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Farm decision making across contexts – from micro to macro perspectives
Elina Vehmasto a and Antony Starrb

aNatural Resources Institute Finland (Luke), Bioeconomy and Environment, Turku, Finland; bFaculty of Agricultural Sciences and 
Forestry, Department of Economics, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

ABSTRACT  
Farm typologies, such as those employed by the European Commission, are commonly 
used to guide farm operations toward desired outcomes. While these typologies are 
valuable tools for assessing the economic performance of farms and informing policy 
development, those based solely on economic criteria may fall short in explaining 
why farms with similar structures and economic conditions make significantly 
different strategic decisions. Moreover, attempts to identify reproducible behavioural 
patterns among farmers encounter the challenge of a highly heterogeneous 
population, where behaviours and objectives are profoundly shaped by diverse 
geographical, ecological, social, cultural, and institutional contexts, as well as temporal 
and territorial factors. Addressing this complexity necessitates moving beyond static 
typologies and categories. This paradigm shift is crucial for uncovering the dynamic 
processes of change, which encompass micro-level factors (such as individual, family, 
and farm dynamics), meso-level influences (including social, cultural, and ecological 
environments), and macro-level determinants (such as policies and market systems). 
Our contribution is grounded in a social science approach, utilising the case study 
method, which broadens rather than constrains the range of features explored within 
each case. This methodology facilitates the discovery of unexpected findings, 
including those not directly aligned with the original research questions, thereby 
offering insights that might otherwise remain overlooked. The overarching aim of this 
research is to address the complexity inherent in the empirical cases under investigation.
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Introduction

Farm or farmer typologies have been developed within specific research and cultural contexts, utilising 
diverse data sources and methodologies for various aims of research. The criteria used to develop farm typol
ogies can be broadly categorised into farm structural characteristics, socio-environmental factors or individ
ual farmer traits. Typologies based on farm holding structures are widely developed to assess the economic 
performance of agricultural enterprises and in order to inform agricultural policy development. Functional 
categorizations can be conceptualised as various ‘farming styles’ to describe different approaches or strat
egies that farmers use to manage their farms, based on various factors such as socio-economic conditions, 
cultural influences, environmental challenges, and market opportunities. Individual farmers’ decisions have 
been explored through several behavioural theories, which may analyze how farmers’ decisions are 
influenced by potential gains and losses, or by available resources such as finances, time, and knowledge 
or which examines how attitude, subjective norms, or values affect farmers’ decisions.

However, identifying behavioural patterns within the highly heterogeneous characteristics of farms, 
farmers, households, and their surrounding environmental and cultural contexts often requires moving 
beyond static typologies and categories. This shift is essential for uncovering the dynamic processes of 
change, which span micro-level factors (such as individual, family, and farm dynamics), meso-level influences 
(including social, cultural, and ecological environments), and macro-level factors (such as policies and market 
systems). In this article, we draw on qualitative interview data from 13 Finnish farmers to explore the diverse 
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features and cycles that influence strategic decision-making in farm holdings, spanning from the individual 
level to the broader regime level.

Finnish farming

According to the Finnish Food Authority (2022a), approximately 46,800 farms applied for farmer subsidies in 
2021. Family farms make up 85% of the total. On average, a farm has 51 hectares of arable land, with two- 
thirds of farms owning less than 50 hectares. Crop farms constitute 75% of all farms, while livestock farms 
account for 22%, the majority of which are dairy farms. These dairy farms typically house an average of 
46 cows. Organic arable land represents 14.5% of the total farmland, and around 5,000 farms are certified 
organic. Subsidies contribute 29% of the total farm yield. The average age of farmers is 53 years. In terms 
of industrial structure, the share of employed individuals in agriculture and forestry stands at 4% of the 
total workforce in Finland as of 2021 (Finnish Food Authority 2022b).

Part-time farming has become common in all developed countries, including Finland. In 2000, 37% of the 
average farm-family income came from agriculture and forestry, while the corresponding share in 2017 was 
only 26%. In 2017, about 75% of farm families obtained less than half of their total income from agriculture. 
Income from off-farm employment, machinery contracting, and other off-farm sources has become more 
prominent (Statistics Finland 2019). In 2016, about 29% of the farms had additional business activities 
such as contracting services, tourism, or food processing (Natural Resources Institute Finland (Luke) 2018). 
In 2021, the legal structure of Finnish agricultural and horticultural businesses was divided as follows: 
private individuals 86% (38,149 businesses), agricultural partnerships 9% (3,939 businesses), limited liability 
companies 3% (1,269 businesses), estates 2% (1,020 businesses), and other companies 1% (242 businesses).

Terminologies concerning farmer household, farmer and farm

According to Statistics Finland (n.d.), a household is not considered as a farmer household if the main source 
of income reported is renting of fields or if no income is derived from the farm. The share of farming land 
rented from others is included when calculating the cultivated area. Farmer households are further 
divided into agricultural households and part-time agricultural households. The activity from which the 
highest income is gained is recorded as the main production line of the farm.

Furthermore, a farmer is a farm entrepreneur, an independent business owner who earns a livelihood, or 
part of it, by professionally engaging in farming as a business. The term ‘farmer’ is also used to refer to the 
practical tasks of cultivating crops, not the business activities of running a farm (Statistic Finland 2024). When 
discussing the role of agriculture as a sector of primary food production especially in the Western context, 
terms such as primary producer or agricultural producer are used. In addition, as a legal and tax-liable entity, 
a farm refers to a unit in the income and tax statistics register that has at least two hectares of agricultural 
land under cultivation and is managed by a natural person. The definition for business and income statistics 
additionally requires that taxation occurs under the Agricultural Income Tax Act. As a physical asset, a farm 
comprises one or more properties or parts of properties that are owned by the same individual or group of 
individuals.

In this article, through the analysis of qualitative interview data from 13 Finnish farmers, we aim to 
uncover qualitative factors within agricultural holdings, farmers’ careers, and farm households that 
influence decision-making processes. Initially, we provide a brief theoretical overview of various farm and 
farmer typologies and business strategy categories to establish a foundation for our research and sub
sequent findings.

Theoretical concepts

Farm typologies

To enhance understanding of farm holdings decision-making processes, a variety of farm system and farmer 
typologies have been developed within specific study contexts, utilising diverse data and methodologies. 
Typologies that emphasise structural characteristics of farms are commonly referred to as ‘farm system 
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typologies,’ while ‘farmer typologies’ focus on individual characteristics (e.g. Bartkowski et al. 2022). ‘Farm 
typologies’ is used as an umbrella term to encompass both sets at the same time. The primary goal of build
ing a typology is to define groups of farms or farmers with minimal variation within each group and maximal 
variation between groups. The criteria used to develop farm typologies can be broadly categorised into three 
main areas: structural characteristics, socio-environmental factors, and individual farmer traits (Huber et al. 
2024).

Research on farm typologies typically serves several purposes, with one primary objective being to under
stand the characteristics, heterogeneity, and development of farm systems to inform policymaking. As the 
number of observations increases, the method’s ability to form distinct typological clusters naturally 
improves. In other contexts, typological research can be especially valuable for understanding significant 
changes, particularly when conducted longitudinally to track evolving processes across a broad spectrum 
of farms, thus providing additional empirical support for the conclusions. Furthermore, using functional vari
ables instead of structural ones in multivariate analysis represents another viable approach (e.g. Tittonell 
2020).

The literature on structural farm typologies examines the diverse and heterogeneous nature of agriculture 
across multiple spatial, temporal, and institutional dimensions (e.g. Bock et al. 2020; Graskemper et al. 2021; 
Upadhaya et al. 2021). For instance, in the European Union, farm typologies are widely used to assess the 
economic performance of agricultural businesses and to guide policy formulation. In establishing a structural 
typology for agricultural holdings, the European Commission primarily relies on the Community Farm 
Accountancy Data Network (FADN). The FADN collects microeconomic data at the farm level through an 
annual survey conducted by the EU Member States (MS). Agricultural holdings are selected for the FADN 
survey based on sampling plans devised at the regional level within each MS. The methodology used for 
farm typology aims to categorise farms across three key dimensions: region, economic size, and type of 
farming. These dimensions are captured through both physical and structural data (e.g. location, crop 
areas, livestock numbers, and labour) as well as economic and financial data (Unay-Gailhard et al. 2018).

Functional farm typologies are typically defined as frameworks designed to capture farmers’ decision- 
making processes, considering their constraints and responses to economic, ecological, or social changes 
(Tittonell 2020). These typologies are often referred to as ‘farming styles,’ a concept used by researchers 
to describe the diverse strategies or approaches farmers adopt in managing their farms. These strategies 
are shaped by factors such as socio-economic conditions, cultural norms, environmental challenges, and 
market opportunities. Farming styles are generally categorised into broad, diverse groups, including tra
ditional farming, industrial farming, sustainable farming, organic farming, and family farming. To illustrate 
some of the farming style categories identified by researchers, van der Ploeg (2012) examines the transitions 
between different farming styles – such as traditional, industrial, and post-productivist – based on studies 
conducted in both Western and Latin American contexts. Similarly, Schmitzberger et al. (2005) categorise 
key farming styles in Austria, including yield optimisers, traditionalists, innovators, and support optimisers, 
while also identifying smaller groups such as idealists, part-time farmers, forced farmers, and social farmers. 
In another study focusing on European contexts, Fastelli et al. (2017) distinguish between categories like con
servative or development-oriented farmers and innovative farmers. However, these categories are not 
always directly comparable or commensurable with one another. Additionally, specific studies often recog
nise more refined sub-categories that reflect regional and cultural variations. Despite these variations, it is 
frequently concluded that the farming styles reflect the underlying values, goals, and identities that guide 
farmers’ choices.

To deepen the understanding of highly heterogeneous farmer populations, some typologies incorporate 
social-psychological and personality factors (e.g. Burton and Wilson 2006; Burton et al. 2020), or explore the 
role of socio-demographic factors such as age and education, personal traits including managerial abilities, 
and behavioural characteristics such as cognitive, social, and dispositional factors like risk tolerance (e.g. de 
Krom 2017; Dessart et al. 2019; Cullen et al. 2020). Accordingly, the development of farm and farmer typol
ogies can be based on various combinations of theories, methods, data collection, and analysis approaches, 
as well as specific research settings and temporal frames, using diverse data and methods. As a result, these 
empirically-based farmer typologies are diverse, and not commensurable across studies with different objec
tives, regional contexts, and cultural settings (e.g. Bartkowski and Bartke 2018; Graskemper et al. 2021; Bart
kowski et al. 2022; Farstad et al. 2022; Huber et al. 2024).
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The farming styles and business strategy categories are closely connected terms. While strategic categ
orizations do not explicitly use the term ‘typology,’ their goals align with those of typologies in exploring 
the diversity of decision-making foundations within agricultural holdings by classifying characteristics 
based on a defined set of criteria. The business strategies in various studies, in a Western context, often 
include approaches such as enhancing growth and efficiency, maintaining the status quo of current prac
tices, or abandoning goals related to agricultural production and productivity (e.g. Evans 2009; Darnhofer 
et al. 2010). Additionally, off-farm employment may play a role in the income structure of farm households. 
Moreover, in Europe the diversification of income structures has been extensively studied as a strategic 
alternative for farm households (e.g. Pyysiäinen et al. 2011; van der Ploeg 2012; Weltin et al. 2017; Grilli 
et al. 2024).

Decision-making behaviours in contexts

In addition to empirically-based typologies and categorizations, the influence of various factors on farmers’ 
decisions has been explored through several behavioural theories, including expected utility theory, pro
spect theory (which analyzes how farmers’ decisions are influenced by potential gains or losses), the 
theory of bounded rationality (which suggests that a farmer’s decision-making is constrained by resources 
such as finances, time, and knowledge), and the theory of planned behaviour (which examines how atti
tude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control affect farmers’ decisions) (Githinji et al. 2024). 
However, according to Githinji et al. (2024), particularly in the African context, there is a significant need 
to consider multiple reference groups (both real and imagined) – drawing on Kemper’s status-power 
theory of relations – as factors that may greatly influence farmers’ decisions (Kemper 2016). In Kemper’s 
theory, there is no distinction between an individual’s attitude and group norms; rather, an individual’s 
decision results from a subconscious ‘reference group meeting’ that occurs within the individual’s mind 
(Githinji et al. 2024).

The influence of social relations on farmers’ decision-making is closely linked to the agricultural transition 
phase of the surrounding culture and context (regime) in which a farm operates. The impact of agricultural 
transition phases or regimes on farmers’ actions (Bünger and Schiller 2022; Kuhmonen 2023) has been par
ticularly studied in Western contexts. The dominant regime can also be contested. For example, alternative 
retail and food systems represent niches that actively challenge the dominant agricultural regime. Other pro
minent research topics and concepts emerging from the ongoing ecological crisis include regenerative, con
servation, climate-smart, and nature-positive agriculture (e.g. Tittonell 2020; Giller et al. 2021).

Decision-making is generally understood to be influenced by a range of factors (Farstad et al. 2022). As a 
result, farming system research emphasises the contextual nature of agency, where specific farming systems 
emerge from the co-evolution of farmers’ perceptions and actions within the broader biophysical and socio- 
economic contexts in which they operate (Darnhofer et al. 2010; Farstad et al. 2022; Kuhmonen 2023; Kuh
monen & Kuhmonen 2023).

Material and methods

Data collection

The interview study comprised thirteen diverse agricultural companies from various regions of Finland (Table 
1). The interviewed farmers represented a spectrum of production lines, business strategies, and stages of 
entrepreneurship, including early-career, mid-career, and near-end entrepreneurs, they were predominantly 
male, two interviews were given by a farming couple. Prior to the interviews the farmers were informed 
about the purpose of the study and the research questions. Interviews were conducted between November 
2021 and February 2022. The interviews were conducted in an informal, conversational manner with each 
session lasting between one and two hours. All interviews, except for the two trial interviews, were con
ducted by the same researcher. All interviews were recorded and transcribed in detail.

The data collection involved soliciting insights from agricultural entrepreneurs regarding key themes con
cerning their company’s operating environment, developmental trajectory, and strategic decision-making 
(Vesala and Rantanen 2007; Pyysiäinen 2010). Through semi-structured interviews, agricultural 
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entrepreneurs were provided with the opportunity to articulate changes in their operating environment, 
personal lives, and business operations that they deemed significant. These insights shed light on the 
factors influencing their strategic choices and solutions. A key element of discussion themes was the ques
tion regarding farm histories, where participants were asked to narrate the story of their farms. Responses 
were typically structured around distinct periods, marked by ‘triggers’ such as succession or financial chal
lenges, which prompted a shift in the farm’s direction. The goal was to capture the development of both 
the farm, the farmer household and the farmer over time, exploring the farm’s current state, its origins, sig
nificant events along the way, and future aspirations. (Please see Appendix1, The themes of questions and 
conversations).

Table 1. Qualitative features of the interviewed case farm holdings, farmers and their careers and households. The features 
marked with ‘*’ were not specifically addressed during the theme interviews, but they were considered interesting as some 
farmers mentioned them actively.

Numbering of farmers V1 V2 V3 V4 V5 V6 V7 V8 V9 V10 V11 V12 V13

Location of the farm in Finland South
Middle
North

Farmer’s educational level Basic
Middle
High

Stage of career in farming Early
Middle
Late

Relevance of other own business than the 
farming business

Smallish
Considerable
Main source of income
No other own businesses

Other business and agriculture Connected
not Connected

Diversification type of farm business Added value by 
including service

Machine contracting
other type

Wage work of the farmer Main source of income
Work input of the spouse Fulltime work at the farm

Helping at the farm
fulltime off-farm 

Employment
not known*

Work input of members of the family Business partner
considerable
Helping

Hired labour several fulltime workers
One fulltime worker
Seasonal

Field hectares Over 200
100–200
Under 100

Significancy of forestry at the farm Considerable
Some
not Mentioned*

Horizontal specialisation Grain or grass forage
Special plants
Milk production
Pork or beef
Broiler

Production style Organic
Conventional
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Analytical approach

The research is inherently a descriptive case study, characterised by its focus on a small group of research 
subjects and detailed observation of a large number of their features within their contextual framework. 
Consequently, it aims not only to provide a thorough description of specific cases but also to elucidate 
broader phenomena reflected within their context and what insights they offer (Eriksson and Koistinen 
2014). The research setup is designed to offer a concise and lucid depiction of the phenomenon under 
investigation, ensuring the preservation of central information and qualitative variations within the 
material (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009a, 2009b). Accordingly, the approach of social science and the case 
study method, the basis of the study proliferates rather than narrows the number of explored features. 
Its best use appears to be for adding to existing experience and improving humanistic understanding 
(Gomm et al. 2000).

Qualitative social science research is typically analyzed inductively, allowing unexpected findings to 
surface, even those not directly related to the original research questions. This approach offers the advan
tage of revealing insights that might otherwise remain unnoticed. Academic scholars frequently use quali
tative case study research to explore the social side of management and organisational phenomena. The 
goal of such research is to generate knowledge that addresses the complexity of empirical phenomena. 
In the social sciences and humanities, the practical-hermeneutic approach aims to uncover interpretations, 
the values underlying them. This serves broader social purposes, such as informing public policy. Addition
ally, intuitive knowledge plays a role in case studies (Eriksson et al. 2021).

The interviews were analyzed using the ‘content analysis’ method as outlined by Elo and Kyngäs (2008). 
Each interview was fully transcribed. All the transcriptions were read multiple times by both researchers. The 
researcher who did not conduct the interviews began to build data-driven theme categories for each case. In 
practice, these categories were established using color-coding in the transcribed text files. In the final stage, 
Excel spreadsheets were used, and the other researcher who conducted the interviews reviewed the themes 
to check if they aligned with his understanding. Afterward, the final theme categories were agreed upon by 
both researchers.

The qualitative content analysis encompassed this material-oriented coding and classification of cita
tions, which relied on identifying key content elements within the material. The strategic choices surfaced 
from the interviewees’ narratives as they recounted the farm’s history and the evolution of their own agri
cultural entrepreneurship. The objective was to leverage case interviews to gain a deeper understanding 
of the factors influencing the personal decision-making of agricultural entrepreneurs throughout their 
careers.

In Table 1 detailed qualitative descriptions of the characteristics of the interviewed farm holdings, farmers, 
their careers, and households are provided based on qualitative information derived from the interview data.

Results

Reasoning behind the choices of strategic elements

The income structure had been diversified through other business activities, such as contracting or agricul
tural machinery sales (V1, V2, V5, V8). Work arrangements were organised differently among family members 
and close relatives; for instance, tasks were carried out collaboratively with the previous generation, who 
might still manage their own farm (V13), or cooperatively between father and son (V9, V11), with seasonal 
assistance from the father (V2), between the entrepreneurial couple and other family members (V3, V8, V10), 
through companies formed by brothers (V5), and by working together as a couple while both being inde
pendent agricultural entrepreneurs (V3). In the contracting business, the mother, two brothers, and a 
sister were involved (V1). The significance of family members representing different generations and 
genders was emphasised (Please see Table 1).

However, in only a portion of family farms, both spouses relied entirely on agriculture for their livelihoods 
(Table 1). Often, one spouse supplemented their income through employment outside of farming. For three 
interviewed farmers, their primary source of income was wage labour (V7, V9, V11). In a few cases, a strategic 
decision was made during the generational transition: a transition was made to off-farm employment and 
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part-time farming alongside, as remaining in full-time production would have required substantial invest
ments in modern production facilities and equipment, which the individuals were not willing to undertake 
(V7, V11).

Specialty crop growers emphasised that, in addition to product pricing and support levels, geographical 
location (V9) or soil quality (V4) had influenced the choice of the mode of production – and these decisions 
may have been made by previous generations of farmers. For example, being located at the first growth zone 
in the very southern part of the state has enabled the cultivation of specialty crops that are not viable in 
other growth zones in Finland (V9). Conversely, farms located in more northern growth zones achieved 
the best returns from grass forage cultivation through livestock farming (V10). Specialty crop growers had 
been able to enhance their profit margins through ancillary services such as transportation and direct 
sales (V4, V9). They also mentioned investing in energy self-sufficiency as a strategy to improve profitability 
and address environmental concerns (V4, V9). Among the interviewed farmers, four of them practiced 
organic farming methods (V2, V3, V8, V11).

Three out of four interviewed organic farmers cited cost reduction in investments and inputs, as well as 
higher subsidies for organic production, as reasons for transitioning to organic farming (Table 1). One farm 
had switched to organic cultivation to avoid new production and grain drying capacity investments (V8), 
another had made the transition due to dissatisfaction with the poor price development of conventionally 
grown grain (V2), and a third because the farm’s yield levels were not particularly good and production 
targets had been abandoned (V11).

A farm business that had invested in growth or specialty crop cultivation at some point aimed to stabil
ise its operations and continue them unchanged after significant investments, to utilise and repay the 
investments made (V13). Both the potato farmer and the broiler producer justified their decision to 
remain in their chosen production direction by pointing out that the market mechanisms for these pro
ducts had been functioning reasonably well (V4, V13). A dairy farm holding, on the other hand, had 
decided not to proceed with a new expansion investment in its robotic barn in the early 2010s, as it 
did not believe that increasing the number of animals would improve profitability (V6). One interviewee 
emphasised the significance of support policies in maintaining his or her production direction: a dairy 
farmer justified his or her decision to continue based on support policy stability (milk production vs. 
meat production) (V10). Although there was generally dissatisfaction with the formation of grain prices, 
the reason for continuing grain cultivation was that there were existing markets for grain, and if the 
quality was not sufficient for bread-making, the grain harvest could be sold as feed (V12). Among the 
group of agricultural entrepreneurs who had continued their operations unchanged for a long time, 
there were also those nearing the end of their careers, with no debts, optimising amounts of subsidies 
received (V6, V7, V12).

Once the company no longer had significant debts, yield targets were abandoned, and efforts were made 
to optimise subsidies (V7). Efforts were made to reduce input costs, for instance, there was a readiness to 
compromise on investing in production (V6, V7, V12). When the company was debt-free, the agricultural 
entrepreneur was nearing the end of their career, and no successor was in sight, the foundation for a 
growth strategy, as seen in earlier career stages, no longer existed (V6, V12).

Cross-tabulation of some features of farm holdings, farm households and farmers

To illustrate how the expressed core values, certain aspects of the farm household’s income structure, man
agerial ownership of holdings and the education level of farmers intersect with the stage of their career, 
Table 2 was created.

Almost every interviewed farmer, particularly those in the earlier and middle stages of their careers, 
emphasised that profitability, outcomes, and the high quality of operations on their farms are the primary 
guiding values for their farming endeavours. The exceptions were a few farmers (V7, V12) who had pre
viously placed strong emphasis on these issues but no longer did. Additionally, a couple of farmers at 
later stages of their careers (V2, V3) did not emphasise these aspects as strongly, similarly to a farmer 
who viewed farming more as a hobby (V11). Notably, in the data, only three farmers from different career 
stages expressed values related to the continuity of family farming (V3, V9, V10).
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In addition, a significant change can be observed in the management ownership of farms: although 
nuclear family-based management and ownership structures were prevalent among farmers in the later 
stages of their careers, consortium-based management ownership structures have become much more 
common among early-career farmers.

The current income distribution among the farms and households analyzed in this case study does not 
visually correlate with the stage of the farmer’s career in a qualitative sense; rather, diverse income structures 
are dispersed among different stages (see Table 2). Instead, clear correlations are observed among certain 
features themselves, particularly among four animal husbandry farm holdings (V8, V10, V3, V6), where the 
farmer’s spouse was also employed full-time on the farm and where the significance of forestry in the hold
ings’ incomes was mentioned.

Cross-tabulation of the strategic elements of the plans and farmers career states

Table 3 illustrates the qualitative strategic elements that farmers expressed planning to implement − in the 
near term − on their farm holdings or households, juxtaposed with the stage of the farmer’s career.

The qualitative strategic elements in Table 3 are arranged beginning with growth and investments 
required, followed by quality and income diversification oriented operational elements, and concluding 
with downshifting and exit strategies from farming.

Table 3 reveals that growth strategies are most prevalent among farmers in the earlier and middle stages 
of their careers. These farmers plan to implement new cultivation methods and improve growing conditions 
in their fields. Animal husbandry farmers, in particulary, are intending to make additional investments to 
enhance the welfare of their animals. Moreover, many of them are considering investing in on-farm 
energy production to work towards achieving carbon neutrality for their farm holdings.

Naturally, most farmers in the later stages of their careers were contemplating various exit strategies from 
farming, while one farmer in their mid-career was already beginning to downshift, particularly in terms of 
costs, investments, and yield targets. Table 3 nicely shows how strategic elements expressed by farms 
change along the farmer’s career stage – as part of adaptive cycles.

Table 2. The qualitative cross-tabulation in this table depicts the expressed core values, certain aspects of farm household 
income structures, as well as managerial ownership and education levels of farmers, juxtaposed with the stages of their 
careers. Dark-colored cells in the grid indicate issues raised in the interview data. X-marks denote instances where the 
interviewer mentioned that certain factors were applicable earlier in the farmer’s career but are no longer relevant at 
present.

State of career Earlier state of career Middle state of career Later state of career

Numbering of farmers V1 V9 V11 V13 V4 V5 V7 V8 V10 V2 V3 V6 V12
Main values of farming Profitability, outcome X X

High-quality operation X X
Livelihood mentioned
Continuity of family farm mentioned
Likes farming work

Educational level basic
middle
high

Ownership Nuclear family farm
Farm consortium

Current income 
combination

Direct marketing of special products
Main income from the other own 

business
Income from the other business
Main income: wage work off-fam
Organic farming
Forestry important or mentioned
Spouse fulltime on-farm work
Animal husbandry
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Discussion

Farm typologies

Typologies are typically based on specific points in time within particular contexts. A key aspect of data col
lection is considering the temporal dimensions, which are intricately linked to the surrounding space and 
culture (e.g. Huber et al. 2024). As such, typologies established in particular contexts cannot easily be 
applied to predict the decision-making of individual farms, even when they share similar characteristics. 
While farm typologies are valuable tools for evaluating economic performance and informing EU policy 
development, relying exclusively on economically-driven typologies may fail to provide sufficient insights 
into why farms with comparable physical structures and economic profiles make vastly different strategic 
decisions.

The aim of this study was to select companies employing strategically diverse business models and 
typologies as research subjects in order to better understand their decision-making processes. The 
farms were spread across various regions of Finland, as shown in Table 1. Some farms were solely 
engaged in primary production, while others were involved in additional business activities, whether 
related to agriculture or not. The significance of these activities to the farming family’s income ranged 
from highly significant to minimal. Similarly, the level of family member involvement varied, as did 
the composition of decision-makers within the companies and the extent of external labour employed. 
The types of primary production and production methods also differed. However, all the case studies 
in the research can be considered to represent what might be termed successful farmers, based on a 
broad qualitative assessment within their own cultural context. This general evaluation was made by 
the researchers who selected the subjects. Since the research was qualitative and the number of cases 
was relatively small, there were few significant similarities within the typological groups (efficient 
primary production, added value in primary production, income diversification) that had been con
structed based on preliminary assumptions.

Table 3. The strategic elements anticipated for implementation − in the near term − by farm households are visualised in 
the qualitative cross-tabulation with the stage of farmers’ careers. Dark-colored cells in the grid indicate elements that 
emerged from the interview data.

Strategic elements of the plans in 
near future

State of career of farmer Earlier state of career Middle state of career Later stage of career

Numbering of farmers V1 V9 V11 V13 V4 V5 V7 V8 V10 V2 V3 V6 V12

Growth of agriculture Growing the scale of farm 
production

Become fulltime farmer
Hire more staff

Invest in field crop farming 
methods

Usage of new type of 
cultivation methods

Improve field growth condition
Invest or develop value-add for 

animal well-being
Invests in animal welfare
Develop new value-adding 

product
Invests carbon neutrality & on-farm 

energy
Striving for carbon neutrality of 

farm
Invests in on-farm energy 

production
Add income from off-farm Growth of the other own 

business
Prepare possibly to turn to 

wage work
Preparing strategies to exit from 

farming
Downshifting costs and 

investments
Optimisation of supports over 

yield
Prepare to in-family successor 

change
Exit from farming strategies Continue unchanged until 

retirement age
On pension: field cultivation 

only
Prepare to sell farm off-family
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While typologies may represent different farming styles or responses, they lack a mechanism to 
explain the transition from one path or typology to another. The static nature of typologies restricts 
their ability to describe the process by which farmers move between categories in response to 
different triggers (e.g. Sutherland et al. 2012). As Kostrowicki (1977) noted in the 1970s, a typology con
structed at a particular moment is like a static snapshot of a situation. However, this snapshot can evolve 
into a dynamic portrayal, similar to how a series of frames in a film creates movement when snapshots 
are taken repeatedly.

Cycles of change

Farm transition trajectories are often observed to follow relatively linear patterns over short periods, with 
minimal or no changes in management decisions. However, these linear phases are frequently interrupted 
by sudden, sometimes dramatic shifts in direction. Wilson (2008) emphasises the variability in developmental 
trajectories across different types of farms, highlighting the significance of ‘nodal points’ that can profoundly 
alter these paths. Similarly, Sutherland et al. (2012) argue that substantial changes in farming practices typi
cally arise in response to ‘trigger events,’ which prompt farm managers to reassess available options and 
potentially adopt new strategies. Consequently, transitions at the farm household level are non-linear, het
erogeneous, and complex, making them inherently unpredictable (Wilson 2008; Sutherland et al. 2012).

Upon analysis, the selected cases did not form distinct strategic groups, as initially assumed by the orig
inal selection hypothesis (efficient primary production, value addition in primary production, income diver
sification), which expected clear similarities based on key characteristics. Instead, when asked about their 
short-term strategic plans, the strategic choices were clearly grouped by the stage of the farmer’s career, 
as shown in Table 3. Although this case study represents only a single point in time, even with a small 
sample, it is possible to observe how the phase of a farmer’s career cycle influences strategic decisions. A 
farmer’s career cycle is closely tied to the broader farm cycle, which can span multiple phases over 
several decades, as different generations assume control. Similarly, the farming family’s cycle – ranging 
from raising children to aging – follows a comparable pattern. The farm cycle may also come to an end if 
there is no successor to take over. Particularly in the later stages of a farmer’s career, but even earlier, 
decisions are often shaped by strong anticipation of the farm’s next phase (see Table 3).

Researchers have long recognised that the development of farm holdings over the long term follows a 
cyclical pattern, with farmers’ goals, material well-being, and physical and mental health fluctuating accord
ing to the evolving circumstances of the farm family (e.g. Gasson et al. 1988; Burton and Otte 2022), as well as 
the opportunities and constraints arising from policies or markets (Darnhofer et al. 2016). For example, suc
cession cycles drive the continuous co-evolution of the farm and its successor’s identity (Fischer and Burton 
2014), while ‘triggering change cycles’ involve the farm’s adaptation to key events such as succession, illness, 
or divorce, leading from phases of experimentation to consolidation (Sutherland et al. 2012). This process can 
be framed within the concept of the farm family life cycle, which encompasses the farm’s business develop
ment through various stages (expansion, consolidation, contraction, exit), and its connection to generational 
transitions within the farm family (e.g. Barnes 2023). As part of resilience research, adaptive cycles and the 
resilience of farms have been extensively studied (e.g. Darnhofer 2014; Darnhofer et al. 2010; Darnhofer et al. 
2016; Kuhmonen 2023; Kuhmonen & Kuhmonen 2023). When new actions are implemented, the farm system 
enters a period of instability as these practices take hold. If successful in achieving their intended goals, these 
practices eventually lead to another phase of path dependency.

Farm as a ‘micro’ decision-making context

In family businesses, such as family farms, the same individuals are often responsible for both strategic plan
ning as entrepreneurs and for implementing these plans as managers and workers (Väre et al. 2021). Stra
tegic decisions are made alongside the farm’s daily operational tasks. Family farms may rely solely on the 
immediate or extended family for labour, or they may hire external workers, while solo farmers may 
operate independently or seek additional help (Rantamäki-Lahtinen et al. 2022). The amount of hired 
labour is significantly influenced by the farm’s operational scale or other business-related factors. Studies 
have shown that when family farms hire external labour, it is often associated with greater business 
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efficiency. In such cases, family labour is seen primarily as a flexible resource to manage short-term shocks 
(Trnková and Žáková Kroupová 2020; Barnes 2023). On the other hand, Addo and Salhofer (2022) found that 
farms that primarily rely on family labour are better equipped to manage poor years compared to those that 
also use external labour. Ultimately, it is clear that various factors related to the farm, the farmer, and their 
family and household influence these outcomes. In any case, understanding the division of labour on the 
farm requires considering off-farm labour and other household income sources (e.g. Gasson et al. 1988; Hard
esty and Harmon 1994; Burton 2006).

In this cross-sectional case study, as shown in Table 2, it can be seen that at the time of the study, early- 
stage farmers typically worked on consortium farms, indicating a shift where newer farm businesses may not 
operate as often as family-run farms. In contrast, cases representing later stages of the career reflect older 
farmers, for whom the nuclear family farm model has been more common. This naturally influences 
decision-making processes. While quantitative studies in agriculture often assume that family businesses 
are managed by a single decision-maker, typically a male, who holds financial and administrative power 
over the farm unit, this is rarely the case (Burton 2006). Instead, decisions regarding the management of 
family farms are influenced not only by the farm’s or farmer’s characteristics but also by the goals and pri
orities of the farmer’s family and household.

Overall, it has become increasingly evident that the entire household and the farmer’s family situation must 
be considered when examining the farm business. Typically, the income sources of a farm household arise from 
decisions made within the household (as shown in Table 1). These issues highlight the need for an interdisci
plinary approach, which has led to growing attention to the family development cycle, inheritance and genera
tional transition processes, the roles of farmers’ spouses, and the dynamics of multi-job farm families (e.g. 
Hayden et al. 2021). As Table 2 shows, almost all case farms prioritise profitability and successful outcomes, 
at least at certain stages of their careers. This is closely linked to the cultural and social context in which the 
farms operate. In the European context, successful farm businesses are those that perform well financially 
and are managed with goals associated with good entrepreneurship. Furthermore, in agricultural productivity 
research, it can be useful to consider whether farm diversification or off-farm work is truly part of the agricultural 
strategy or, in fact, a household income generation strategy. This is important because if farming is financed by 
an unrelated business or wage labour, the farming operation itself may not be a profitable enterprise.

Farm holdings do not respond uniformly to identified opportunities or constraints. The resources and pri
orities of farmers (and farming families) vary significantly. Darnhofer et al. (2010) found that while daily farm 
management is shaped by economic frameworks, social norms, local agroecosystems, and material farm 
structures, it is also influenced by dispositional factors, such as the farmer’s (or farming family’s) perceptions, 
preferences, and willingness to take risks. Cognitive factors, such as the farmer’s (or farming family’s) under
standing of the practical benefits, costs, resources, skills, and risks associated with a particular practice, also 
play a significant role (Dessart et al. 2019). Furthermore, within these diverse material, cultural, and subjec
tive frameworks, Darnhofer et al. (2010, 194) emphasise that farm business decisions are not based solely on 
rational or scientific considerations; they are also shaped by the farmer’s (or farming family’s) goals, values, 
and perceptions of potential opportunities and challenges. In this context, intuition plays a central role for 
farmers (Nuthall and Old 2018). Different interpretations of opportunities and constraints lead to varied 
responses.

Structures and systems as ‘meso’ decision-making context

The decision-making processes on farms, such as choices related to farming styles, are influenced by a range 
of socio-economic and ecological factors. Research on social-ecological systems (SES) seeks to capture the 
complex interconnections within farming decision-making contexts. These studies emphasise the 
dynamic relationships between social and ecological systems. Ecologically, farmers’ behaviour is closely 
linked to the specific conditions of their farms, including land, climate, and growing conditions. The struc
tural aspects of the ecosystem include physical, geochemical (soil, water, air), and biological elements, 
along with biodiversity, which encompasses both domesticated and wild species. Functionally, the ecosys
tem encompasses biophysical processes, such as soil, water, and nutrient cycles, as well as biological pro
cesses that impact individuals and populations. From a social system perspective, the focus is on the 
diversity of stakeholders, organisations, and institutions that facilitate interaction among various entities. 
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The functional component, meanwhile, is aligned with diverse socio-economic processes, shaped by social 
norms and motives that are influenced by the broader social context and by what farmers perceive others 
expect of them (Dessart et al. 2019). Lescourret et al. (2015) note that socio-economic and ecological factors 
are often treated unevenly, and reciprocity between these two systems is not always evident in studies of 
farmers’ behaviours and decision-making.

The territorial location of a case farm has a significant influence on both its ecological and socio-economic 
conditions. For example, the cultivation of specialty crops is primarily feasible in the southern parts of the 
country (see Table 1). In contrast, in the northern regions, grass cultivation for livestock feed and its proces
sing into dairy products might be the only viable alternative, as growing staple grains is not possible there. 
The best opportunities for machinery contracts are found in the southern part of the country, where the 
majority of potential farms are located. Additionally, the conditions for wage labour are generally more 
favourable in southern regions. To varying degrees, most Finnish farms also engage in forestry, with this 
activity extending from the south to the north.

Farmers’ agency, or decision-making power, arises from the interaction between individual behaviour and 
the relational and cultural contexts, including institutional structures. While the relational and structural 
context does not directly dictate farm decisions, it plays a significant role in shaping them. This means 
that decisions are not influenced solely by individual values, attitudes, or worldviews. Instead, agency is 
more than a collection of individual choices – it is deeply influenced by the complexity of relational and insti
tutional systems. Agency reflects the degree of control individuals have over their circumstances. Power 
serves as a link between agency and structure. The ability to access or use resources within a system is 
tied to the power dynamics of the actors, which reflect their roles within that system. Agency can either 
strengthen or challenge existing structural systems. In the context of food security, agency can be under
stood at multiple levels, ranging from individual and household scales to local communities, national frame
works, and global systems (Kuhmonen 2023).

Regime as ‘macro’ context for decision-making

To understand farmers’ agency, Kuhmonen (2023) suggests it is crucial to consider the specific structural 
context of the time and the prevailing regime, which is shaped by norms, routines, technologies, politics, 
and regulation. Regimes are sustained by institutional rules that define what is considered ‘acceptable’ or 
profitable within the system. According to Bünger and Schiller (2022), a regime represents the predominant 
way in which production systems are organised within a specific industry at a particular time, emphasising 
optimisation over radical change. Moreover, due to the persistence of dominant structures, conventions, and 
routines, regimes can be viewed as established centers of power (Bünger and Schiller 2022).

Since this study was conducted in an EU member state in Western Europe, the prevailing regime – par
ticularly for farms that rely heavily on agriculture for their livelihood – places significant constraints on the 
operations of farms within the dominant food chain system. In this study, the dominant regime defined the 
focus on farmers in the top tier of entrepreneurship, whose discourse reflected the prevailing regime’s 
concept of good farming and entrepreneurial activity.

As Kuhmonen (2023) argues, in the EU context, the prevailing regime and its incentives often encourage 
and compel specialisation and growth, particularly for farms that heavily depend on agriculture for their live
lihood. Given the significant constraints imposed by the prevailing regime, transformative agency cannot 
typically be expected from most farmers. Financial incentives and costs remain central to decision- 
making, especially for full-time farmers (Wittstock et al. 2022). Potential change agents among agri-food pro
ducers may be classified as either hybrid or niche actors, as Bünger and Schiller (2022) suggest. They argue 
that actors who distance themselves from the regime’s mainstream practices are known as hybrid actors, 
who tend to be more innovative. The niche level, in contrast, is somewhat isolated from the regime, 
shaped by cognitive, social, and spatial distance. Actors at this level are more likely to develop alternative 
structures compared to those within the regime, although their assertiveness tends to be limited. Alternative 
food systems are one such niche challenging the dominant regime in EU contexts.

Decision-making regarding agricultural practices in the EU is largely shaped by the instruments of the pre
vailing regime, such as regulations and payments. However, these tools have become increasingly complex, 
and their ability to steer outcomes toward desired goals is often contradictory. Nevertheless, they 
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significantly restrict farmers’ autonomy in decision-making. Additionally, these governance mechanisms 
create tensions and contribute to feelings of inequality. In terms of power dynamics within the western 
food chain, farmers are positioned as the least privileged, with their decisions being heavily constrained 
by the dominant regulatory framework (e.g. Kaljonen et al. 2021; Maluf et al. 2022; Wittstock et al. 2022).

Conclusion

The socio-cultural impacts of the globalised food system have contributed to the homogenisation of food 
cultures and the physical and cultural separation of consumers from producers. This disconnection can 
lead to a diminished appreciation for food and a loss of a ‘sense of food.’ In the absence of this awareness, 
consumers are often unaware that their choices also influence how, and which agricultural products are pro
duced. Farmers represent the smallest actor in terms of both quantity and power at the beginning of the 
food chain. Both food processors, who follow farmers in the chain, and consumers, the largest actor in 
the chain, are caught in the pressures between wholesale and retail trade, which hold the greatest 
decision-making power in areas such as the origin, quality, and pricing of food products available in 
grocery stores. However, the influence of consumer choices, particularly their expressed demands, should 
not be underestimated.

In Western countries, consumer behaviour in food markets and the prevailing food production system 
partially regulate agricultural production and, consequently, farm decision-making. When examining 
farmers’ behaviour in isolation from the broader cultural context and the structural dynamics of the food 
chain (the dominant system), the perspective will shape whether the ecological sustainability transition is 
viewed primarily as a matter of the will and personal characteristics of a single professional group: 
farmers. This approach can easily lead to blame and finger-pointing, which is especially burdensome for 
the professional group with the least power in the food chain and its transformation.

Given that numerous factors and contextual levels discussed in this article influence farm decision-making 
– where both small and large choices are made that impact the individual, household, or farm business in 
diverse ways – it is not feasible to classify the values potentially influencing these decisions into opposing 
categories such as instrumental or relational values. Similarly, assessing the relationship between agriculture 
and nature solely through the extremes of two value perspectives, such as instrumentalism and intrinsic 
value, overlooks the complex structures in which farms operate and make decisions. Nonetheless, it is 
encouraging that the emphasis on relational values towards nature is increasingly gaining prominence in 
high-level international discussions. In this context, relational values towards nature may serve as a more 
substantial leverage in shaping natural resource policies in Europe, ultimately fostering regenerative sys
temic changes.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

The authors are grateful to the Finnish Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry for financial support of the study (grant 
number 415/03.01.02/2019).

Data availability statement

The data supporting the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request and 
with permission from the project funder.

ORCID

Elina Vehmasto http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5770-5982

ACTA AGRICULTURAE SCANDINAVICA, SECTION B — SOIL & PLANT SCIENCE 13

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5770-5982


References

Addo F, Salhofer K. 2022. Transient and persistent technical efficiency and its determinants: The case of crop farms in 
Austria. Appl Econ. 54(25):2916–2932. https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2021.1961155

Barnes AP. 2023. The role of family life cycle events on persistent and transient inefficiencies in less favoured areas. J 
Agricult Econ. 74(1):295–315. https://doi.org/10.1111/1477-9552.12506

Bartkowski B, Bartke S. 2018. Leverage points for governing agricultural soils: A review of empirical studies of European 
farmers’ decision-making. Sustainability. 10(9):3179. https://doi.org/10.3390/su10093179

Bartkowski B, Schüßler C, Müller B. 2022. Typologies of European farmers: approaches, methods, and research gaps. Reg 
Environ Change. 22(43). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-022-01899-y

Bock AK, Krzysztofowicz M, Rudkin J, Winthagen V. 2020. Farmers of the future (EUR 30464 EN). Publications Office of the 
European Union. https://doi.org/10.2760/680650

Bünger A, Schiller D. 2022. Identification and characterization of potential change agents among agri-food producers: 
regime, niche, and hybrid actors. Sustain Sci. 17(6):2187–2201. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01018-x

Burton RJF. 2006. An alternative to farmer age as an indicator of life-cycle stage: The case for a farm family age index. J 
Rural Stud. 22(4):485–492. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2006.02.005

Burton RJF, Forney J, Stock P, Sutherland L-A. 2020. The Good Farmer: Culture and Identity in Food and Agriculture. 
Routledge.

Burton RJF, Otte PP. 2022. Promoting climate change mitigation in agriculture: Do we need to account for farm family 
life-cycle? J Rural Stud. 96:270–281. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.10.006

Burton RJF, Wilson GA. 2006. Injecting social psychology theory into conceptualizations of agricultural agency: towards a 
post-productivist farmer self-identity? J Rural Stud. 22(1). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.07.004

Cullen P, Ryan M, O’Donoghue C, Hynes S, Sheridan H. 2020. Impact of farmer self-identity and attitudes on participation 
in agri-environment schemes. Land Use Policy. 95:104660. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.104660

Darnhofer I. 2014. Resilience and why it matters for farm management. Eur Rev Agricult Econ. 41(3):461–484 . https://doi. 
org/10.1093/erae/jbu012

Darnhofer I, Fairweather J, Moller H. 2010. Assessing a farm’s sustainability: insights from resilience thinking. Intern J 
Agricult Sustain. 8:186–198. https://doi.org/10.3763/ijas.2010.0480

Darnhofer I., Fairweather J., Moller H. 2016. The resilience of family farms: Towards a relational approach. Journal of Rural 
Studies. 44:111–122.

de Krom MP. 2017. Farmer participation in agri-environmental schemes: regionalisation and the role of bridging social 
capital. Land Use Policy. 60:352–361. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2016.10.010

Dessart FJ, Barreiro-Hurlé J, Van Bavel R. 2019. Behavioural factors affecting the adoption of sustainable farming practices: 
A policy-oriented review. Eur Rev Agricult Econ. 46(3):417–471. https://doi.org/10.1093/erae/jbz013

Elo S, Kyngäs H. 2008. The qualitative content analysis process. J Adv Nurs. 62(1):107–115. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365- 
2648.2007.04569.x

Eriksson P, Koistinen P. 2014. Monenlainen tapaustutkimus [Various case studies]. Kuluttajatutkimuskeskus. Tutkimuksia 
ja selvityksiä. 11. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.3944.6489

Eriksson P, Woiceshyn J, Montonen T. 2021. Inductive case study research with organisations: A framework of collabora
tive research strategies and intersecting knowledge interests. In Case Method for Digital Natives: Teaching and 
Research (pp. 307–321).

Evans N. 2009. Adjustment strategies revisited: agricultural change in the Welsh Marches. J Rural Stud. 25:217–230. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.10.002

Farstad M, Melås AM, Klerkx L. 2022. Climate considerations aside: what really matters for farmers in their implementation 
of climate mitigation measures. J Rural Stud. 96:259–269. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.11.003

Fastelli L, Landi C, Rovai M, Andreoli M. 2017. A spatial analysis of terrain features and farming styles in a disadvantaged 
area of Tuscany (Mugello): implications for the evaluation and design of CAP payments. Bio-based Appl Econ. 6(1):81– 
114.

Finnish Food Authority. 2022a. Number of farms receiving agricultural subsidies in 2021. Administrative statistics. 
Helsinki.

Finnish Food Authority. 2022b. Finnish farm: Key figures on Finnish agriculture. Helsinki.
Fischer H, Burton R. 2014. Understanding farm succession as socially constructed endogenous cycles. Sociol Ruralis. 54. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12055
Gasson R et al. 1988. The farm as a family business: A review. J Agricult Econ. 39(1):1–41https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477- 

9552.1988.tb00560.x
Giller KE, Hijbeek R, Andersson JA, Sumberg J. 2021. Regenerative agriculture: An agronomic perspective. Outl Agricult. 

50(1):13–25. https://doi.org/10.1177/0030727021997129
Githinji M et al. 2024. “You never farm alone”: farmer land-use decisions influenced by social relations. J Rural Stud. 

108:103284. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103284
Gomm R, Hammersley M, Foster P. 2000. Case study method. SAGE Publications.
Graskemper V, Yu X, Feil J-H. 2021. Farmer typology and implications for policy design: An unsupervised machine learn

ing approach. Land Use Policy. 103:105328. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2021.105328

14 E. VEHMASTO AND A. STARR

https://doi.org/10.1080/00036846.2021.1961155
https://doi.org/10.1111/1477-9552.12506
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10093179
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-022-01899-y
https://doi.org/10.2760/680650
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01018-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2006.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.104660
https://doi.org/10.1093/erae/jbu012
https://doi.org/10.1093/erae/jbu012
https://doi.org/10.3763/ijas.2010.0480
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2016.10.010
https://doi.org/10.1093/erae/jbz013
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.3944.6489
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12055
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-9552.1988.tb00560.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-9552.1988.tb00560.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030727021997129
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103284
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2021.105328


Grilli G, Pagliacci F, Gatto P. 2024. Determinants of agricultural diversification: what really matters? A review. J Rural Stud. 
110:103365. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103365

Hardesty C, Harmon MP. 1994. Division of labor on family farms: A life course analysis. Sociol Spectrum. 14(4):351–370. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.1994.9982076

Hayden MT, Mattimoe R, Jack L. 2021. Sensemaking and the influencing factors on farmer decision-making. J Rural Stud. 
84:31–44. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2021.03.007

Huber R et al. 2024. Farm typologies for understanding farm systems and improving agricultural policy. Agricult Syst. 
213:103800. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2023.103800

Kaljonen M et al. 2021. Justice in transitions: widening considerations of justice in dietary transition. Environ Innov 
Societal Transit. 40:474–485. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2021.10.007

Kemper TD. 2016. Elementary forms of social relations: status, power, and reference groups. Routledge.
Kostrowicki J. 1977. Agricultural typology concept and method. Agricult Syst. 2(1):33–45. https://doi.org/10.1016/0308- 

521X(77)90015-4
Kuhmonen I. 2023. Imprisoned by the regime?: Farmer agency and farm resilience in the making of a sustainable food 

system [Doctoral dissertation, University of Jyväskylä]. JYU Dissertations.
Kuhmonen I, Kuhmonen T. 2023. Transitions through the dynamics of adaptive cycles: evolution of the Finnish agrifood 

system. Agricult Syst. 206:103604 . https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2023.103604
Lescourret F et al. 2015. A social – ecological approach to managing multiple agro-ecosystem services. Curr Opin Environ 

Sustain. 14:68–75. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2015.03.010
Maluf RS et al. 2022. Sustainability, justice and equity in food systems: ideas and proposals in dispute in Brazil. Environ 

Innov Societal Transit. 45:183–199. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2022.10.005
Natural Resources Institute Finland (Luke). 2018. Structural development of agriculture and farm diversification. Helsinki.
Nuthall PL, Old KM. 2018. Intuition, the farmers’ primary decision process: A review and analysis. J Rural Stud. 58:28–38. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2017.12.012
Pyysiäinen J. 2010. Co-constructing a virtuous ingroup attitude? Evaluation of new business activities in a group inter

view of farmers. Text Talk. 30(6):701–721. https://doi.org/10.1515/TEXT.2010.034
Pyysiäinen J, Halpin D, Vesala KM. 2011. Entrepreneurial skills among farmers: approaching a policy discourse. In: G. A. 

Alsos, S. Carter, E. Ljunggren, F. Welter, editor. The handbook of research on entrepreneurship in agriculture and 
rural development. Edward Elgar; p 109–128. https://doi.org/10.4337/9780857933249.00012

Rantamäki-Lahtinen L, Sipiläinen T, Yigit F. 2022. Future of the family farming – Perceptions from Finnish farmers. 27th 
NJF Congress, 2022, Selfoss, Iceland.

Schmitzberger I et al. 2005. How farming styles influence biodiversity maintenance in Austrian agricultural landscapes. 
Agricult Ecosyst Environ. 108(3):274–290. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agee.2005.01.013

Statistics Finland. n.d. Farmer household. Concepts. Retrieved 2024, from https://stat.fi
Sutherland L-A et al. 2012. Triggering change: towards a conceptualisation of major change processes in farm decision- 

making. J Environ Manage. 104:142–151. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2012.03.013
Tittonell P. 2020. Assessing resilience and adaptability in agroecological transitions. Agricult Syst. 184:102862. https://doi. 

org/10.1016/j.agsy.2020.102862
Trnková G, Žáková Kroupová Z. 2020. Determinants of persistent and transient technical efficiency of milk production in 

the EU. E+M Ekonomie a Management. 23(4):39–54. https://doi.org/10.15240/tul/001/2020-4-00
Tuomi J, Sarajärvi A. 2009a. Laadullinen tutkimus ja sisällönanalyysi [Qualitative research and content analysis]. Tammi.
Tuomi J, Sarajärvi A. 2009b. Laadullinen tutkimus ja sisällönanalyysi [Qualitative research and content analysis]. Tammi. 

ISBN 978-951-3199-53-1.
Unay-Gailhard I, Balmann A, Appel F. 2018. Dimensions of SURE-Farm farm typology for farm resilience assessments. 

https://www.surefarmproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/D1.3-Farm-Typology-RP1.pdf
Upadhaya S, Arbuckle JG, Schulte LA. 2021. Developing farmer typologies to inform conservation outreach in agricultural 

landscapes. Land Use Policy. 101:105157. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.105157
van der Ploeg JD. 2012. The genesis and further unfolding of farming styles research. Historische Anthropologie. 

20(3):427–439.
Väre M, Mattila TEA, Rikkonen P et al. 2021. Farmers’ perceptions of farm management practices and development plans 

on organic farms in Finland. Organic Agriculture. 11:457–467. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13165-021-00352-4
Vesala KM, Rantanen T. 2007. Laadullinen asennetutkimus: Lähtökohtia, periaatteita, mahdollisuuksia [Qualitative atti

tude research: starting points, principles, possibilities]. In: K. M. Vesala, T. Rantanen, editor. Argumentaatio ja tulkinta: 
laadullisen asennetutkimuksen lähestymistapa. Gaudeamus; p 11–61. ISBN 978-9524950114.

Weltin M et al. 2017. Analysing behavioural differences of farm households: An example of income diversification strat
egies based on European farm survey data. Land Use Policy. 62:172–184. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2017.01. 
016

Wilson GA. 2008. From ‘weak’ to ‘strong’ multifunctionality: conceptualising farm-level multifunctional transitional path
ways. J Rural Stud. 24(3):367–383. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2007.12.010

Wittstock F, Paulus A, Beckmann M, Hagemann N, Baaken MC. 2022. Understanding farmers’ decision-making on agri- 
environmental schemes: A case study from Saxony, Germany. Land Use Policy. 122:106371. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.landusepol.2022.106371

ACTA AGRICULTURAE SCANDINAVICA, SECTION B — SOIL & PLANT SCIENCE 15

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103365
https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.1994.9982076
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2021.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2023.103800
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2021.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/0308-521X(77)90015-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/0308-521X(77)90015-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2023.103604
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2015.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2022.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2017.12.012
https://doi.org/10.1515/TEXT.2010.034
https://doi.org/10.4337/9780857933249.00012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agee.2005.01.013
https://stat.fi
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2012.03.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2020.102862
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2020.102862
https://doi.org/10.15240/tul/001/2020-4-00
https://www.surefarmproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/D1.3-Farm-Typology-RP1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.105157
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13165-021-00352-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2017.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2017.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2007.12.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106371
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106371


Appendix 1. Framework of Farmer Interviews

1. Nature, Background, and Development of the Farm Operation 
A. Background and Organisation of the Farm Operation: 

– What is the history of the farm, and how and when did the current form of operation begin?
– What was the farm’s history before it was transferred to you?
– Through what arrangements did the farm come into your ownership?
– What activities does the farm currently involve?
– What is the size of your farm (in hectares and/or number of animals)?
– In addition to primary production, is there any other business activity or paid employment connected to the farm?
– Who is involved in the farm’s operation overall (including any additional business activity or paid employment)?
– What kind of education and skills do the people involved in the management of the farm have?

B. Motivation and Decision-Making: 
– What were the key factors influencing your decision to start operating the farm in its current form?
– What have been the important objectives or concrete goals guiding the farm’s operation? How successful have you 

been in achieving them?
– What has been the most important principle or value guiding your farm operation?

C. Decision-Making and Practical Realities: 
– Has the form or nature of the farm’s operation been significantly changed or redirected at some point?
– If so, what were the key factors influencing the decision to redirect the operation?
– Have the desired goals and results been achieved through the redirection? Why or why not?
– If the nature of the operation has not been significantly changed, what key factors have supported maintaining the 

chosen course?
2. Future Plans and Adaptation to Changing Conditions: 
. What are the key development or adaptation needs for your farm in the near future? 

o What is driving these development or adaptation needs; what are their causes?
o What are the most important goals and areas of development related to these in the near future?
o What plans do you have in relation to these issues?
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