farm to 

recover from moderate shocks and stresses. However, they are less likely to be able to adapt, 

where possible persisting in their tried and tested ways of working. In response to major shocks, 

they may be forced to undertake a significant transformation of the farm business, or exit farming. 

However, proactive learners, while enabling robustness and transformability, are also able to 

adapt. These farmers are more entrepreneurial and are able to anticipate and prepare for future 

challenges. They can identify and respond to business opportunities, translating what they 

observe and learn from others into practice on their own farm.  

The implications of these findings suggest: 

¶ ! ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƎŀǇΩ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ 

through coaching and assisting with future-proofing business plans. 

¶ Attachments to particular ways of farming can hinder adaptation, so careful 

consideration needs to be given to enabling farms to adapt while maintaining their core 

identity.  

¶ Expanding ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ 

circle could help to bring new innovative ideas from other farmers and those beyond the 

sector. 

¶ Social networks in the former communist states (Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, East 

Germany) are not well developed. There is scope for improving farmer knowledge 

networks and opportunities to exchange ideas, with lessons to be learnt from other 

countries with more developed farmer networks (e.g. benchmarking, farmer discussion 

groups etc.).  

¶ A need for better communication between scientists and farmers. Such alignment could 

help to improve the adoption (and design) of new technologies.  

¶ A need for an enabling policy environment that provides long-term security and a clear 

strategy for the sector. An important component of this is supporting the establishment 

of farmer-farmer, farmer-scientist and farmer-other business networks, implying a need 

to support and strengthen bonding, linking and bridging social capital to improve and 

maintain the resilience of farming systems. 



 
 
 

 
12 

 

 
5нΦоΦ CŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

This ProjŜŎǘ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ IƻǊƛȊƻƴ нлнл ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ DǊŀƴǘ 

Agreement No. 727520 

1 Introduction 

The SURE-Farm project aims to analyse, assess and improve the resilience and sustainability of 

farms and farming systems in Europe. Farms and farming systems face a whole range of social, 

ecological, economic and political disturbances and changes, such as market fluctuations, severe 

weather events, climate change, new technology, changes in governance structures and so forth, 

operating at a range of scales (local, regional, national and global). Some stresses on the farm 

system can be predicted (e.g. retirement of farmer), while other shocks are more uncertain and 

unpredictable (e.g. flooding, sudden price drop, illness). Farmers, therefore, need the ability to 

cope with and adapt to these disturbances while at the same time maintaining their ability to 

adapt in the future (i.e. avoiding lock ins and path dependencies) (Folke et al., 2003). In other 

words, they need to build resilience (Fazey et al., 2007, Milestad and Darnhofer, 2003, Milestad 

et al., 2010). Learning is considered an important component for resilience that is building in 

socio-ecological systems (Biggs et al., 2012, de Kraker, 2017, Folke, 2006), not least because 

resilience is about dealing with, adapting to and responding to change (Cundill et al., 2015). Thus, 

knowledge periodically needs revision and approaches to management require constant adaption 

to changing circumstances. The ability to learn about and respond to change fosters resilience 

(Armitage et al., 2009, Folke et al., 2005) and there is a general consensus that adaptive capacity 

and social learning are interrelated concepts (Raymond and Cleary, 2013, Thi Hong Phuong et al., 

2017, Yuen et al., 2013). 

Reflecting the SURE-Farm resilience framework that recognizes the three capacities of resilience 

as robustness, adaptability and transformability, this deliverable seeks to better understand the 

role that learning plays across these resilience capacities. Through 11 farming system case studies 

across Europe, the objectives were to (i) identify farmer attributes that enable or constrain 

learning; (ii) understand the networks of influencers on farmer decision-making; (iii) identify the 

external factors that enable or constrain learning; and (iǾύ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

capacity in the context of the resilience capacities of robustness, adaptability and transformability.  

The following sets out the conceptual framework for the project, outlining the literature that has 

informed the methodology and analysis. This is followed by a brief summary of the case studies 

and a description of the methods adopted. Summary results for each of the 11 case studies are 

presented, followed by a synthesis of the results in relatƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ. The 

conclusion discusses the analysis in the context of the SURE-Farm resilience framework. 

1.1 Conceptual framework 

Learning can be defined as a change in knowledge, skills or attitudes that may result in behaviour 

change (de Kraker, 2017, Muro and Jeffrey, 2008). Learning can occur through the transmission 
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ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ όƛΦŜΦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŦŀŎǘǎύΣ ōȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ŘƻƛƴƎΩ όaƛƭŜǎǘŀd et al., 

2010) and through sharing knowledge and learning from others. Social networks play an 

important role in facilitating social learning, and are often referred to in the literature as 

communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and networks of influence (Oreszczyn et al., 

2010). 

Pahl-Wostl and Hare (2004) define social learning as άan iterative and ongoing process that 

comprises several loops and enhances the flexibility of socio-ecological systems and its ability to 

respond to chaƴƎŜέ όǇΦ мфрύ. De Kraker (2017) conceptualises learning throughout the adaptive 

capacity cycle as single-, double- and triple-loop learning (Figure 1.1 The role of learning in the 

adaptive capacity cycle (from de Kraker 2017).Figure 1.1). In different stages of the adaptive 

capacity cycle, learning plays different roles ς ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊƻƴǘ ƭƻƻǇΩ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ΨōŀŎƪ ƭƻƻǇΩ ƛǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŀŘical 

innovation in response to crises in the systemΦ ! ǘƘƛǊŘ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ 

when learning innovations developed during the back loop are taken up in the front loop at a 

higher level. These three forms of learning reflect the typology which distinguishes single-loop 

learning (incremental change, learning about the consequences of specific actions (Reed et al., 

2010)), double-loop learning (more fundamental change, rethinking underlying assumptions and 

redefining goals) and triple-loop learning (paradigm change, questioning norms and values 

underpinning current assumptions and actions) (Argyris, 2003, de Kraker, 2017, Pahl-Wostl, 2009, 

Pahl-Wostl et al., 2013).  
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Figure 1.1 The role of learning in the adaptive capacity cycle (from de Kraker 2017). 

However, rather than adopting the hierarchical typology of social learning implicit within the 

single-, double-, triple-loop formulation, other scholars distinguish between cognitive, normative 

and relational learning (see Table 1.1Error! Reference source not found.) as, they assert, a focus 

on these learning types allows for a systematic assessment across different cases and social units 

of analysis (Baird et al., 2014, Haug et al., 2011, Huitema et al., 2010, Munaretto and Huitema, 

2012). Single-loop learning can be loosely aligned with cognitive learning and double- and triple-

loop learning with normative learning.  These researchers adopt this approach as they argue that 

analysing learning effects in terms of their nature (i.e. cognitive, normative, relational) rather than 

their perceived value is preferred as it avoids the hierarchical understanding of learning of other 

constructs, which implicitly suggests that higher levels of learning are preferable. As Baird et al. 

(2014) argue, attention in research studies on cognitive learning is just as important as normative 

learning, recognising that at times a cognitive change can lead to fundamental effects, so they 

ǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ 

learning emphasises a key dimension for adaptive co-management. 

 

Table 1.1 Typology of learning effects (Baird et al., 2014, Huitema et al., 2010). 

Type Definition/indicators of learning effects 

Cognitive learning Acquisition of new knowledge; restructuring of existing knowledge 

Normative learning Changes in norms; change in values; change in paradigms; convergence 

of group opinion 

Relational learning Improved understanding of mindsets of others; building of relationships; 

enhanced trust and cooperation 

 

Similarly, Mezirow (1995) suggests that learning can be instrumental (acquiring new knowledge 

or skills), communicative (understanding and reinterpreting knowledge through communication 

with others) or transformative (change in attitudes, behaviour or social norms). Kilvington and 

Allen (2009) and Kolb (1984) purport that learning is both about content (views, ideas, values, 

information, data) and process (group interactions, relationships, networks, ways of problem 

solving). YƻƭōΩǎ (1984) learning theory suggests that people have experiences and learn as they 

reflect deeply on those experiences. They derive abstract concepts from these experiences to 

apply what they have learnt through active experimentation (see Figure 1.2 The learning process 



 
 
 

 
15 

 

 
5нΦоΦ CŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

This ProjŜŎǘ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ IƻǊƛȊƻƴ нлнл ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ DǊŀƴǘ 

Agreement No. 727520 

(adapted from Kolb 1984).Figure 1.2). Thus, learning requires practice (actual and imagined), variation 

in practice (what others experience) and reflection/good thinking.  

Figure 1.2 The learning process (adapted from Kolb 1984).   

 

Farmer decision-making is influenced by diverse cognitive and affective factors that contribute to 

ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ όŀƴŘ 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩύ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΣ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎŜƭŦ-identity (Maye et al., 2017), 

place attachments and worldviews, along with subjective norms (Ajzen, 1991), represent the 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŦƛƭǘŜǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ  

Wenger (1998) introduced the concept of communities of practice, transforming theories of 

learning away from the learner as an individual who internalises knowledge transmitted by others 

to learning as participation in the social world through relational networks (Lave and Wenger, 

1991, DeroƤɉan, 2002). Oreszczyn et al. (2010) suggest that a community of practice involves 

άƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘΣ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴέ όǇΦ плрύΦ Brown and Duguid 

(2001) purport that communities of practice are repositories of both formal and informal 

knowledge and are the key to any form of change process. While Brown and Duguid (2001) use 

the term networks of practice to include those beyond a community of practice who may exert 

influence, Oreszczyn et al. (2010) refer to a wider web of influencers. Boundaries are a key feature 

of communities or networks of practice as they provide a sense of identity to those within and 

shape who a person decides to interact with. Learning can occur across boundaries and shared 

boundary objects can act as a bridge. Thus, knowledge flows are complex involving iterative, 

reflective, continuing interactions (Oreszczyn et al. 2010).  
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!ƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΣ ƭearning may be enabled or 

hindered by various external factors such as institutional and policy structures, market systems 

and access to new technology etc.  

Figure 1.3Error! Reference source not found. presents the conceptual framework developed for 

this task. Drawing on Oreszczyn et al. (2010) and Baird et al. (2014), amongst others, we contend 

that fŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making is likely to be influenced by diverse cognitive and affective factors 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻf risk and how to deal with it. In addition, 

fŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

influence their decision-making. We add a further dimension to the framework - external 

influences - to consider the context within which farmers make decisions, asserting that learning 

and adaptive capacity may be enabled or hindered by various external factors such as institutional 

and policy structures, market systems and access to new technology etc. 

 

Figure 1.3 /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΦ  

 

The following chapter outlines the methods adopted in this study, followed by a summary of the 

individual case study results in chapter 3. These are then synthesized in a comparative analysis in 

chapter 4, and finally some overall conclusions are given in chapter 5. 

Cognitive & affective 
factors

ωvalues, beliefs, motivations, 
experiences, risk perception, 
self-identify, worldviews

Knowledge 
networks

ωinfluencers on decision 
making, social 
networks

External influences

ωpolicy, markets, 
enviornment, access to 
technology, access to 
labour, consumer 
demand etc.
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2 Methods 

2.1 Case Studies 

Research for this task was conducted in all of the 11 SURE-Farm case studies (Figure 2.1), 

consisting of arable farming (UK, Germany, Netherlands and Bulgaria), livestock (Spain, France, 

Belgium and Sweden), mixed farming (Romania), horticulture (Poland) and perennials (Italy). 

Summaries providing the context for each of the case studies can be found in Appendix 1. 

 

Figure 2.1 Map of 11 SURE-Farm case studies. 
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2.2 Research design 

Semi-structured interviews combined with an influence mapping exercise were used to address 

the task objectives, guided by the conceptual framework outlined in chapter 1.  The interviews 

sought to ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making, explored how attitudes, beliefs 

and external factors influence decision-making, identified the learning strategies that farmers 

adopt and assessed what enables or constrains learning. Interviews were conducted in all 11 case 

studies. 

An iterative approach was adopted with interviews conducted in two rounds. The first round took 

place between April-July 2018, and the second between October 2018-January 2019. This allowed 

case study partners to analyse data from the first round interviews and to collectively reflect on 

the approach and outcomes, with any adjustments made to the research approach for the second 

round of interviews.  

The interview consisted of two parts. The first part involved a series of semi-structured questions 

that sought to understand the challenges that respondents face and the strategies that they 

implement to deal with these (see Appendix 2 for a copy of the interview guide). Questions sought 

to better understand both the external factors that influence decisions, but also farmer attitudes, 

values and motivations. Farmers were asked to provide accounts of when they had tried 

something new or learnt something new (e.g. change in crops grown, use of technology, 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΧύΦ tǊƻƳǇǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜd asking how they gathered 

information about the new activity (or way of thinking), how did they test it, did they adopt it and 

what was the outcome. 

The second part of the interview was more structured and involved an interactive mapping 

activity ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΩ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making. Farmers 

were asked to identify the influences on their farm business decision making by placing Post-It© 

notes for each influencer on a circular grid (see  

Figure 2.2), adapted from Oreszczyn et al. (2010). Influencers perceived to have the most influence 

on their decisions were placed in the centre of the grid, with those with least influence placed 

towards the outside. Respondents were iƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎ ΨƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƘŜŀŘΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ of possible influencers to check if they have missed 

any. This enabled a consistent approach to the consideration of the same set of influencers across 

all case studies. As the influencers were placed on the map, respondents were asked to describe 

the reasons for placing them in the middle or outside of the grid. 
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Figure 2.2 Example of an influence map from UK case study. 

 

After completion of the mapping, participants were asked to reflect back to a time when they 

undertook a change on the farm and asked to adjust the influence map to reflect their key 

influencers at this time. If participants had not made any major changes, they were asked to 

consider a time in the past (e.g. 20 years) and reflect on where their influencers had changed over 

that time. The Post-It© notes were moved around the grid to reflect this change and both the 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ΨŎǳǊǊŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜκǇŀǎǘΩ ƳŀǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ όōȅ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛƴƎύ (Figure 

2.3).  

All interviews were audio recorded (with participants consent) and transcribed verbatim.  
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Figure 2.3 Example of two influence maps from the same participant, showing change in influencers 
between (a) current decision-making and (b) during a transition period on the farm. 

 

2.3 Preparation  

In order to ensure consistency in the research approach across the 11 case studies, the task lead 

(UoG) prepared detailed guidelines and an interview guide for conducting the interviews and 

analysing the data. In addition, a training workshop was held during the partner meeting in Madrid 

in April 2018, prior to commencement of the fieldwork. A follow up workshop was held during 

the partner meeting in Halle in September 2018 to report back on the first round interviews, 

discuss any issues that arose and plan for the second round of interviews. 

 

2.4 Recruitment 

Each case study was tasked with achieving six interviews in each round, with a total of 12 

interviews per case study, although this total was not achieved in four of the case studies due to 

difficulties in securing sufficient respondents (Table 2.1). Participants were selected purposively 

to enable a diverse range of respondent types to be included in the sample. The aim was not to 

reach statistical representativeness, but rather to cover as much diversity as possible with as few 

respondents as possible. !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

networks, case study partners aimed to include farmers with different levels of engagement with 

social/knowledge networks and a diverse range of experiences. Recruitment of respondents in 

most cases was also based on pragmatic considerations, such as using the same respondents for 

these interviews as for the demographic (T3.1) and/or biographical narrative interviews. 

(a) (b) 
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Approaches to recruitment of participants in the case studies included using ΨƎŀǘŜƪŜŜǇŜǊsΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ 

ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴΣ ŀƎǊƻƴƻƳƛǎǘ or extension service, to identify appropriate respondents, as well 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎΦ In addition, 

snowball sampling (Montello and Sutton, 2013), where respondents suggest other farmers in their 

network who they think might be willing and suitable to be included in the study, was used. 

Invitation emails or letters were sent to potential participants, explaining the context and purpose 

of the research, why their participation would be valuable, what benefits they might receive from 

taking part and what the anticipated outcomes of the research might be. The letter/email 

explained that participation is voluntary and they would not be identified in the outputs from the 

project. All participants were required to sign a consent form at the start of the interview. Along 

with seeking permission to use the data, the consent form also formally recored that the 

participant understood how their anonymized data will be used and stored.  

Table 2.1 provides an overview of the number of interviews conducted in each country. Details of 

the recruitment process in each case study can be found in Appendix 3. 

Table 2.1 Number of interviews conducted in each case study 

Case Study No. interviews Case Study No. interviews 

Bulgaria 9 Poland 9 

Belgium 13 Romania 14 

France 7 Spain 14 

Germany 12 Sweden 12 

Italy 12 UK 18 

Netherlands 10   

Total: 130    

 

2.5  Analysis and reporting  

All interviews were transcribed and subjected to qualitative analysis. The task lead (UoG) prepared 

a common codebook (see Appendix 4) that was utilised by all partners to guide their analysis. The 

purpose of the common codebook was to provide a broad framework to ensure consistency in 

the analysis across all case studies. However, partners were permitted to add in additional coding 
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specific to their case study, and were not required to use all the codes in the codebook if they 

were not relevant. All partners provided input on the codebook at the Halle meeting to ensure it 

was suitable for all case studies. Five partners (UK, Spain, Sweden, Belgium and Bulgaria) used the 

software NVivo to code their data, the Netherlands used AtlasTi, Germany used MaxQDA and 

Poland, France, Italy and Romania coded their data in Word. 

Each case study prepared a country report including extended summaries (in English) of each of 

their interviews, a list of codes, code descriptions and exemplar quotes from the transcripts, and 

a discussion addressing the following questions which collectively addressed the four objectives 

of the task: 

1. Who/what are the most important influencers on farmer decision-making, and why? 

2. Do these influencers change over time in relation to different decisions/risk management? 

3. Iƻǿ Řƻ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōeliefs influence their decision-making? 

4. What external (to the farm) factors influence decision-making, and how? 

5. What learning strategies do farmers adopt for managing risk and adapting to change? 

6. What are the most important factors in enabling learning in the adaptive capacity cycle? 

7. What are the implications of the analysis in terms of SURE-CŀǊƳΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 

(robustness, adaptability, transformability)? 

The task lead imported the case study reports into Nvivo and these were coded thematically based 

on addressing the research objectives. This allowed for an assessment of areas of consensus and 

difference between the case studies.  

The influence map data was recorded in an Excel file for each case study, which was combined 

into one dataset for analysis. Across the 11 case studies, a total of 283 influencers were identified 

ς ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎΣ ŜΦƎΦ ΨǎƻƴΩΦ CƻǊ 

analysis, this set of influencers was consolidated into a final set of 19 influencers, including 

individual, organisational and other influencers (see Table 2.2). Two summary maps for each 

country were prepared, for current and change/past scenarios, to provide a visual representation 

of the data. Analysis involved exploring the consensus and difference across the case studies in 

relation to the key questions and themes listed above, and across the different farming systems 

(arable, livestock, horticulture, mixed, perennials). 
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Table 2.2 Summary of the 19 influencer categories identified in the 11 case studies. 

INDIVIDUALS 

[1] Farming advisors 
¶ Crop advisors 

¶ Poultry advisors 

¶ Feed advisors 

¶ Feed advisors (independent) 

¶ Consultant 

¶ Agronomist  

¶ Consultant 'boerenbond' (Belgian agricultural 
organisation) 

¶ Adviser of "provincie Oost-Vlaanderen" 

¶ Consultant "triple AAA" (specific way of breeding) 

¶ Succession planning advisor 

¶ Advisor organic farming 

¶ Technical advisers 

¶ Consultancy company 

¶ OJCA (County Office for Agricultural Consultancy) 

¶ Marketing advisors (diversified business) 

¶ CAA (Centre for Agricultural Assistance) 

¶ ADR (Agency for Development Nord-Est Region) 

¶ Agrii Fronteir 

¶ Solicitor 
¶ Veterinarians 

[2] People on the farm 
¶ Family  

¶ Spouse 

¶ Business partner 

¶ Children 

¶ Brothers 

¶ Mother 

¶ Father 

¶ Uncles 

¶ Nephews 

¶ Parents 

¶ Employees 
[3] Other farmers 
¶ Farmers abroad 

¶ Farming neighbours 

¶ Other farmers in the region 

¶ Farmer colleagues 

¶ Farmers in general 

¶ Colleagues (non-farming; from off-farm part-time job) 

¶ Neighbours (local population) 

¶ Monitor farms 

 

[4] Consumers 
¶ Public 

¶ Guests visiting the Bed and Breakfast 

¶ Tourists visiting the region 

ORGANISATIONS 

[5] Financial influencers* 
¶ Accountant 

¶ Accountant (fiscal) 

¶ Accountant (business-economics) 

¶ Bank manager 

¶ Business advisors / partner 

¶ Business associations 

¶ Personal coach (for business strategy) 

¶ Bank (liquidity) 

¶ Insurance Companies 

¶ CAF (Centres for Financial Assistance) 

¶ Banks 

¶ Financial Institutions 

 
 

¶ AFIR (Agency for Funding the Rural Investments) 

¶ APIA (Agency for Payments and Intervention in 
Agriculture) 

¶ Local investor 

¶ ISMEA 

¶ Business Associations (e.g. Kalgrup Ltd, Association of 
Fruit and Vegetable Producers SADPOL ) 

¶ Collaborator of 'boeren op een kruispunt' (Belgian 
non-profit institution) 

¶ Business associations (Svensk Fågel/Svenska Ägg) 

¶ FAVV 

¶ Land agents 

¶ Real estate agents 
 

[6] Research institutions* 
¶ Academic and research organisations 

¶ The Arable Group 

¶ Public research institutes 
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¶ Contacts at research organisations 

¶ Researcher from ILVO (specialist large scale stables) 

¶ Ministry of enterprise and innovation (swe: 
Näringsdepartementet) 

¶ NIAB 

¶ Processors and Growers Research Organisation 
(PGRO) 

¶ University 

¶ Teacher of son / school teachers 

¶ ADAS 
[7] Government influencers 
¶ Politicians 

¶ RPA 

¶ Ministry for Agriculture (e.g. Defra; Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development of the Republic 
of Poland 

¶ EU 

¶ EU/Ministerie LNV  (Ministry of Agriculture) 

¶ Government 

¶ Government ς law 

¶ Government ς advice 

¶ Policy makers local  

¶ Policy makers federal  

¶ Policy makers general 

¶ Governmental Agencies 

¶ Swedish Board of Agriculture (SJV) 

¶ VLM ('Vlaamse landmaatschappij') (branch 
organisation of policy domain 'environment') 

¶ Advisor of VLM 

¶ (Dutch) Water boards [in Dutch: "waterschappen", i.e. 
regional water authorities] 

¶ National manure legislation; VLM 

¶ ANSVSA - DSV (National / county Sanitary Veterinary 
and Food Safety Authority) 

¶ Mestbank' inspector  

¶ FEVIA (Federation of belgian food industry) 

¶ Health and Safety Executive (in Poland National 
Labour Inspectorate)  

¶ Jurist 

¶ Ministry (Tourism) 

¶ Historic England 

[8] NGOs/ environmental/ conservation 
organisations 
¶ Environmental lobby groups working with farmers 

(e.g. Game conservancy, RSPB) 

¶ Grassland Society 

¶ LEAF 

¶ Suffolk Wildlife Trust 

¶ FWAG 

¶ Environmental/landscape agencies e.g. National 
Fund for Environmental Protection and Water 
Management) 

¶ Environmental lobby groups working with farmers 

¶ Agri-environment local offices 

¶ Environmental writers 

¶ Natural Reserve  

¶ Consultant conversion to organic farming (Johan 
Devreese) 

¶ Organic certification bodies 
 

[9] Direct customers 
¶ Clients 

¶ Supermarkets 

¶ Local market 

¶ Butchers 

¶ Local shoot 

¶ Restaurants 

 

¶ EEG / Avicon; German Renewable Energy Act and 
company which buys energy    

¶ Milk buyer 

¶ BQP (pigs) 

¶ Grain broker 

¶ Specialised fruit and vegetables shops in town 

¶ Dairy company 

¶ Dovecote Park 

[10] Suppliers 
¶ Main 

¶ Other 

¶ LUMA (Oil supplier) 

¶ Machinery Supplier 

¶ Seed companies 

¶ Plant breeders 

¶ Input suppliers (for processed food products) 

¶ Yagro 

¶ GBM (Seed supplier) 

¶ Company representatives / sales people 

¶ Individuals from chemical companies 

¶ Labour agency 

¶ Contractors 

¶ Employee (off farm) 

¶ Chicken hatcheries/Hen Parent generation sellers 
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¶ Feed Supplier 

 
¶ "Specialist niche cropping companies (for those 

growing specialist crops) 

[11] Buying groups ¶ Kronfågel, Kronägg, Reko etc. 

¶ CAMGrain 

[12] Cooperatives 
¶ Producers organisations 

¶ Organsations (incl. cooperatives, Ag Min) 

¶ Co-operative Farm audits 

¶ Agrifirm (cooperative for feed and seed supply, buys 
grains and wheat as well from farmers) 

[13] Farmer associations  

¶ AHDB (in Polish:National Union of Fruit and 
Vegetable Producer Groups: KZGPOiW) 

¶ Local Agricultural Consortium 

¶ Coldiretti (National Agricultural Association) 

¶ Assofrutti (PO) 

¶ Farmers Association 

 

¶ Arsial (Regional Association Promoting Agriculture) 

¶ Royal Agricultural Society of England (in Poland 
Agricultural Chambers) 

¶ National Farmers Union (NFU) (National and local) 
(Trade unions of farmers) 

¶ "The Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) " 

¶ Bauerverband (Farmer's association) 

¶ LTO (Dutch Farmer Union) 

[14] Processors 
¶ Product Processing (Companies) 

¶ Packers/Slaughterhouse 

¶ Budweiser Barley 

¶ "Dairy company 

OTHER 

[15] Local influencers 
¶ Local gov/council  

¶ County agricultural authority (branch of the Ministry 
of Agriculture) 

¶ Land owners 

¶ County local authority 

¶ Local community 

¶ LAG (Local Action Group) 

¶ Thieves 

¶ County Administration Board (LST) 

[16] Media (general) 
¶ Media campaigns against milk consumption, animal 

welfare scandals 

¶ Local press 

¶ Tourism blogs 

[17] Social media  

[18] Internet  

[19] Farming press 
¶ Specialized agricultural advertising 

¶ Specialised radio/TV broadcasts 

¶ Trade press 

*Financial influencers and Research institutions were referred to either as organisations (e.g. the bank) or 

as individuals (e.g. accountant, bank manager). 
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3 Summary results for case studies 

The SURE-Farm concept of resilience capacities provides a useful heuristic for considering learning 

across the adaptive capacity cycle. When assessed for robustness, adaptability and 

transformability, some differences across the case studies were revealed (Figure 3.1), although it 

should be noted that these assessments comprise the qualitative judgements of case study 

partners. The arable farming systems (Bulgaria, Germany, Netherlands and UK) comprised farms 

that were mainly robust or adaptable, with some that had transformed, and it is worth noting the 

similarity between the assessments of the four arable case studies. The livestock case studies 

demonstrated different levels of resilience, most likely due to the varied nature of the livestock 

activities across the case studies. Thus, French and Belgian farms were assessed as mostly robust, 

Spanish farms were adaptable and Swedish farms were either robust or adaptable, but some had 

transformed. The horticulture case study in Poland was considered adaptable, while mixed farms 

in Romania were mainly transformable and the hazelnut farms in Italy was either robust or 

transformable. The high levels of transformative farms in Italy and Romania is likely due to the 

particular phase in these farming systems, with the hazelnut sector in Italy undergoing rapid 

growth, and mixed farms in north-east Romania undergoing a radical shift from subsistence to 

market-oriented businesses. 
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Figure 3.1 Resilience capacities of case study farming systems (% of respondents categorised per 
capacity). 

 

The following sections in this chapter present summary results for each of the case studies. Key 

findings at the country level help to identify the patterns of influence at case study level before 

being used to compare across the case studies in Chapter 4. More detailed reporting can be found 

in the individual country reports in Appendices 5-15.  
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3.1 Belgium 

The Belgian case study focused on dairy farming in Flanders where the number of farms is 

decreasing, however the average farm size has increased over the last 20-30 years. Alongside this, 

there has been a steady increase in overall milk production, which peaked after milk quotas were 

abolished in 2015. The majority of farms are family run.  

3.1.1 Networks of influence 

!ǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making are vets, 

family members, accountants, bank managers, advisors, farming friends and neighbours and land 

owners. The farming press, the internet and social media are also important sources of 

information. All respondents spoke about one specific person that they trust and which they 

consult for day-to-day on-ŦŀǊƳ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨŦƛǊǎǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΩ may be a family member, an 

advisor (e.g. vet) or accountant. What is common is that this primary influencer is a person that 

the farmer trusts, has regular contact with and is perceived as independent (i.e. not trying to sell 

something to the farmer). Feed sellers, bank managers and other suppliers are the least trusted 

by respondents. The primary trusted person, however, can change over time, especially when 

implementing change on the farm. When farmers are considering large investments or taking 

loans, actors with specific advisory roles (such as bank managers, business advisors, accountants) 

become more influential. If the decision relates to diversification or farm enlargement, the local 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making. Not all farmers actively seek out 

information sources when considering change. Some decisions are the result of changing 

attitudes and beliefs that have developed slowly over time. 

3.1.2 Influence of attitudes and beliefs 

There is a normative belief that farm enlargement and intensification are the best strategies to 

deal with low margins, a belief supported by government. However, some farmers observe that 

some large farms struggle financially and are very labour intensive, ƛƳǇŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

of life, thus they are open to doing things differently. Two types of farmer exist: one who is 

proactive and trying to anticipate future regulations and challenges, the other who is reactive and 

perceives that they have a lack of efficacy, responding to new regulations and other challenges as 

they occur. 

3.1.3 External influences 

9ȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making include banks (i.e. the availability of 

finance), volatility of milk prices, changing European and regional policies (e.g. potential loss of 

subsidies, more stringent manure legislation), the biophysical conditions of the region, input 
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availability and prices (e.g. feed, labour, land), public opinion, the media, policy, uncertainty about 

succession, extreme weather events and farmer wellbeing. 

3.1.4 Learning strategies 

Learning strategies include, firstly, a sound agricultural education and the acquisition of the 

appropriate skills and knowledge. As the farmer gains more experience, he or she is better able 

to make independent decisions. Secondly, farmer-to-farmer learning is important, occurring 

through farm visits, experimental fields, events organised by research centres or meetings 

organized by governmental institutions. Some farmers learn from neighbouring farmers, while 

others ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŀǎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ CŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƴŜtworks allow the 

exchange of ideas and experiences, and the opportunity to experiment together. For some 

farmers, experimentation is a key learning strategy, although trials are not always successful and 

it is crucial for farmers to reflect and learn from their mistakes as well as successes. A key attribute 

for learning is being open to new ideas, innovation and alternative practices, although some 

farmers find it very difficult to get out of a business-as-usual mindset. Thus, a key factor in the 

learning strategies that farmersΩ ŀŘƻǇǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ character, interests, motivation and 

entrepreneurial spirit. Respondents that demonstrated the ability to see ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ perspectives and 

reflect on this, particularly in terms of negative media coverage recognised the need for the 

ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƛŎǘƛƳǎΩΦ 

Furthermore, those who had a clear vision on the wider farming system were able to better reflect 

on their own behaviour and assess why they made certain decisions, compared to farmers who 

only focused on their own situation.
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Figure 3.2 Current and previous influence maps for 
Belgian case study. 

 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































