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Farmers’ viewpoints on transitions to agroecological systems
                  

                  
                     

             
    Susanne Padel          

LUPG commissions research and advises on rural land 
use matters such as agriculture and woodlands. We were 

enter into transition to a more agroecological approach to 
farming and how they experience the process. We chose 
a case study approach, centred around face-to-face, semi-
structured interviews, involving the principal farmer and, if 
possible, other members of the farm household. The report 
highlights the importance of social and behavioural factors 
in land management, particularly the need to encourage and 
support farmers to redesign their businesses according to 
agroecological principles. 

The case study farms and approach 
Fourteen farmers in England, Scotland and Wales 
were recruited through contacts with organisations 
engaged with agroecological practices, such as organic 
farming, agroforestry, pasture-fed livestock systems and 
conservation/integrated agriculture (mainly in the form 
of direct drilling). The fourteen farmers were socially 
distinctive: most farmers had sought out opportunities 
for travel, research and personal development and all 
are members of networks associated with sustainable 
agriculture and have engaged in a process of transition. 
Interviews were conducted by Oliver Rubinstein of ORC 
and Amelia Woolford from the Allerton project of GWCT 
between January and March 2017.  All the farmers 
were very willing to share their experiences. We asked 
the farmers to tell us their story of how their farm had 
changed under their management and prompted them 
to talk about their motivations, opportunities and key 
challenges. We analysed the answers to look for common 
trends and observations and we also compared them 

with two theoretical models of farmers’ decision-making: 
the Triggering Change Cycle, which was developed based 
on organic conversion experiences1

Substitution Redesign (ESR) model2, which has been widely 
used in the context of agroecology (e.g. 3,4). 

Sometimes a lengthy period of time elapsed before people 
experienced their personal ‘click’ moment, that made them 
change. This could either be a change in the way they ‘saw’ 
issues (for example weeds) – or it could be a change in 
circumstances (e.g. a new collaboration, additional land or 
livestock).  The farmers reported as key triggers or motives 
for change: taking over the business; contact with other 
inspirational farmers or professionals (6 of the 14 farmers 

structural farm changes. Some were also attracted by the 

environment grants, but this appeared to be a secondary 
motive. For example, two farms that started with direct drilling 
and one that started with pasture-fed farming also took up 
organic farming. Overall, half of the farms we spoke to took 

One farm added agroforestry to direct drilling etc., another to 
organic farming. And along with practical changes on the farm 
can go a change in the farming identity, which is helped by 
meeting other like-minded people.
Key conclusions 
The importance of inspiration and social capital. The 
farmers’ experiences highlight the crucial importance 
of social networks. The majority of the farmers we 
interviewed were motivated to engage with agroecological 
approaches through seeing practical examples and meeting 
inspirational people, in the UK and abroad. Such peer-to-
peer contact opportunities with experienced practitioners of 
agriculture are valued but scarce. In developing support for 
agroecological transitions, it is important to pay attention not 
only to the agronomic challenges but also to social processes5. 
More could be done to support UK farmers who have made a Figure 1: The case study farms

Taking over the business (11 farms) 

Succession (6) and new business (5)

Securing the long-term viability of the business (5)

Contact with other inspirational farmers/ professionals  (8 farms)

Through farm visits or study tours (5)

Attending a course (3)  

Concerns about soil health (7 farms) 

Low yields and weed problems

Structural farm changes (9 farms)

Integrating livestock (6)

Taking on more land (3)

Table 1: What triggered the change?
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transition to share their experiences (for example by making 
short videos) and by supporting study tours to countries 
where agroecology is more widespread (e.g. France). 
Improved access to practical information about 
agroecology. There is currently a lack of trusted practical and 

risk of redesign. Information provided can come through 
established channels (e.g. through offering training to 
farmers and consultants) but also digital media, such as the 
Agricology Programme that ORC and GWCT are engaged with. 
There is also a need to introduce teaching of agroecology in 
agricultural education at colleges and universities, as well as 
to offer relevant training courses for farming professionals in 
continuous professional education. 
Move towards supporting active and social learning 
rather than knowledge transfer. Agroecological transition 
is an active learning process, not a simple ‘switch’ from one 
way of farming to another. Each transition and evolving 

farmers are engaged with separate transitions. At ORC 
we aim to support this through our engagement with 
participatory research and our engagement in knowledge 
exchange through events, workshops and through 
Agricology. Trust in groups develops through mutual 
support, so that both positive and negative experiences 
from trial and error can be explored, and learning emerges 
from a shared interest in a problem or challenge6. 
New rules and indicators for the long term. For most 

sustainability. A common theme emerging during the 
interviews is farmers seeking a long-term economic 

investment in the natural capital of soil and soil fertility. Soil 

commitment. The results illustrate that the case study farms 
use a variety of ways to judge their successes. Although they 
abandon some old rules and established norms, they are 
uncertain about what indicators would be more important 

indicators, alongside indicators of soil fertility, diversity 
and/or animal health. In some areas such indicators do 

established, but these are not necessarily widely known and 

measurements and indicators of the state of resources and 
sustainability so that they can judge for themselves how 
well they are performing and how they can manage the 
risks to their farming business8.  Indicators also facilitate 
benchmarking between businesses – which in turn builds 
trust and the sharing of information between farmers. ORC 
engages with the development of sustainability indicators, 
where the farmer’s perspective must be considered.  
Access to grants. Farmers engaging in agroecological 
transitions should have access to grant schemes that 
support the public goods delivered, both in the initial start-
up phase but also in the longer term. Lampkin et al. (2015)3 

contribute. These include reducing non-renewable energy 
consumption, maintaining or increasing biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, maintaining natural capital (soil and 
water resources) through careful management (e.g. reduced 

or zero tillage) and reduced use of potentially polluting 
inputs. This can contribute to maintaining or increasing 

reducing costs, diversifying the range of outputs and by 
developing specialist markets and shorter supply chains. 

 UK Governments can encourage the transition to 
agroecology by clearly identifying the redesign of farming 
following agroecological principles and practices as an 
important part of the future of farming, which is worthy 
of public support.  

 Tiered agri-environment support systems can include 
whole-farm options, that encourage system-level change 
(for example organic farming) as part of mid-tier options. 

 Any grant scheme criteria need to work for farmers who 
‘think outside the box’ towards an agroecological transition. 

 Support should be directed not only at agronomic changes 
but also at the social side of transition to agroecology as 
well as training and education (see above).  
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