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Abstract 

Risk and Farmers' Decisions to Farm Organically: The Case of Devon (UK) 

Saer lssa Barhoum 

Over the past few decades, the organic sector in most developed countries has llourished. 
Growth in the sector has been paralleled by a substantial amount of research on several 
arenas (sec Cobb et al. 1999; Robles et al. 2005; Jackson and Lampkin 2008; Loblcy et al. 
2009c; among others). Reasons for adopting organic fanning have been studied in a variety 
of instances (Padel 200 I a). Although there is a considerable body of evidence that suppor1s 
the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic farming, our identification and understanding of 
how this nature allects farmers' decisions whether or not to farm organically are limited 
(see, for example, Lockeretz 1995; Duram 1999; Midmore et al. 200 I; Baecke et al. 2002; 
Hattam 2006). It seems that there has been widespread acceptance of the hypothesis that 
organic fanners are more likely to be risk-takers compared to non-organic fanners. 
Similarly, the hypothesis that organic fanners with Non-Fanning Backgrounds (NFBs) 
may have different attitudes towards risk has not been investigated yet through detailed 
empirical analysis. 

Accordingly, this thesis seeks to analyse the importance of farmers' willingness to take risk 
in organic fanning in their decisions regarding the adoption of organic fanning where it is 
assumed that there is a link between attitudes and behaviours. The thesis employs a variety 
of methods: a questionnaire; familiarisation; in-depth interviews; and secondary data. 

The findings of this thesis suggest that not all sources and types of risks associated with 
organic fanning are differently perceived by non-organic and organic fanners. In Devon 
(i.e. the study area), more non-organic than organic fanners mentioned the existence of 
'farm-related risks' and 'risks related to farmers' belief. Further, 'risks related to financial 
returns' were perceived to be of concern by non-organic fanners compared to their organic 
counterparts. On the other hand, other types and sources of risks associated with organic 
farming were equally perceived to be of concern by both groups. As expected, the recent 
risky environment of organic fanning played a significant role in this respect (see also de 
Buck et al. 200 I; Flaten et al. 2005). The wider environment was moreover the cause of 
greater concern regarding production, market and institutional risks (as opposed to 
personal ones) among organic fanners in Devon at the time of the questionnaire survey, 
when compared to the level of concern at the time of adoption. This shows that perceptions 
of types and sources of risks associated with organic fanning arc subject to change across 
time (CRER 2002). 

Compared to their non-organic counterparts, organic fanners in Devon were willing to take 
risk in organic fanning. With regard to risk in fanning and to risk in general, more organic 
fanners expressed risk-taking attitudes than did their non-organic counterparts. 
Consequently, and based on the main reasons for adoption and non-adoption of organic 
fanning, this thesis suggests that willingness to take risk in organic fanning acts as an 
extremely significant trigger for the uptake of organic fam1ing. This in turn confirn1s what 
has been emphasised by many researchers (see Baeckc et al. 2002; Acs et al. 2005; Serra et 
al. 2008; among others). It also suggests that investigations into people's behaviours and 
decisions in relation to a 'risky activity' should take into account their attitudes towards 
risk in that activity. 

This thesis, in common with other studies (e.g. Kaltoft 1999; Lobley et al. 2005), also 
shows evidence of heterogeneity among organic fanners. A small group of organic fanners 
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in Devon from NFBs was in search of the 'good life' and wanted to produce public goods 
from organic farming. Although technical, market and institutional risks associated with 
organic farming were of concern to organic farmers from NFBs in this study, these farmers 
did not have distinct risk perceptions. In contrast, they had distinct attitudes towards risk in 
organic farming. More organic farmers from NFBs than organic fanners from Farming 
Backgrounds (FBs) were willing to take risk in organic farming. 

Finally. and in accordance with Morris and Potter's ( 1995) work, this thesis has placed 
79% of surveyed farmers in Devon on a typology which renects the fact that farmers are 
not homogeneous. The 'conditional non-organic farmers' and 'pragmatic organic farmers' 
in this typology may, with varying degrees of ease, switch between organic and non
organic methods at any point in the future due to possible changes in their attitudes 
towards risk in organic farming. In contrast, the 'resistant non-organic farmers' and 
'committed organic farmers" at the two extremes of this typology will very likely be 
resistant to changes in their current farming systems. Accordingly, a set of policy 
recommendations which may help to increase future organic adoption in the UK has been 
set forth. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to set the scene for tltis thesis on organic farming. First, I will 

provide some background infonnation about the rise of organic fanning (Section I .2). I 

will then briefly state current research on organic farnting. Section I .3 will focus on factors 

aiTecting farmers' adoption decisions and will ltighlight that adoption studies have 

emphasised the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic farming. Section 1.4 will focus more 

specifically on the interlinkages between risk and organic farming and will link the 

discussion to 'risk theory'. In the next section the research gap will be addressed, arguing 

that only few studies have attempted to link research on organic f.1rming adoption to 

f.1rmers' willingness to take risk in organic fanning. Based on the assumption that farmers' 

behaviours are directly related to their attitudes, Section 1.5 will suggest that 'reasoned 

action' theory will fom1 a suitable conceptual framework for this thesis. The potential 

influence of the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic farming on farmers' adoption decisions 

forms the basis of the formulation of the research hypotheses and aim and objectives in 

Section 1.6. Finally, Section 1.7 will provide a brief outline of the structure of this thesis. 



Chapter One: Introduction 

1.2 The rise in organic farming 

In recent decades, agriculture in the developed world has experienced many changes with 

regard to the introduction of what are often seen as sustainable farming systems, including 

biodynamic agriculture, permaculture, integrated fanning, alternative f.1rming, wise use of 

inputs and organic farming (Schaller 1990; Pretty 1998; de Buck et al. 1999; Morris and 

Winter 1999; Botezatu et al. 2002; Eicher 2003). The move away from 'conventional' 

f.1rming systems occurs largely as part of a quest for 'sustainable agriculture' (sustainable 

both in terms of the environment and rural communities) 1• In particular, the importance 

and extent of organic fanning in developed countries has grown dramatically over the past 

few decades, as has consumption of organic fanning products 2
• While twenty years ago 

opportunities for food consumers to purchase organic products were limited, today 

virtually all localities in the developmg world offer organic products, accompanied by a 

rapid increase in the area of organically farmed land (Kourouxou et al. 2008; Wilier et al. 

2008). Apart from food health related issues, the rise in organic farming has also been 

associated with environmental, animal welfare and social aims (Thamsborg 2001; Winter 

2003a; von Borell and Sorensen 2004; Lobley et al. 2009c). 

In Europe, the recent rise in organic fanning has been related to three key drivers: policy 

(in particular the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the EU), consumer demand, and 

farmer behaviour (Lampkin and Padel 1994; Winter 1997; Michelsen 200 I; Botezaht et al. 

2002; SOEL and FiBL 2002; Whitehead et al. 2002; Brassley and Lobley 2003; Acs et al. 

1 Con ~ntional Agriculture is seen here as .. an industrialized agricultural .1:vstem characterized by 
mechanization, monocultures, and the use of sylllhetic inputs such as chemical fertilizers and pesticides, with 
cm emphasis onm<Ll"imi;ing productil"ity and profitability·' Eicher (2003: 2). 
'The definition of ·organic' farming in this study is based on the European Union (EU) Regulations 1804/99 
and 834/2007 introducing sets of production standards for organic plant and animal production and 
stipulating I he rules and guidelines for organic producing. See also Section 2.3. I in Chapter 2 discussing a 
variety of definitions and concepts of organic farming. 
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2005; Wilson 2007; Gabriel et al. 2009). Since the mid 1980s, policy has played an 

increasingly important part in encouraging farmers to practise organic fanning. Moreover, 

organic products are increasingly favoured by consumers seeking greater food safety, 

particularly after the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) outbreak and other food 

scares. Simultaneously, farmers have increasingly looked for alternatives to conventional 

farming as part of a growing European ·farm crisis'. As a result, many conventional 

fanners have formally converted to organic fanning to satisfY demand which has ..:untinued 

to grow steadily. Further, a significant proportion of non-farmers- particularly from urban 

areas- have become 'new entrants' to organic farming for a variety of motives, such as 

financial benefits3
. According to Wilier (2008), in Europe in 2006 about 7 million hectares 

were farn1ed organically by 200,000 organic farmers - a rapid increase from only 115,000 

hectares with only 7000 organic fanners in 1985 (Lampkin 1996t 

Yet in Europe, despite such dramatic increases in organically farmed area and organic 

product availability, organic farming can still be regarded as a relatively marginal activity 

compared to non-organic practiccs5
. In 2006, for example, only 2% of European 

agricultural area was organically farmed (Wilier 2008). A variety of support mechanisms 

have, therefore, been implemented at national, regional and EU levels to support organic 

farming and achieve specific targets (sec, for example, CEC 2004; Schmid et al. 2008). In 

England, for example, an action plan to develop organic food and farming was launched in 

2002 where the aim was that 70% of the organic consumption should be nationally 

produced by 20 I 0 (DEFRA 2002a). 

3 The present research will focus on organic farming as a recent process where organic farmers must follow a 
package of standards stated by a formal accreditation body. 
• In the United Kingdom (UK), there were only 300 organic farmers with 6000 hectares of organic land in 
1985 while today nearly 740,000 hectares are organically managed by over 5000 farmers (Lampkin 1996: 
DEFRA 2009). 
5 This category includes 'conventional' agriculture, as well as other agricultural approaches such as precision 
farming and integrated farming. 
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1.3 Adoption studies 

A review of the literature on organic farming in the developed world suggests that th.i s 

topic has been well studied over the years (Figure 1.1 ). However, it also suggests that 

further research is needed to increase our understanding o f complex patterns and processes 

surrounding adoption of organic fanning by fanners (see Section 2.5 .2 ). The substantia l 

amount of work concerning farmers' decisions to adopt organic farming provides the 

overarchi.ng fra mework for tllis thesis and warrants closer investiga tion. 

Organic 
Farming 

Teclmiques 

Financial/ 
Economic 

Performance 

Figure 1.1: Main arenas inves tiga ted in organic fanning research 
(Source: Author; after Lampkin 1994b; 2002; Dabbert et a l. 2004) 

As Table 1.1 highlights, multiple factors have been identified as being important in 

influencing farmers ' dec isions to adopt organic or to conti nue with non-orgarlic farming. 
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Padel (2008) suggested that these factors can be classitied into 'external' factors, as well as 

'farm' and ·farmer' characteristics (i.e. 'internal' factors)6
. 

External drivers for organic adoption usually fall into the categories of political and policy-

related, institutional, economic, knowledge (including technological knowledge), skills-

related, and cultural and ideological factors. Many authors have, for example, highlighted 

the importance of the policy ..:nvironment in promoting organic farming, emphasising that 

the availability of 'organic schemes' (i.e. schemes that pay farmers to practise organic 

f.1rming) can be crucial for increasing .the number of organic fanners (CRER 2002; CEC 

2004; Schmid et al. 2008). Similarly, institutional drivers- such as the role of government 

agencies, extension services and environmental Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 

in promoting organic farming - have been identified as key factors that can influence 

organic uptake (CRER 2002; Measures et al. 2002; Gibbon, 2008). As sustainable farming 

systems often need new skills and knowledge (Winter 1997), the importance of the 

knowledge and skills environment in influencing organic adoption decisions has been well 

documented. Padel (200 I b) and other researchers (e.g. Measures et al. 2002; Genius et al. 

2006) highlighted the importance of knowledge about specific skills needed for successful 

organic fanning, in particular as organic farming often requires more specialised and 

refined knowledge about agricultural and environmental processes, as well as more 

advanced management skills, than conventional farming (Newton 2004). Cultural and 

ideological drivers, meanwhile, have been more difficult to identifY, although authors such 

as Padel (200 I a) and Lampkin (2002) have suggested that in societies in which nature 

conservation and human health issues are important concerns organic fanning is more 

likely to find social acceptance. 

6 h is interesting to note that the vast majority of adoption studies investigating why some farmers take up 
organic farming have focused on the influence of 'internal' factors. 
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External Drivers 

Political Environment CEC 2004; Robinson 2004; Schmid et al. 2008. 
Institutional CRER 2002; Measures et al. 2002; Gibbon, 2008. 
Economic CRER 2002; Hanun et al. 2002; Lobley et al. 

2009c. 
Knowledge and Skills Padei200Ib; Rigby et al. 2001; SOEL and FiBL 

2002; Genius et al. 2006. 
Culturnl and Ideological de Buck et al. 200 I; Padel 200 I a; Lien et al. 2006b. 

Farm Characteristics 

Fann Size Lockeretz 1995; Burton et al. 2003; Best 2008. 
Fam1 Capacity Midmore et al. 2001; McEachem and Willock 

2004. 
Fann Type McCann et al. 1997; Durnm 1999; Midmore et al. 

2001. 
Fam1 Location Midmore et al. 2001. 
Fann Income Lockeretz 1995; McCann et al. 1997; Duram 1999; 

Flaten et al. 2006. 

Farmer characteristics 

Age· Lockeretz 1995; McCann et al. 1997; Hattam 2006. 
Gender Lockeretz 1995; Burton et al. 1999,2003. 
Education Lockeretz 1995; Flaten et al. 2006. 
Background McCann et a I. 1997; Dura m 1999. 
Skills Lockeretz 1995; Midmore et al. 2001. 
Engagement in Rural Community Burton et al. 1999; Duram 1999. 
Husbandry Wernick and Lockeretz 1977; Vine and Bateman 

1981. 
Ethical Factors and Worldviews Wernick and Lockeretz 1977; Damhofer et al. 

2005. 
Environmental Concerns Midmore et al. 200 I; McEachem and Willock 

2004; Toma and Mathijs, 2007. 
Health Vine and Bateman 1981; Fairweather and Camp bell 

1996; de Lauwere et al. 2004; Damhofer et al. 
2005. 

Financial Motives Fairweather and Campbell 1996; Duram 1999; 
Koesling et al. 2005; Tranter et al. 2007a. 

Willingness to Take Risk or McCann et al. 1997; Mid more et al. 200 I; de 
Challenge Lauwere et al. 2004; Koesling et al. 2005. 
Fanner Risk Considerations Fairweather and Campbell, 1996; McCa1m et al. 

1997; Dura m 1999; Midmore et al. 200 I; 
Schneeberger and Kimer 200 I; Baecke et al. 2002; 
de Lauwere et al. 2004; Damhofer et al. 2005; 
Hattam, 2006. 

Table 1.1: Factors affecting farmers' adoption decisions and some related references 
(Source: Author; after Padel2008) 
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As Table 1.1 (above) shows, fam1 characteristics have been identified as important in 

influencing decision-making with regard to uptake of organic farming. These include, for 

example, farm size (e.g. Burton et al. 2003), opportunities that the farm offers with regard 

to soil management, landscape conservation, or water management and protection (e.g. 

McEachem and Willock, 2004), farm type (e.g. Duram 1999), fann location and aspect 

(e.g. Midmore et al. 2001), as well as the potential of the fannto generate a viable income 

(e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Duram 1999). Many studies have highlighted that while small f.1rms 

in advanced economies were more likely to fann organically in the past (e.g. Lockeretz 

1995), more recently larger farms appear to be more likely to practise organic farming (e.g. 

Best 2008). With regard to farm location, meanwhile, Mid more et al. (200 I) argued that 

liums in ·marginal' locations are more likely to convert to organic, as they often have 

fewer alternative income opportunities and/or they can be motivated by non-financial 

incentives, although other studies have highlighted that f.1rms in such locations have also 

converted back from organic farming because of marketing and financial difficulties 

(Rigby et al. 200 I). 

With regard to fanner characteristics influencing the uptake of organic farming, some 

studies have pointed towards the importance of age (e.g. Hattam 2006), gender, education 

(e.g. Burton et al. 1999, 2003; Flaten et al. 2006), background, knowledge, skills, farming 

experience (McCann et al. 1997; Duram 1999; Midmore et al. 2001) and rural community 

involvement (Burton et al. 1999; Duram 1999) - with most of these factors acting in 

complex multi-causal ways to influence farmers' decisions. On the basis of the reviewed 

research, a significant proportion of organic fanners has been found to be young, better 

educated, and mainly from urban areas. They are also usually well embedded in rural 

communities and have less farming experience. For example, college or university 

education has been achieved by more than 40% of organic farmers surveyed by Flaten et 

7 



Chapter One: Introduction 

al. (2006). Further, out of thineen organic f.1rmers only one had prevtous practical 

experience of conventional farming in Lockeretz's (1995) work, and McCann et al. (1997) 

similarly highlighted that only 25% of organic farmers in their sample were not new to 

farming7
. There has also been some evidence that the initial idea of practising organic 

farming on some farms has come from female landholders. 

One important component of this field of investigation has focused on the imp011ance of 

farmers' perceptions and attitudes towards specific issues, f.1ctors and driving forces 

affecting organic f.1nning uptake. As mentioned above, it is here that the 'external' factors 

influencing decision-making are mediated through farmers· specific views. In other words, 

the external environment itself only acts as an important factor for organic adoption 

through the fanner him/herself. Lockeretz (1995), for example, highlighted that younger 

farmers with multi-farming objectives tend to be more interested in organic adoption, 

while Burton et al. ( 1999) found that women are more likely to be the key decision-makers 

about organic farming adoption when non-financial motives are seen as paramount. Many 

studies, meanwhile, have emphasised the importance of the policy environment for 

influencing farmers' decisions to practise organic farming (e.g. Midmore et al. 200 I; 

McEachern and Willock 2004 ). 

There is a wealth of infom1ation on adoption of organic f.1rming, although little is known 

about farmers· willingness to take risk. The majority of research results highlight the link 

between attitudes and organic f.mning adoption, especially by focusing on husbandry, 

philosophic and ethical concerns, enviromnental considerations, financial considerations, 

1 Other literature on organic farming has also highlighted that a number of organic farmers can be identified 
as organic farmers from Non-Farming Backgrounds (NFBs). Lobley et al. (2005: 118), for example, found 
that ""3/% qf organic jimners were "new entrants' in the sense that when/hey enleredfiwming Il~ey had nei'Cr 
farmed before and did no/ comefi"om aj(wmingfiunily"". 
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etc. Darnhofer et al. (2005), for example, found that some farmers have a significant 

philosophical and ethical comnlitment to organic f.1rming. Other studies have found that 

during the early stages of the organic movement in advanced economies ( 1970s), for 

example, farmers' ethical and altruistic beliefs and technical problems in conventional 

farming, leading to a concem for soil and animal health, played a significant role in 

farmers· decisions to farm organically (Wernick and Lockeretz 1977; Vine and Bateman 

1981 ). 

Further, furmers' attitudes towards human health have been cited as an important 

consideration in their decision to practise organic farming. For example, both Fairweather 

and Campbell ( 1996) and Damhofer et al. (2005) emphasised that many fanners have been 

worried about health-related issues linked to conventional farming. Many adoption studies 

have also assessed the important linkages between what could be termed 'environmental 

considerations' and the propensity for organic adoption (e.g. Mid more et al. 200 I; Toma 

and Mathijs 2007). More recently, it appears that farmers have become more pragmatic in 

their approach towards organic farming (Winter, 2003a) with financial factors becoming 

more important in decisions to embark on organic teclmiques (Duram 1999; Tranter et al. 

2007a). On the one hand, this has partly been helped by the fact that organic produce has 

become an important component of the shopping basket in most advanced economies, and 

that consumers are willing to pay a premium for what they perceive to be healthier food 

(SERIO and Plymouth University 2008). On the other hand, the changing policy 

environment (e.g. in the UK) has also allowed f.1rmers to be more pragmatic and practical 

in their approach towards organic adoption, as financial subsidies for organic conversion 

have substantially increased over the past 20 years. In addition, f.1rmers have begun to 

realise that practising organic furming may help them save variable cost (e.g. through 

9 



Chapter One: Introduction 

savings linked to the fact that organic farmers do not need to pay for chemical inputs) 

(Padel 200 I a). 

A review of adoption studies suggests that farmers' risk attitudes have so far received little 

attention, with only a few researchers addressing the potential link between organic 

fanning adoption and risk attitudes. The latter have often only included one statement or a 

few questions conceming specific risks in organic farming, and often no specific 

framework related to 'risk theory' has been adopted in these studies8
. Nonetheless, a few 

tentative results have emerged from these studies. For example, Midmore et al. (2001) 

argued that many organic farmers, in contrast to conventional f.1nners, have welcomed the 

challenge involved in organic farming. McCa1m et al. ( 1997) went further by suggesting 

that organic farmers are willing to take current yield and price risks to satisfy different 

farming objectives. Farmers' identification. of the existence of different sources and types 

of risks in organic farming has received more attention in adoption studies9
, especially as 

organic farming methods provide several sources and types of risks, particularly with 

regard to controlling weeds, pests and diseases. This has been of major concern to most 

conventional farmers when thinking about organic f.1rn1ing according to several adoption 

studies (e.g. Midmore et al. 200 1). Further, the need for labour in organic f.1nning has been 

a great concern of farmers who are practising non-conventional farming (e.g. Lockeretz 

1995; Schneeberger and Kirner 200 I). Other significant sources and types of risks in 

' Risk attitudes can be defined as a chosen response to perceived risk (Hill son and Murray- \Vebster 2005). 
9 

This is consistent with one of the concepts of risk perceptions that is employed in ·risk analysis' techniques 
where the probability of risk occurrence is assessed (see Curry and \Veiss 2000). ll1is concept will be the 
basis of this thesis since risk must exist before a farmer expresses the degree to which he/she wants to take it 
(Pennings and Lcuthold 2000). Other concepts of risk perceptions can be related "to the probability of 
failure and the clS.wciated negatil'e consequences·· (McCarthy and Hen son 2005: 435 ), or can reflect · 'the 
likelihood of expo.wre to I he content of the risk ... cmd {risk perceptions] can be defined as ... assessme/11 of 
the risk inhere/11 in a particular situation·· (Penning.~ and \Vansink 2004: 699). Further. risk perceptions can 
be linked with the expected frequency of the influence of different sources and types of risk on the 
performance of an activity (see Flaten et al. 2005). See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion. 
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organic fanning associated with the organic market are unstable prices, and price risk has 

been mentioned by many farmers in adoption studies (e.g. Dura m 1999; Mid more et al. 

200 l; Baecke et al. 2002; de Lauwere et al. 2004; Darnhofer et al. 2005). Studies have also 

shown that market risks in organic farming have been exacerbated by other forms of risk, 

in particular institutional risks such as standards (e.g. Midmore et al. 200 I; Darnhofer et al. 

2005), and risks linked to financial support (e.g. Midmore et al. 2001) and infonnation 

(e.g. Dura m 1999). In addition, negative attitudes of members of the wider f.1rm family 

towards organic farming have also been found to create social pressure, leading many 

conventional farmers to stay in non-organic farming (Duram 1999; de Lauwere et al. 2004; 

Hattam 2006). 

Tllis brief reviews suggest that the majority of adoption studies have underlined the 

distinctly 'risky nature' of organic farming. As tllis is the focus of the present research, 

more light will be thrown in the next section on the interlinkages between risk perceptions 

and orga1lic farming by investigating specific literature on organic fanning that emphasises 

different potential sources and types of risks. The next section will also define risk, will 

explain why organic fanning can be considered as a 'risky activity', and will also explain 

why the present research will employ 'risk theory' as a conceptual framework. 
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1.4 Assessing risks in organic farming 

1.4.1 Risks in organic fanning 

Although some risks in organic f.1rming can be similar to those in other fam1ing systems 

(Hanson 2003), Flaten et al. (2005: 11-12) argued that ··organic farmers are e.\posed to 

additional and different sources of risk compared to convelllional.farmers ". TIJ..is general 

notion is well-assessed by many researchers. Morris and Winter ( 1999: 199), for example, 

argued that 'for most farmers any shift towards a more sustainable ·IY-I"Iem, whether 

organic, an agri-environmentalscheme or Integrated Farming Systems (IFS), will present 

new clwllenKes ". However, as the following paragraphs will show, sources and types of 

risks in organic farming are complex and multi-f.1ceted. They can be categorised into 

production, market, institutional and personal and social risks (see Figure 1.2)10
. Here, it is 

important to bear in mind that ""!he mrious calegories of" risks are no! independenl, i.e. !hey 

can ir!fluence each other. !mtitutional risk fac/ors, for example. can influence all !he oilier 

sources of risk" (ESG 200 I: 19). Further, when occurring, a speci fie risk is more likely to have 

multiple impacts (Aven and Renn 2009). 

The effectiveness of organic farming techniques that sigtuficantly rely on the natural 

processes inherent in ecosystems can pose important production risks for farmers 

practising orgatLic fam1ing (Xic et al. 2003; Scrra et al. 2008). Here, both food quantity and 

quality can be affected, since yields in orgaruc farming can be poor (Kristiansen et al. 

2006) and organic products are more often exposed to harmful pests (Lampkin 2003). 

Further, according to von Borell and Sorenscn (2004), different perceived benefits of 

organic farming, such as animal welfare, have not been scientifically proven. In addition, 

10 These categories are based on diiTerenl areas of farmer acti\ity in which risks might arise. 
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Market 
Risks 

Figure 1.2: Interaction between types and sources of ri sks in orga nic !arming 
(Source: Author; after Hardaker 2004) 

the weather can be a high risk factor for both organic and non-organic f.1nning (Hanson 

2003), but its effects on organic farmers ca n be more severe (Padel and Lampkin 1994b) 

due to complexity and difficulty in organic techniques and pract ices (Shanna et al. 2008). 

The litera ture also suggests that adopting organic farming involves market ri sks, as costs to 

farm organically can be high (e.g. instability of the organic market; undesirable prices of 

outputs and/or inputs; necessary changes in fa rm investments; need for new inputs; etc.) 

and because markets for organic produce are highly uncertain (especially for highly 

specia lised organic products) (Measures and Lampkin 200 I ; Newton 2004). An oversupply 

of orga nic products can mean an unbalanced market and, as a result, such products are 

more likely to be sold in conventional markets without access to a premium (Smith and 

Marsden 2004). Similarly, consumer beli efs and beha viour play an essential role in 

determining organic prices in the market, as consumers' views of orga nic fa rming va lu es 
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ami its rules can reduce consumers' willingness to pay high prices for organic food (Wier 

and Andersen 2003). Some market risks are also associated with the availability of organic 

farming inputs, including seed, forage - particularly during the conversion period - and 

labour (Regouin 2003; Roderick et al. 2004; Acs et al. 2005; Lobley et al. 2009c; 

Gardebroek et al. 20 I 0). 

Lack in government commitment towards promotion of organic fanning, changes in the 

policy enviromnent and the increasingly complex governance structures of organic 

accreditation are all linked to institutional risks influencing adoption decisions (Padel and 

Lampkin 1994a; Koesling et al. 2004; Gibbon 2008). According to Giovammcci (2003) 

and Dabbert et al. (2004), this is exacerbated by the fact that there is confusion among EU 

consumers and producers about organic labelling, as different certifying bodies provide 

different labels with varying information quality. Further, required time, availability, 

quality and costs of information and training sources can be risky since organic f.1nning 

requires the learning of new techniques (Padel and Lampkin 1994a; Regouin 2003 ). 

Despite the fact that current regulations aim to achieve specific targets through ensuling 

the ongoing development of organic fanning, some farmers may, therefore, consider 

organic fanning as risky due to the lack of assurance that organic farms will obtain 

financial support in the future (Lien et al. 2006b). The literature is, therefore, also pointing 

towards policy-related risks of organic adoption. In particular, although there is a view that 

organic farming will benefit from liberalisation of agriculture through World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) trade talks, current uncertainties linked to green or blue box subsidies 

as part of current WTO trade negotiations means that farmers are also unsure about fi.tture 

policy support (Andersen and Hazell 1997; Barling 2003). This is exacerbated by the fact 

that future organic trade may be hampered by the absence of an intemationally accepted 

system which harmonises organic standards and regulations (Bowen 2003). 
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The final category of the sources and types of risks in organic fanning is associated with 

personal and social risks. An extensive organic literature suggests that farmers' actions that 

result from complex processes are influenced by socio-economic and psychological 

variables (e.g. Newton 2004; Wilson 2007). Thus, personal and social risks in organic 

fam1ing need to be well recognised by farmers practising, or considering conversion to, 

organic fam1ing. In this respect, a farmers' personal life trajectory and 'memory' can 

influence opportunities for decision-making (e.g. the decision about organic adoption). 

Organic farming needs a convinced and committed farmer, otherwise this system can not 

be successfully practised (Lampkin 2002). Indeed, rural sociology and social and economic 

psychology literature highlights that issues related to risks that may influence a farmers' 

psychological well-being and identity-related factors can influence farmers' performance 

(e.g. Burton 2004a; Burton and Wilson 2006). This may be particularly important where 

only few farmers adopt organic fanning and may feel psychologically marginalised from 

their 'conventional' neighbours (de Buck et al. 200 I). Finally, social risk can be closely 

associated with the farmers' immediate family or farm household and their 

perceptions/behaviour regarding planned organic conversion. Research has found that 

where fanners have a supportive household environment (e.g. where the partner supports 

the planned activity/project), successful change is often more likely (Lampkin 2002). 

1.4.2 Risk the01y and organic farming 

The previous discussion has highlighted the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic fam1ing 

(which will also be subject of a deeper analysis in Chapter 2; see particularly Section 2.6). 

However, we still need to determine what risk is, and how a risk detlnition can be linked to 

the nature of organic farming. In this context, 'risk theory' has assumed growing 
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importance over the past few decades as a powerful approach to understanding human 

decision-making under risk (Taylor-Gooby and Zinn 2006). In its broadest sense, a 'risk' 

can be considered as an activity or outcome that in some way may innuence human well-

being (Slovic 1998; Napier et al. 2004; Lim and Taylor 2005; Stave et al. 2008). The 

notion of risk is an inherently human-centred concept and, so, the term 'risk' can be seen 

differently even within the same group of people, and interesting questions relate to 

whether risk exists without human beings (Siovic 1999; de Buck et al. 1999). In its most 

basic sense, 'risk' can be defined as '·a blend of the probability and the severity of 

consequences"' (Slovic 1998: 1135; see also Curry and Weiss 2000; de Buck et al. 2001; 

Aven and Renn 2009) where- in general- there are always winners and losers (Beck and 

Ritter 1992; Adams 1995). This definition has been generally accepted by researchers 

seeking to measure risk in numerical terms and to address its impacts (Wright 1984; Slovic 

cl al. 2000e). Further, it is in line with Gerrard ( 1995: 30 I) who argued that most risk 

definitions include specific terms such as 'probability', 'likelihood' and "chance' of 

something adverse occurring. 

One part of the literature on risk emphasises the distinction between 'risk' and 

'uncertainty' (Siovic et al. 2000c, 2000d). Hardaker (2004: 4-5), for example, highlights 

that some researchers have argued that 'risk' can be seen as based on known probabilities, 

while the notion of 'uncertainty' is seen to relate to unknown probabilities. In contrast, 

Boyne (2003: 3-10) argued that there is not a clear distinction between 'risk' and 

'uncertainty', since data are often available, and people's perceptions can be employed to 

assess probabilities under different circumstances as long as their perceptions are about 

beliefs. Thus, these two terms have been interchangeably used by many researchers 

investigating risky decisions. The literature on risk also highlights that there are many 

terms surrounding notions of risk, such as 'problems', 'threats', 'disasters' and 'hazards', 

16 



Chapter One: Introduction 

that are all used interchangeably to refer to dangerous consequences related to the 

dependency of society on scientific and technical knowledge, particularly in industrial 

societies (Beck 1999; Gregory et al. 2000; Johnston 2000; Wilkinson 200 I). Tlus should 

not be surprising since our culture and societies contribute themselves towards creating 

risks (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982; Douglas 1992). 

Concurrently, the literature on organic farming also involves several tenns, such as 'risk', 

'problems', 'barriers', 'uncertainty' and 'd iOiculty', that have been solely or 

interchangeably employed to point to difterent undesirable outcomes that are subject to 

variously expected frequencies (see, for example, Rig by et al. 200 I; Roderick et al. 2004; 

Turner et al. 2007; see also Section 2.5.2). Yet, although the distinctly 'risky nature' of 

organic farming has been emphasised in many adoption studies and literature on organic 

fimning, the precise nature and importance uf these risks has received lillle attention in 

research on orga1lic adoption- a research gap that this study aims to address. 

1.5 Research gap 

There is a substantial body of evidence that supports the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic 

fitnning, but our knowledge and understanding of how this risky nature affects farmers· 

decisions whether or not to fann organically is limited. While the majority of adoption 

studies have focused on identifying the existence of different sources and types of risks in 

organic farming from the fanner's point-of-view (see Section 1.3 above and Chapter 2), 

these studies have also acknowledged that organic fanners are willing to take more risks 

compared to other farmers. Yet, there are a few results in adoption studies about farmers' 
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responses to these risks in orgaruc fanning, and detailed empirical analyses of the 

importance of attitudes to risk in organic fanning are limited. In addition, little attention 

has been given to the extent to which organic fanners from NFBs are willing to take risk in 

organic farming. In seeking to understand and explain farmers' organic adoption decisions, 

researchers have investigated demographic characteristics of fanners supposed to affect 

adoption. Of particular concern in the present research is the potential influence that NFB 

is believed to have on organic adoption 11
. 

·This thesis will attempt to address the gap in our knowledge by analysing whether farmers 

vary in their willingness to take risk in organic farming, to what extent this willingness to 

take risk varies between farmers and why, and how this influences their adoption 

decisions. Here, it is also vital to emphasise that the organic literature has highlighted the 

cmcial role played by attitudes towards risk in decisions on organic adoption. McEachem 

and Willock (2004: 536), among others (e.g. Baecke et al. 2002; Lampkin 2002; Mackay et 

al. 2002; Lunneryd 2003; Acs et al. 2005; Serra et al. 2008; Acs et al. 2009), for example, 

stated- with regard to organic farming- that: ''any behaviour, which can be described as 

innovative, involves risk; therefore, an important aspect of change is the allilllde towards 

risk held by the individual". Further, stances to risk have been found to play a central role 

in the psychological literature on understanding individuals' decisions and behaviours 

under risk (see Section 2.2.1 ). 

This thesis will particularly use 'reasoned action' theory based on Fishbein and Ajzen' s 

model ( 1975) as a conceptual framework. This theory assumes that attitudes are the inner 

indicator of behaviours and, therefore, assumes interlinkages between attitudes and 

11 This thesis ,,; 11 consider organic farmers who have not pre\iously farmed else\\11ere as organic farmers 
\\ith NFBs (see also. for example. Bohnet et al. 2003; Lobley et al. 2005). 
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behaviours. 'Reasoned action' theory will enable us to assess farmers' adoption decisions 

vis-a-vis their positions to risk in organic farming 12
. 

1.6 Research hypotheses and aim and objectives 

This section is divided into two parts. The first outlines the key hypotheses analysed in this 

study, while the second part assesses its aim and objectives. 

1.6.1 Research hypotheses 

The main hypothesis of this study is that the distinctly 'risky nature' of organic farming 

influences farmers' adoption decisions. This hypothesis can be split into live sub-

hypotheses based on existing literature of farmers' adoption decisions (see above). 

• Organic and non-organic fam1ers will have different perceptions about the sources 

and types of risks associated with organic farming (e.g. Midmore et al. 2001; 

Schneeberger and Kimer 200 I; Damhofer et al. 2005). 

• Organic and non-organic farmers will have a different willingness to take risk 

associated with organic farming (e.g. McCann et al. 1997; Gardebroek 2006). 

• Organic farmers from N FBs will have distinct risk perceptions and willingness to 

take risk in organic farming (Padel2001b; Mailfert 2007; Reed et al. 2008). 

11 See Section 2.2.2 for a detailed discussion of'reasoned action' theory. 
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• Based on Morris and Potter's (1995) 'participation spectrum', farmers can be 

categorised into a typology based on a 'risk-spectrum· comprising several 

categories ranging from risk-averse farmers to risk-takers (Damhofer et al. 2005). 

• Fanners who have converted to, or have adopted, organic farming are expected to 

change their perceptions of sources and types of risks associated with organic 

farming over time (CRER 2002). 

1.6.2 Research aim and objeclil'es 

Using Devon as a. study area, this thesis auns to analyse the importance of farmers' 

willingness to take risk m orgamc farming in their decisions whether or not to farm 

organically. 

TIJ.is study will have five specific objectives: 

I. To assess non-organic and organic farmers' perceptions about sources and types of 

risks associated with organic farming. 

2. To assess the importance of willingness to take risk with regard to non-organic and 

organic farmers' decisions to farm/not to farm organically or to consider 

conversion to organic farming. 

3. To analyse risk perceptions and willingness to take risk in organic adoption of 

organic farmers from NFBs. 
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4. Based on Morris and Potter's ( 1995) notion of a 'participation spectrum', to 

categorise farmers into a typology based on a 'risk-spectrum' m order to help 

increase future organic adoption and to provide policy guidance. 

5. To analyse possible changes 111 risk perceptions over time once fanners have 

entered into organic farming. 

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

The structure of this study will be as follows. Issues surrounding organic fanning will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter 2, and the notion of risk, which is the core issue addressed in 

this thesis, will receive specific attention. Chapter 2 will also provide a detailed discussion 

of the research gap linked to organic fanning and risk, and will elaborate further the key 

hypotheses, aim and objectives of the study. The methodologies used in this study will be 

outlined and justi lied in-Chapter 3, with a specific focus on questionnaires, interviews and 

other types of data used in this study. Chapter 4 will form the first chapter of the analysis 

section of this thesis (comprised of four chapters overall). Chapter 4 will focus specifically 

on the different socio-economic characteristics of surveyed farmers in Devon. This will 

fom1 a key baseline for analysing risk perceptions and attitudes of surveyed organic and 

non-organic farmers in Devon (Chapter 5). Chapter 6 will then focus on organic farmers 

from NFBs. The focus here will be on whether this group of fanners has different risk 

perceptions and a different willingness to take risks compared to organic farmers with 

Fanning Backgrounds (FBs). Chapter 7 will then present a typology of organic farming 

adoption/non-adoption related to risk, and will also provide policy guidance which may 
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help with regard to future improved organic adoption behaviour. Tllis chapter will also 

show that risk perceptions are subject to change over time. Finally, Chapter 8 will draw 

together the key conclusions of this study, will llighlight the key contribution of this 

research, and will also point towards areas for future research. 

22 



Chapter Two: Organic farming and risk 

Chapter Two: Organic farming and risk 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter sets the wider background for tltis thesis. Section 2.2 will address human 

decisions and behaviours under risk and how risk will be specifically investigated in this 

research. The section will examine debates in the risk literature, with specific reference to 

how risk attitudes can play a central role in individuals' decisions and behaviours under 

risk. The following sections will be concerned with organic f.1rming and risk more 

specifically. Section 2.3 will review definitions of organic farming and outline its genesis, 

while Section 2.4 will focus on the m<tin research <trems on org<tnic farming analysed from 

various perspectives. Adoption drivers in organic farming, <t key research arena that 

attempts to explain, understand and predict farmers· decisions to adopt organic farnting, 

are analysed in Section 2.5. These drivers implicitly and explicitly identify organic f.1nning 

as a 'risky activity' - ·<tn approach tlmt provides the conceptual basis of this rese<trch. 

Organic farming as a 'risky activity' has also been emphasised in large sections of the 

organic farming literature, so Section 2.6 will discuss sources and types of risks in organic 

farming. Concluding remarks will be given in the tinal section. 
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2.2 Risk and human decision-making 

Tllis section consists of two sub-sections assessing human decisions and behaviours in 

relation to risk and the importance of'reasoned action' theory tor the present research. lt is 

widely accepted that people vary in terms of their reactions concerning risk, so it is 

important for the present research to understand why such differences happen. Section 

2.2.1 will highlight that attitudes are significant drivers in this respect, and will discuss 

people's decisions and behaviours under risk. Section 2.2.2 will discuss 'reasoned action' 

theory, and will explain why tllis approach forms a suitable conceptual framework for this 

thesis. 

2.2.1 Human decisiom· and behaviours under risk 

Risk can be defined as the expected frequency of severe adverse outcomes. This definition 

has been the basis·of a variety of studies concenling people's decisions and behaviours in 

relation to risk (e.g. \V right 1984; Hardaker 2004 ). Probabilities of risk are often 

numerically estimated, although less tangible verbal expressions, such as ·vel)' probable', 

are also often used (Wright 1994). Individuals vary in the way they define risk (Siovic 

1999). For example, some people see risk as an uncontrollable activity (Rodham et al. 

2006), wllile others consider risk as an unpredictable disaster or loss (Mitchell 1999). This 

is linked to the fact that people are dissimilar in their world views, values and experiences, 

and because there are different characteristics of risk (Sjoberg 2000). Research has, 

therefore, also focused on conceptual frameworks linked to the social amplification of risk 

(e.g. Kasperson et al. 1988). Here, it is suggested that people who are not familiar with risk 

are more likely to be affected by general information on a risk which may magnify or 

dampen risk perceptions (see also Gore et al. 2005). This suggests that there is no 
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consensus among individuals about socially acceptable risks (Avcn and Renn 2009; see also 

Section 5.7.3 ). 

Several forms of risks have been analysed from different vantage points by the natural, 

economic and social sciences, based on the assumption that life is full of risks and 

uncertainties that are often seen as inescapable (Slovic et al. 1977; Gough 1990; Ho 2000; 

1-lardakcr 2004; Napier et al. 2004; Chen et al 2007). Adams (1995: 35), therefore, 

suggested that "a zero-risk life is no/ possible". However, many people think dmt there are 

always two choices with respect to an uncertain decision; either take the decision or avoid 

it (Stiglitz 1994 ). Others argue that in some situations there is only one choice, in particular 

when people arc involved in risky or uncertain activities. For example, according to Adams 

(1999), in road accidents caused by fast drivers, victims do not choose to take an obvious 

risk. 

Yet, when people are willing to, or arc forced to, take a risk, this risk will often also affect 

others as well as the risk-takers themselves (Boync 2003), because the impacts of uncertain 

decisions are more likely to influence several actors associated with these decisions rather 

than just the decision-maker. Using an example from fanning, when a fanner makes a 

decision to practise organic farming and organic prices drop, the farmer's family will also 

be affected and not just the key decision-maker him/herself (Lampkin 2002). In addition, 

uncertain decisions can influence others when they are taken on their behal r A dams ( 1995) 

shows an example of this, arguing that when adults make uncertain decisions on behalf of 

infants and young children, they are directly affecting these infants and children (not 

always with the right decision). This poses the important question whether people's 

decisions under risk and uncertainty can be rational. In od1er words, do people make the 

right decisions and maximize their utility? Boyne (2003) indicated that people must be 
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rational when they make decisions, as they are (almost) always seeking to maximize their 

utility. On the other hand, many people have been found not to be rational in their 

decisions, especially as people are not always perfect decision-makers or utility-

maxmusers (see Morgan 1986; Weinstein 1987; van Raaij and Crotts 1994; Sjoberg 

1999a). 

There are several scientific approaches for helping people to make decisions under risk, 

and for describing behaviours under risk. The theories of' cost-benefit analysis', 'expected 

utility', and 'risky choice' are the most widely accepted models in the economic sciences 

which can serve both descriptive and nom1ative aims (Pearce 1983; Thaler 2000; Hardaker 

2004 ). These theories measure the outcomes of a given action, policy, project, programme, 

etc. and are based on the assumption that the decision-maker always seeks the highest 

utility. However, several studies have criticised these approaches because they often fail to 

describe observed behaviours under. risk (e.g. Rabin 2000; see also Section 2.5.1). As a 

result, researchers have used different approaches and models to understand and explain 

people's decisions and behaviours under risk. To take a few examples from the farming 

and risk literature, Koesling et al. (2004) and Flaten et al. (2005), for example, have used 

the model of van Raaij ( 1981) which puts emphasis on people's perceptions and other 

characteristics, such as attitudes, to take economic decisions. Also, Pennings and Leuthold 

(2000) have sought to understand the relationship between farmers' behavioural attitudes 

and use of future contracts by employing Fishbein and Ajzen's (1975) reasoned action 

theory. Here, risk attitudes are seen to play an important role in farmer's decisions and 

be ha vi ours under risk. 

Other researchers have also emphasised the importance of psychological factors linked to 

risk attitudes (e.g. Slovic et al. 1977; Fischhoff et al. 1978; Sjoberg 1999b; Slovic and 
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Monahan 2000; Bamett et al. 2005; Taylor-Gooby and Zinn 2006; Serra et al. 2008; 

Grei ner et al. 2009). Through a concept11al model , Adams ( 1999) has illustrated the 

suggested association between attitudes towards ri sk and people ' s beha viours and 

decisions under ri sk and ho\\ these attitudes are shaped (Figure 2. 1 ). Here, people· s 

behaviours are seen to a ffect their ' rewards' and ·accidents· which, in turn, influence thei r 

perceptions of, and attitudes towards, risks. Here it is argued that psychological elements, 

filtered cultural ly. resu lt in people's behaviours - an assertion that will al o form the 

conceptual basis for this thesis (see below). 

Propensity to 
Take Risks 

Perceived 
Danger 

Balancing 
behaviour 

Figure 2.1: Adams' risk model 
(Source: Adams 1999: 35) 

Rewards 

' Accidents' 

Since people di ffer in thei r attitudes towards ri sk, they are a lso more likely to vary in their 

responses to risk. For insta nce, teenagers are more likely to be v illing to take higher risks 

because they think that these activiti es are somehow under control (Benthin et a l. 2000 ; 

Rodham et a l. 2006). However, Slovic ( 1998) found that teenagers often lose control and, 

therefore, often suffer undesirable outcomes. ·Losing control' is quite common in organic 
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farming where, for example, Rigby et al. (200 l) have shown that some farmers lost contro I 

over marketing their organic products and converted. back to conventional f."Jnning. 

Nonetheless, individuals' willingness to take risk continues to be subject to extensive 

debate in the literature on risk. For example, Adams ( 1999) argued that everyone has a 

willingness to take risk, since rewards and risk are often linked. In contrast, Rabin and 

Thaler (200 I) found that some people are risk-a verse. Here. people's perceptions of and 

willingness to take risk directly interact with their objectives. Adams (1995), therefore, 

argued that some people prefer to undertake some activities which are perceived as having 

a high level of loss, such as skiing, simply to enjoy themselves. Thus, not only high 

probability of risk, but also low probability of perceived loss, may encourage people to 

take excessive risks to satisfy their enjoyment (indeed, this heightened enjoyment may be 

directly linked to the fact that activities are perceived as risky). Car driving, again provides 

some of the most useful examples in this context as some drivers, for instance, may want to 

reach places on time, and so they drive more quickly because they do not perceive high 

levels of risk (Slovic et al. 2000a). 

The literature also suggests that under risk people may seek to mitigate accompanying 

undesirable impacts. This is referred to as 'risk management strategies' that include, for 

example, equipment, insurance, contracts, income source diversification, training, etc. 

(Siovic 1986; ESG 2001; Meert et al. 2005; Stave et al. 2008). The use of these strategies is 

more likely to be influenced by risk attitudes, and it is argued that people who are 

unwilling to take risk tend to more frequently utilize a variety of risk management 

strategies (Helmberger and Chavas 1996; Hardaker 2004). In addition, it is important to 

note that several factors interact with individuals' willingness to take risk and, as a result, 

they affect the way a person manages risk. For example, both willingness and ability to 

purchase insurance or/and contracts play a crucial role in coping with risk (Siovic et al. 
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1977). The development of risk management strategies shows the increasing concern 

people have with regard to different types and sources of risks and the importance of 

managing them (Slovic 1993; Slovic et al. 2000b; Meuwissen et al. 200 I 1-larclaker 2004; 

Bergfjord 2009). 

The discussion so f.1r has analysed why people make various decisions and behaviours in 

relation to risk and how their decisions differ. In the following, I will discuss how findings 

in the risk literature can be employed with regard to risk and farmers' attitudes. 

2.2.2 Risk, farmer.\'' allitudes and 'reasoned action' theOJ)' 

Tllis sub-section will suggest that farmers· attitudes towards risk in organic farming are 

affected by several indirect variables related to different beliefs. This will allow the 

formulation of the conceptual framework for this study based on 'reasoned action· theory. 

As several indirect variables have. been identified as potentially intluencing farmers' 

attitudes towards risk, they will be taken into account in the present research (Figure 2.2). 

The indirect variables include farming years, age, farm size, farm income, fann type, 

gender and education (see Meuwissen et al. 200 I; Mid more et al. 2001; Flaten et al. 2005; 

Bergfjord 2009). Further, since McCann et al. (1997) and Damhofer et al. (2005) have 

shown the importance of farmers' motivations in their willingness to take risk, farmers' 

objectives in farming will also be considered in the present research as indirect variables. 
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Organic 
Fanning 

Adoption 

Figure 2.2: T he theoretical fra mework o f the present research 
(Source: Author; after Fishbein a nd Aj zen I 975) 

This thesis argues that there is a link between fanners· willing ness to take risk in organi c 

fa rming and their adoption decisions (see also Chapter I). This assertion is supported by 

' reasoned action· theory based on Fishbein and Ajzen 's mode l ( 1975), and will be the ba sis 

o f the conceptual framework o f the present research (Figure 2.2). ·Reasoned action· theory 

assumes that an association between attitudes and behaviours exists, based on the 

assumption that behaviours are di rect ly related to attitudes. Thus, if a tanner agrees to take 

risk in organic farming, it is supposed in tltis study that Ius/her fam1ing system will reflect 

this attitude. 

What are the basic concepts of ' reasoned action' theory? According to Fishbein and Aj zen 

( 1975: 6), atti t11des can be described as, "a learned predisposition to respond in a 

consistently .favourable or unfavourable manner with re spec/to a g iven object ". Further, it 

is suggested that attitudes work as a latent variable as they a re not directly observed, and 

they can be elicited either directly by ' sta ndard direct measures or indirectly by means of 

obtaining ' behavioural beliefs'. While the former often use a set o f mu lti -item sca les, the 
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latter derives attitudes by summing the products of beliefs. about the likely outcomes of a 

given behaviour and about the evaluations of these outcomes. However, some researchers 

argue that attitudes are determinants of beliefs, rather than the opposite. Sjoberg (2000), for 

example, showed that beliefs about risk related to nuclear power have been driven by 

attitudes. 

Reasoned action theory, introduced by Fishbein and Ajzen ( 1975), has given new impetus 

to behavioural approaches used for understanding actions by individual decision-makers 

such as f.1rmers (Wilson 1992; Burton 2004a). In behavioural approaches, the emphasis has 

been "on the motives, values and allitudes that determine the decision-making processes of 

indi1•idual.fimners" (Morris and Potter 1995: 55). Nevertheless, Burton (2004a) indicated 

that behavioural approaches are not without pitfalls because of a lack of clearly stated 

comparative methodologies. Although Fishbein and Ajzen ( 1975) acknowledged that there 

are many competing definitions used for ·attitudes', they also argued that several theories 

include 'attitudes' and related tenus (e.g. beliefs), and that most behavioural studies, 

therefore, can be interlinked in one way or another with 'reasoned action' theory. 

Nevertheless, the assumed relationship between attitudes and behaviours on which 

reasoned action theory is based has been subject to criticisms. Bagozzi (1992), for 

example, emphasised that this relationship is static and cannot form the 'decision tree' 

which models how people make their decisions (Giadwin 1976). Further, Festinger ( 1957) 

argued with reference to what has been termed 'cognitive dissonance' theory that cognitive 

elements are not always consistent. "Dissonance. that is. the existence of non~filling 

relations among cognitions, is a motivating factor in its own right. The term cognition 

means any knowledge, opinion. or belief about the environment, about oneself, or about 

one's beh(/\•iour" (Festinger 1957: 3). This view suggests that behaviours may not be 
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determined by, for example, hannonious knowledge, opinion or attitudes. A person may 

continue to gamble although s/he knows that gambling is bad, or a f.1rmer who is willing to 

take risk in organic farming may continue to run a non-organic f.1rming system. There are 

many reasons that explain why dissonance between pairs of cognitive elements may arise. 

Ability (or lack thereof), for example, has been seen as one of the most important reasons 

for dissonance (van Raaij 1999; Morris and Potter 1995; Morris and Winter 1999). As a 

result, the theory of cognitive dissonance has received much attention and a considerable 

body of research supports it (Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 2007). 

Nonetheless, people are often seeking to adjust their cognitive elements to be consistent 

and, therefore, they can often cope with tension and discomfort (Festinger 1957; Fishbein 

and Ajzen 1975). Yet, as reasoned action theory concems only one of these decisive 

f.1ctors (attitudes), Wilson (I 996) suggested that this theory may not always help in 

understanding and explaining people's environmental actions since other factors arc 

usually at play (Fishbein and Ajzen 2005). Such criticisms were one of the reasons why the 

theory of reasoned action was extended by Ajzen (1985) to also include 'planned 

behaviour' theory. Tllis theory can be seen as a compromise between reasoned action and 

cognitive dissonance theory, as it assumes that people's behaviours are related to their 

intentions which are, in turn, formed by their attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 

behavioural control. Accordingly, planned behaviour theory has been increasingly applied 

in a variety of domains, such as farming or education (Ajzen and Madden 1986; Burton 

2004a; Hattam 2006). Although the argument in this thesis will be broadly based on 

reasoned action theory, results will also be interpreted in light of planned behaviour theory, 

and it will be acknowledged throughout that fanners' actions may not always be mirrored 

by their expressed attitudes. 
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This section has highlighted the conceptual framework on which the present research will 

be based. It has also highlighted that attitudes have played a central role in the 

psychological literature of risk for understanding human decisions and behaviours. This, in 

turn, can be tested through the present research on organic farming adoption. The likely 

association between farmers' attitudes towards risk in organic fam1ing and their adoption 

decisions is expected to enrich understanding of why differences in !arming systems occur. 

In particular, tlus thesis has linked the definition of risk to the distinctly 'risky nature' of 

organic farnung, and risk theory has been identified as a suitable framework for research 

into organic adoption by farmers (see also Chapter I). It was also argued that rural research 

on the whole has until recently received relatively little influence from 'new' theories, such 

as risk theory (Cioke 2001 ), and that this thesis may contribute towards analysing how 

such theories may fi.1rther enrich contemporary rural and agricultural enquiry. 

The remainder of this chapter will focus on a variety of issues related to organic timning. 

First, the next section will set the scene for understanding organic fimning and will 

highlight how it is defined and has been developed over the years. 

2.3 Organic farming: definitions and genesis 

This section is divided into two parts. The first part discusses definitions and concepts of 

organic f.1nning, and the second part focuses on the genesis of organic farming, in order to 

show its development in a historical context. 
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2.3. I Definitions and concepts of organic farming 

According to Lampkin (2002), it is very difficult to find a widely accepted definition of 

organic farming. This is not surprising since organic fam1ing can be conceptualised in 

different ways depending on the specific vantage point of the commentator (Vine and 

Bateman 1981 ). Moreover, the term organic farming is often used as a synonym for other 

terms such as biological, ecological and sustainable agriculture (Mannion 1995). However, 

three main clusters of organic farming definitions are suggested by the literature. Here, it is 

important to highlight that these clusters are used to introduce different definitions and 

concepts of organic fam1ing arid a clear-cut distinction between them is difficult to be 

drawn as they are closely connected. 

The first cluster focuses on organic fam1ing principles. Measures and Lampkin (200 I) and 

Padel (200 I a), for example, have shown that organic f.1m1ing can be seen as synonymous 

with ecological ab>Ticulture, since its inputs are to a large extent internal and they both rely 

on closed cycles in the ecosystem. Tllis can explain why organic farming is usually known 

as the opposite of 'conventional farming', particularly in northern Europe (Michelsen 

200 I). It can also clarify why organic farming is often defined as a change in the approach 

to farming (i.e. from external to internal inputs) (Pugliese 200 I). Indeed, organic farming 

principles have become very important for many researchers and agencies, and several 

national and international agencies have collated global organic farming principles to 

establish clearer definitions and to emphasise their importance. For example, the United 

States Department of Agriculture has formulated the following definition: 
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"Organic fimning is a production system which amids or largely excludes the use of 
~ynthetically compounded fertilisers, pesticides, growth reJ!.ulators and li1·estock feed 
additives. To the maximum extent feasible, organic farming systems rei)• on crop rotation, 
crop residues, animnl manures, legumes, green manures. off-farm organic wastes, and aspects 
of biological pest control to maintain soil productivity and filth, to supply plant nutrients and 
to control insects. weeds and other pests·· (Lampkin 2002: 5). 

In the EU, organic farming is associated more with agricultural policy objectives (Lampki n 

2003). In this respect, organic fanning is seen to differ from other farming systems through 

a package of developed standards and regulations. 

The second cluster of definitions perceives orgamc farming as a sustainable farming 

system because it is seen to create several benefits. In this respect, Lampkin (2003: 288) 

pointed out that "organic farming can be defined as an approach to agricullltre where the 

aim is to create an integrated, humane,· environmentally and economically sustainable 

agricultural production system ... Here, the focus is on the notion that organic farming is 

more likely to promote biodiversity, biological activities, landscape and rural development 

(Stockdale et al. 2001; Lang and Heasman 2004: von Borell and Sorensen 2004; Topp et 

al. 2007). 

The final cluster of organic farming definitions is associated with the term ·sustainability', 

in particular the environmental benefits, because organic £1rming does not require the 

over-exploitation of living materials (i.e. soil and animals). These definitions are based on 

the philosophic, holistic and ethical bases of organic farming, where philosophy - rather 

than agricultural rules- shapes organic farn1ing concepts (Xie et al. 2003). Tllis highlights 

the holistic mea11ing of organic fanning. McEachern and Willock (2004: 534), thus, argued 

that organic fanning depends on ''working with natural .1:vstems rather than seeking to 

dominate them". Scofield ( 1986) went further by focusing on issues of cooperation 

between different actors witllin natural systems. As a result, the term "wholeness" has 
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been introduced as one of the key ethical and holistic bases of organic farming. Such 

definitions are consistent with the argument proposed by many scholars where the organic 

farm is considered as an "organism" (e.g. Vindigni et al. 2002). This suggests that a 

variety of living materials interact dynamically on the organic fimn and shape its core. 

These different functional interactions on the organic farm have been the basis for the 

International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements' (IFOAM) definition of 

organic fanning (Dabbert 2004). 

· Although the first cluster of orgamc tanning definitions and concepts focus on 

enviromnental management, any farming system that does not use or limit the use of 

chemical inputs can be· added to this cluster. This idea has been discussed by several 

researchers (e.g. Conford and Dimbleby 2001; Botezatu et al. 2002) and means that a huge 

area of agricultural land in the world could be classified as 'organic' land. This argument is 

true. to some extent, since organic farming avoids the use of chemicals. This approach, 

however, may be misleading, since organic areas in most countries are subject to specified 

regulations and standards (see below). Further, the majority of organic techniques and 

practices are well developed and 'modern' in comparison to their 'traditional' organic 

counterparts. Nonetheless, organic farms .outside of modem accreditation systems have 

affected the identity of the historical development of the organic movement, as will be 

highlighted in the second part of this section. 

2.3. 2 Genesis and global extent of organic farming 

Organic fannirig as a movement has its roots in ancient times, but it is very difficult to set a 

specific date for its genesis. This is because of the debate that pre-industrial farming 

36 



Chapter Two: Organic farming and risk 

systems can all be seen as 'organic' as there was no use of artificial inputs. For example, 

Con ford and Dimbleby (200 I) argued that farming in most European countries before the 

191
h century- the date of the introduction of chemicals into farming -could be classified 

as 'organic'. This date saw the introduction of what is known as 'conventional farming'. 

This 'new' farming system received increasing interest both before and after the Second 

World War because it resulted in higher production (Pfeiffer 1983; Potter 1998)t. Tale 

( 1994) argued that the remaining 'organic farming· systems suffered due to poor yields 

(especially until the 1970s), and were put under increased pressure by the chemical lobby. 

In the 1980s, more attention was given to organic fam1ing in Europe by many of the main 

actors because of the perception of its potential benefits and wider changes in society 

towards greener thinking (see below). Since then, organic f."lrming has received increasing 

official and non-official support (Lampkin 1994a; Stolze and Lampkin 2009), although it 

had been firmly established as a separate type of farming as early as the 1940s in many 

European countries (SOEL and FiBL 2002) ~. 

Environmental, health and social gains are perceived as public goods of organic farming by 

a variety of European actors, including policy-makers, h"lrmers and consumers (Lampkin 

1994a; Haring 2002; Vogl et al. 2005; Topp et al. 2007; Gibbon 2008; among others)] 

This has played a crucial role in the recent development of organic farming. As organic 

farming is often seen as an environmentally friendly farming system (Thamsborg 200 I), it 

has been particularly supported for its potential environmental benefits (Makatouni 2002; 

Vindigni et al. 2002; fuller 2003; Hermansen and Zervas 2004). In addition, Acs et al. 

1 After the Second World War, the CAP encouraged the use or chemicals in farming because oft he need for 
high quantity of agricultural products. 
: For more detail about the historical development or the organic movement in Europe see SOEL and FIBL 
(2002). 
3 Over the years perceived benefits of organic farming have been criticised. Rosati and Aumaitre (2004: 42; 
see also Section 2.4 below), for example, argued that "nowadays. European consumers belie•·e that organic 
food is free from residue.,, produced in an environmentally friendlv manner and in consideration of animal 
welfare. has hell er taste. and is healthier ........ Obviousll'. all these beliefs are not scielllifical~v prot•en"". 
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(2005) highlighted that organically produced food has come to be perceived as healthy and 

tasty food, and these potential gains have encouraged the uptake of organic fanning to 

satisfy increasing organic demand (Vindigni et al., 2002; Hallam, 2003; Smith et al. 2004). 

Further, there are many potential social benefits for rural areas and animal welfare 

resulting from organic fanning (Midmore 1994; Stock 2007; Lobley et al. 2009a)4
• These 

benefits have positively influenced attitudes of many actors towards organic farming 

(Padel 200 I a; Makatouni 2002; Vindigni et al. 2002; Smith et al. 2004 ). 1-lowever, the 

importance of organic fanning is perceived differently by many actors. For instance, the 

perceived environmental benefits of organic fanning may be the most important concern 

for some actors, while related health gains may be most significant for others. TIJ.is 

interlinkage between actors' objectives and the perceived benefits of organic farming is 

likely to influence actors' behaviours regarding organic farming. Table 2.1 (below) shows 

how different actors ·have generated dramatic changes in organic f.1rming in some 

European countries since 1985. 

Similar motives to those mentioned above have influenced orgamc fanning in other 

advanced countries such as the United States of America (USA) (Zinati 2002). The 

situation is different in developing countries, pat1icularly as organic farming is often driven 

by economically-oriented fanners, since most organic products are exported (Hallam 

2003)5
. Wilier et al. (2008) argued that in 2006 organic farming, following one of the 

stated standards, was important in 138 countries in the world, covering about 30 million 

hectares and 700,000 organic farms. Of these, about 7 million hectares are fanned 

organically by the 200,000 organic farmers in Europe. Although these 2006 figures for 

Europe are high compared with the only 115,000 hectares and 7000 organic fanners in 

• Pa11 of these benefits is that organic farming often encourages consumers to purchase their organic food 
directly from the farm, tourists to visit the countryside and enjoy themselves, rural people to stay in their 
areas and practise organic farming. and investors to establish organic markets in rural areas. 
; See Section 8.4 for a brief overview of organic farming in Syria (the home country of the researcher). 
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1985 (Lampkin I 996), recent levels o f uptake have not been sat isfYing (SO EL and FiBL 

2002; FiBL et al. 2008). The majority of European countries, therefore, have implemented 

various po licies to further increase organic farming area, and many measures and 

recommendations have now come into force (DEFRA 2002a; CEC 2004; OCW 2004; 

Schmid et al. 2008). In Austria, for example, the European country with the second highest 

percentage of organic land ( 13%), the second action plan that was launched in 2008 has 

aimed to further increase this percentage to 20% by 20 I 0 (FiBL et a l. 2008). Further, 

Stolze e t al. (2007) highlighted d1at the first national action plan in Italy, the country in 

Europe with the largest area of organic land, was initia ted in 2005, while a seties o f 

national action plans with different quantitative and qualitative obj ectives for increasing 

organic farming levels have been developed in the UK (with the fourth la rgest organic 

fa rming area in Europe) (Table 2 .1 ). 

1985 2006 2006 
Organic Organic 1985 2006 Share of 

Area Area Organic Organic Total 
(hectares) (hectares) Farms Farms Agricultural 

Area 
Italy 5000 1,148,162 600 45 , 115 9 
UK 6000 604,57 I 300 4485 4 

Austria 10,000 361 ,487 500 20, 162 13 

Table 2.1: C hanges in registered organic area and fam1s in selected European countries 
(Sources: Lampkin 1996; Wilier 2008) 

In the UK, after rapid expansion the organically managed area has rema ined relatively 

unchanged in the past few years (Figure 2.3). Tltis suggests that only some fa rmers have 

adopted organic fam1ing. In addition, it is possible that farmers leaving organic farming 

because of, for example, oversupply in some products (e.g. organic milk), has negatively 

affected the area of organic land (see SAO 2004). This has been empirically supported in 

studies investiga ting fa rmers who had left orgattic fa rming in the UK between 2000 and 
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2003 (see Harris et al. 2008). Here, 110t only financial reasons, but also negative 

experiences of certification, problems with the organic management system on the farm, 

and changed personal circumstances explain the recent decrease in organic land in the UK. 

Nevertheless, reasons for the relative constancy of organic area remain unclear and need 

more research, especially in view of the fact that the UK sti ll imports about 30% of 

consumed organic products (Stacey 2009). 
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Figure 2.3: Changes in registered orga nic area in the UK 
(Sources: OCW 2003; DEFRA 2009) 

This section has outlined several concepts and definitions of orgaruc fa rming and 

highlighted its development over . time. T he next section will discuss more specifically 

debates on organic farming in the academic literature. 
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2.4 Organic farming: well studied? 

Tlus section will discuss the many arenas of organic famling.research (see also Figure 1.1, 

Chapter One), while Section 2.5 will focus on organic adoption studies, which forms the 

basis of the present research focusing on risk and organic farming adoption. 

Development in the orgaruc sector - particularly over the past few decades - has 

encouraged many researchers to analyse various aspects of organic farming. Tllis has 

resulted in a plethora of studies on organic fam1ing (Lampkin \994b). These studies 

llighlight several arenas in orgaruc fanning research including environmental issues, 

a1limal welfare, organic fanning techniques, financial issues, organic consumption, food 

quality issues and questions associated with adoption of orga1uc fanning by landholders 

(Pimentel et al. 2005). 

Many studies have explored the envirorunental impacts of orga1lic farming. Studies have 

suggested that on orga1lic f.1m1s levels of biodiversity, water conservation measures and 

soil biological activity are usually better than in non-organic farming systems (e.g. Cobb et 

al. 1999; Jacobson et al. 2003; Pacini et al. 2003; Pimentel et al. 2005). Tlus is often 

attributed to organic methods, such as the use of high crop diversity and specific 

cultivation methods, resulting in positive effects on conservation and landscape (Stolze et 

al. 2000). In addition, use of crop rotation in organic farming is cmcial and is generally 

believed to reduce soil erosion (e.g. Pimentel et al. 2005). 

However, some studies (e.g. Pacini et al. 2003) have found that soil erosion can also be 

high on organic farms, especially in mountainous areas. Contrary to many people's beliefs, 

air and water pollution can also be a problem on organic farms, because of the use of 

41 



Chnptcr Two: Organic farming and risk 

organic fertilisers, in particular manure, which can easily be mismanaged. For instance, de 

Bore (2003) suggested that the emission of substances and gasses into air and water in 

organic dairy farming was not significantly reduced by changing from conventional to 

organic production. This is particularly linked to the fact that the volatility of methane gas 

is the same for both organic and non-organic farms, therefore organic dairy f.1rms cannot 

greatly help reduce the effects of global warming (de Bore 2003) although low chemical 

application rates in organic farming may somewhat help mitigate this phenomenon (Cobb 

et al. 1999; Lotter 2003). Moreover, some studies have shown that nitrate leaching in both 

organic and conventional f.1rming is similar (e.g. Pimentel et al. 2005). 

Organic farming is usually seen to have positive impacts on animal health and welf.1re. 

According to Lampkin (2002), this can be related to the fact that standards of organic 

limning emphasise the use of organic .feed, and that animals are given the opportunity to be 

outdoors in fresh air and sunlight. Spoolder (2007), therefore, suggests that through its 

f.1rming principles organic f.1rming meets what can be called the ":five .freedvms ·· for fann 

animals: freedom from pain, injury and disease which, in turn, ensure animal health and 

welfare. Yet, despite the existence of these standards and principles, von Borell and 

Sorensen (2004) have emphasised that organic fanners must implement these standards 

strictly, especially since severe diseases have also occurred on organic farms (sec also 

Kijlstra and Eijck 2006). In this respect, Lampkin (1997) and Nielsen and Thamsborg 

(2005) have suggested that well-chosen feeding strategies and carefully used equipment by 

organic f.1rrners are significant for ensuring animal health and welfare. 

There has also been much research into technical aspects of organic farming. Many actors, 

including policy-makers, agree that providing organic farmers with suitable advice, 

information and training is key (Turner et al. 2007; Watson et al. 2008). Therefore, there 
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has been a huge body of research investigating different techniques used in organic 

fam1ing, including weed and pest control, energy use, animal health and welf.1re, and 

manure management (Boiteau 2008). In the UK, for example, the Department for 

Environmental, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has commissioned much research, such 

as ·'Integrated control of slug damage" on organic farms (DEFRA 2002b). Further, and in 

addition to official support, NGOs also play an essential role in developing specific 

teclmiques in organic fanning (HDRA 1999; SAO 2000; Measures and Lampkin 200 I; 

Measures et al. 2002; Olmos and Lampkin 2003). Research by these organizations has 

improved the use of organic management teclmiques, and new management strategies have 

been gradually introduced into organic fam1ing over time. For instance, Zinati (2002) has 

referred to the importance of controlling pests by natural predators, a now well developed 

and efficient method in organic fanning. Thamsborg (200 I) went further by promoting 

improvements in organic livestock methods, as well as providing advice to ensure potential 

health benefits from organic farming. Nonetheless, the !FOAM EU Group (2004) and 

Watson et al. (2008) argued that more work on organic f.1nning techniques is still needed 

to help farmers implement successful preventative methods. 

The third arena of research in organic farming focuses on the key question of financial 

performance of organic farms, where several approaches using actual and hypothetical data 

have been used (e.g. Offermann and Nieberg 2000; Lee and Fowler 2002; Waterfield 

2002). These approaches depend largely on annual financial parameters, such as margin 

returns, net margin returns and net f.1rm income. The financial performance of various 

organic enterprises and farms has particularly been compared with their non-orgamc 

counterparts, but results have been criticised for several reasons. In particular, Padel and 

Lampkin ( 1994b) and Firth (2002) have indicated that the used financial measures are 

often not sufficiently accurate and compatible for one specific organic enterprise, since 
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there are always interactions in complex ways between the farm enterprises. In addition, 

when financial performance measures are applied - usually to compare different farming 

systems over a few years - they may mislead analysts because the figures can be affected 

by unusual circumstances (e.g. fluctuations in income due to weather). However, much of 

the organic literature suggests that different financial outcomes for organic fanning are 

often due to instabilities in factors such as organic premia, yields and operation costs (e.g. 

Pimentel et al. 2005; Gundogmus 2007; Lobley cl al. 2009c). This often explains why 

financial variations between organic farming and other farming systems, as well as 

between organic fam1s themselves, have been identified (see, for example, Schneeberger et 

al. 200 I; Butler 2002; Pacini et al. 2003 ). As a result, Fowler et al. {2000, 200 I) and 

Jackson and Lampkin (2008) highlighted that the net farm income in a specific year for 

organic fhrms can be highly variable, and that it often is also not consistent for similar 

organic farms in two consecutive years. 

Consumer attitudes, perceptions and behaviours in relation to organic products have also 

been the focus of several studies. Over the past few years; products from ·sustainable· 

farming systems (including organic farming) have seen increasing demand for several 

reasons (llbery and Bowler 1998; Pretty 2002; Winter 2003a; Robinson 2004; Self.1 et al. 

2008). These reasons for purchasing organic products have been investigated in detail to 

understand and explain organic consumer behaviour. For example, Vindigni et al. {2002) 

emphasised that organic consumers seek to satisfy different social needs, that they perceive 

several positive benefits of organic fi1m1ing, and are also financially able to purchase 

organic products. Consumers also decide to buy organic food because they see organic 

produce as healthy food of high quality (Makatouni 2002; Zanoli and Naspetti 2002; Wier 

and Andersen 2003; Midmore et al. 2005; Padel and Foster 2005; Robles et al. 2005; 

Arvola et al. 2008). In addition, other incentives, mainly linked to ensuring animal health 
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and welfare and envirorunental benefits, have also been important for decisions to purchase 

organic food (Gil et al. 2000; Makatouni 2002; McEachern and Willock 2004; Robles et al. 

2005). 

Consumer preference for locally produced organic food was identified by both Wier and 

Andersen (2003) and McEachern and Willock (2004) as a motive for Danish and British 

consumers to pay higher premia for organic food. Yet, contrary to some studies, Winter 

(2003a) found that purchasing organic food has not been that significant in tive rural case 

study areas of England and Wales. This draws attention to the importance of other factors, 

such as local embeddedness, which affects consumers' behaviour with regard to 

purchasing both conventional and organic food (see also SERIO and Plymouth University 

2008). As a result, based on consumers' willingness to pay more for organic food, Lobley 

et al. (2009c) have placed organic consumers on a typology ranging from ··purist'' to 

"occasional" purchasers. This helps explain why some organic consumers are willing to 

pay more for organic products (Krystallis and Chryssohoidis 2005; Radman 2005). On the 

other hand, Gil et al. (2000), Padel and Foster (2005) and Radman (2005) have shown that 

some non-organic consumers, though willing to buy organic products in principle, were put 

off by higher prices. The availability of organic products can also be one of the most 

cmcial barriers for consumers who are willing to purchase organic food but may not be 

able to obtain organic produce in the shops (see Zanoli and Naspetti 2002). Studies have 

also highlighted additional characteristics of organic consumers. For example, according to 

Midmore et al. (2005), most organic consumers are well-educated, middle-class and 

middle aged, suggesting that consumers with specific characteristics are more likely to be 

willing and able to consume organic products. 
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Although consumers are usually attracted to organic products because of health motives, 

Lampkin (2002) and Xie et al. (2003) argued that it is difficult to scientifically assess 

organic food quality because of the variety of 'quality' aspects, involving, in particular, 

appearance and flavour, and the lack of evaluating criteria. This may explain the limited 

amount of scientific work on organic product quality. TIJ..is is exacerbated by the fact that 

current scientific evidence on perceived health benefits of orgatlic farming also remains 

scarce, and Krebs (2003), for example, suggested that organic products are not better or 

healthier than those produced through conventional methods. As a result, existing work on 

organic food quality has shown .a variety of results. For instance, Xie et al. (2003) have 

suggested that organic food- as shown in many studies -contains high levels of minerals, 

vitamins and dry matter in comparison with non-organic food. On the other hand, Rosati 

and Aumaitre (2004) argued that the implementation of organic standards in Europe has 

not improved the quality of dairy products. Likewise, Thamsborg (200 I) highlighted 

possible health risks to humans from organic animal food, such as zoonotic infections. This 

can be attributed to the fact that organic products can be stained by microorganisms, found 

in manure (used as fertiliser) and animal parasites (Rosati and Aumaitre 2004; Kulmert et 

al. 2005). As a result, high organic quality can be difficult to acllieve. Indeed, there are 

several reasons why orgatlic products are not immune to contamination. For example, the 

use of chemicals at conventional farms located near organic farms, as well as chenlicals 

allowed on organic farms, can negatively affect the quality of organic products (Baillieux 

et al. 1994; Damhofer et al. 2005). Many researchers have, therefore, recommended that 

because a clear picture of the quality of orgatlic food catmot be obtained through current 

evidence (Stolze et al. 2000; Xie et al. 2003), there is a clear need for more research into 

this arena despite apparent scientific difficulties (e.g. Lotter 2003). 
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.2.5 Adoption drivers in organic farming 

Organic adoption studies form the key basis for this thesis. Tltis section will first provide a 

general picture of how research into farmers' adoption decisions has changed. Second, 

factors affecting farmers' decisions whether or not to farm organically will be reviewed in-

depth . 

. 2.5./ Research intofarmers 'adoption decisions 

Over decades, interest in helping farmers to make decisions and in explaining observed 

behaviours has increased. Consequently, several theories have appeared in agricultural 

literature, such as 'cost-benefit analysis' and 'expected utility' (Gittinger 1982; Hardaker 

2004 ). These theories attempt to measure predicted financial benefits and costs and to 

answer the question of whether measured benefits outweigh measured costs. These 

approaches also take into account potential changes in different variables which influence 

financial outComes (e.g. seed prices) (Arrow and Lind 1994; Curry and Weiss 2000). 

Although farming benefits include other intangible aspects such as pleasure and employing 

agricultural workers, the key assumption in economic theories is that profit is the only goal 

of farmers (lrvin and Brown 1978; Gittinger 1982), based on the general economic 

assumption that each individual is an '"economic person .. that is heavily influenced by 

economic decisions (IIbery 1983). 

However, economic studies have also shown that farmers do not always make rational 

economic decisions (e.g. Jacobsen 1994) and that farmers, under uncertain circumstances, 

may behave differently from what is expected by economic theories (Rabin 2000; Rabin 

and Thai er 200 I; Schechter 2005). This may be linked to the fact that (some) fanners are 
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not profit-maximisers (see below) or that they do not have perfect information to make 

perfect economic decisions (llbery 1983). Thus, for understanding fanning decisions a new 

approach has emerged in the economic sciences, which emphasises the relev<~nce of 

psychological variables behind economic behaviour, including motives, perceptions and 

attitudes (see Adesina and Zinnah 1993; van der Meulen et al. 1996; Wossink et al. 1997). 

Economists using this approach have investigated how farmers make economic decisions 

according to their mental evaluations, rather than based on measured financial benefits and 

costs based on economic theories. 

The growing realization of the importance of non-fmancial a1ms 111 farmers' decision

making has drawn the attention of many researchers seeking to explain and better 

understand farmers' behaviours. In this respect, Gasson ( 1973), Col man ( 1994) and 

Maybery et al. (2005) have ·argued that many considerations, such as ethical and social 

values, pl<~y a crucial role in the decision-making of farmers. Therefore, research on 

farmers' decisions has concentrated on the influence of a variety of economic and non

economic factors. These studies have received a considerable boost by employing different 

socio-psychological approaches, such as studies of farmer perceptions and attitudes (e.g. 

Wilson 1992; Wilson i997a; Brotherton 1991; Burton 2004a; MoJTis 2004). Several 

theoretical approaches have been used, broadly clustered around what has been termed the 

'"behavioural approach ·· - an approach which has been particularly widely employed for 

understanding decisions of fanners in relation to participation in European agri

environmental schemes (Wilson 1997a). This approach focuses on the link between 

motives, values, attitudes and behaviours (Morris and Potter 1995). However, research on 

behaviour has identified several factors that affect farmers' decision-making (Fishbein and 

Ajzen 1975; Wright 1984; Feder et al. 1985; Ajzen and Madden 1986; Ajzen and Driver 
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1992; van Raaij and Crotts 1994; Rogers 1995; Salamon et al. 1997; Midmore et al. 2001; 

Serra et al. 2008; Almstrom et al. 2009). 

Although the vast majority of adoption studies in organic farming have emphasised the 

importance of 'farm' and 'farmer' characteristics (i.e. 'internal" £1ctors), 'external" factors 

also affect organic adoption. The next section will assess both 'external' and 'internal' 

factors in organic adoption, as well as analysing in more detail the results of adoption 

-studies, which are the basis of the present research. 

2.5.2 Erternal and internal.factors affecting organic adoption 

This section will discuss factors that affect the decisions of farmers to adopt orgamc 

farming practices. These factors will be classified as 'external' and 'internal'. The section 

will show that the vast majority of organic adoption studies have focused on 'internal" 

li1ctors, especially· as ·"external factors seem to be external in a way that fitrmers can not 

affect them directly. Internal factors are more related to the jimners themselves and their 

personal circumstances'' (de Lauwere et al. 2004: 4). Nonetheless, it is argued here that it 

is important to address all possible drivers behind organic adoption, and that these can be 

classified into 'external' and 'internal' factors which are interdependent and can result in 

different impacts (Figure 2.4). 
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External Factors 

Figure 2.4: Potential interaction between externa l and internal factors 
influencing farmers' decisions to adopt organic farming 

(Source: Author; after Padel 2008) 

Extemal factors 

External factors involve the political environment, institutions and organisations, financial 

benefits, knowledge and ski lls and the ideological and cultural environment (Padel 2008). 

These extemal drivers will be assessed in the following. 

The political environment, which includes agr icultural policy, is considered one of the 

most important factors in farmers ' farming decisions (Whitehead et a l. 2002). It is not 

surprising, therefore, that national agricultural policies of many European countries have 

supported organic farming prior to EU membership. For instance, Denmark was the first 
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European country to introduce national standards and subsides for those opting to practise 

organic farming (Dabbert et al. 2004 ). Lampkin and Padel ( 1994) indicated that, in 1989, 

Germany was the first EU country to support organic fanning financially, although this 

type of support only began officially in 1992 under EU regulations. The 1992 reform of the 

CAP, which was an attempt to solve several environmental and socio-economic problems 

of European fanning (Brassley 1996; Ackrill 2000; Robinson 2004) emphasised the 

importance of the transition to a non-productivist era by recommending different agri-

environmental schemes - some of which encouraged organic fanning (IIbery and Bowler 

1998; Ritson and Harvey 1998)6
. Winter (1996) highlighted how several stakeholder 

groups, such as environmental groups, have played an important role in the fom1Uiation of 

key policies affecting organic farming. Indeed, during the 1990s, the underlying principles 

oforganic farming met many of the objectives of both European agricultural policy and 

those of environmental groups which sought the reduction of chemicals in agriculture 

(Lampkin 2003). 

In subsequent years, organic fanning was expected to be further positively influenced by 

reform of the CAP (i.e. Agenda 2000). Agenda 2000 particularly emphasised the 

importance of environmental protection and the development of rural areas, which 

coincided to a large extent with organic fanning principles (Lang and Heasman 2004). 

However, contrary to these expectations, the organically fanned area in the EU continued 

to be relatively small (see Section 2.3.2 above). As a result, many EU countries had to 

introduce national action plans to further promote organic farming (WOFI 1999; SOEL 

and FiBL 2002). In addition, a European action plan for organic food and farming was 

0 
· "Post-productivism implies that mad em agricultural regimes hm•e changed in such a way that agriculture 

is 110 longer seen to be sole()' concerned with the production of food and{tbre - /abeled as the so-called 
'productirist em'_ but that it comptises a multitude of jimctions with an emphasis on food quali~v. 

environmental consetTation and a 1110\'e away from state-sponsored production subsidies that have 
encouraged agricultuml intensification" (Wit son 2004: 461 ). 
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implemented in the early 2000s to encourage more fanners to practise organic farming 

(CEC 2004). Consequently, the EU organic sector has expanded (FiBL et a l. 2008) , further 

boosted by the 2003 CAP reforms wltich introduced Single Fann Payment (SFP) which 

focused on more sustainable land use (Tranter et a l. 2007b; Offermann et al. 2009). An 

overview of nationa l agricultural policies that support organic fa rming in the EU highl ights 

four main areas of concern (see Figure 2.5). These arenas emphasise that government 

intervention is visible and crucia l, and that f"a rmers' adoption decisions are not independent 

from the wider pol icy environment. The establishment and funding of advisory services 

associa ted wi th these policies under ' rural development programmes·, fa lling under the 

bracket o f 'related support pol icies·, have also contributed towards improvement of skills 

and knowledge of organic farmers (see below). 

Improve Function Provision of 
of Supply Chain Consumer 

Information 

Organic Sector 
Development 

-

Fina ncial Support Related Support 
for Farmers Policies 

Figure 2.5: Main policy areas of government intervention in the organic sector 
(Sources: Sclun.id et al. 2008: 12) 

In addition to the CAP, there a re institutions and organisations that also promote orga nic 

fanning. Among the most important intemational organisations, IFOAM and the Food and 

Agriculture Organisa tion (FAO) have sought to develop orga nic farming through 
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accreditation programmes and by f.1cilitating. the international organic trade (SOEL and 

FiBL 2002). Further, there are several NGOs that have played and are playing a key role in 

developing the organic sector in many European countries (SOEL and FiBL 2002; Olmos 

and Lampkin 2003; see also Section 2.4 above). In the UK, the Soil Association 

Organisation (SAO), founded in 1946, has been one of the most important drivers for the 

development of organic fanning (SAO 2000) by, for example, improving organic standards 

which have also partly influenced the formulation of EU regulations (Tomlinson 2008). In 

this respect, it is important to note that the 'Food from Britain' organisation established the 

United Kingdom Register of Organic Food Standards (UKROFS) in 1987, funded by the 

Ministry of Agriculture and in charge of approving UK certification bodies (Tate 1994). 

Further, the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FiBL) was established tirst in 

Switzerland in 1974 as one of the key institutions in Europe for research and consultancy 

on organic fanning, which also conducts a worldwide survey on organic land and f.1rmers 

(SOEL and FiBL 2002; Wilier et al. 2008). Finally, private Institutions offering subsidies 

to organic fanners have also played a significant role in the uptake of organic farming and 

can be found in different European countries (see below). 

Another important external factor is linked to financial benefits resulting from becoming 

an organic farmer. Official financial support to organic farmers in the EU began under the 

1992 reform of the CAP and continues indirectly under different regulations of further 

CAP reforms, such as Regulation 1783/2003 (Offemmnn et al. 2009). In addition, more 

subsidies are offered by national/regional European action plans (DEFRA 2002a), as well 

as by several national schemes and programmes such as the ·Marketing Development 

Scheme' or the 'Rural Development Programme· in the UK (Measures and Lampkin 200 I; 

DEFRA 2008e). Financial support to persuade farmers to practise organic fanning can also 

be offered by institutions in the private sector interested in developing organic f.1nning for 
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various reasons, such as satisfying the increased demand of organic food. In the UK, these 

include, for instance, Asquith Dairies (ASDA), a super-market which was offering 

inducements for its meat producers to switch to organic products, and the Wessex Water 

Company which has provided financial support to farmers who help reduce water pollution 

(i.e. organic farmers) (AC 200 I). 'Subsidies' have encouraged more f.1rmers to practise 

organic farming (Marsden and Sonnino 2008) and, hence, the organically farmed area in 

Europe has experienced rapid growth - in 2006 to an area of almost 7 million hectares 

(Wilier 2008) - especially boosted by strong financial support during the 1990s (see 

CRER, 2002, as an example of dramatic changes in UK organic fanning under high levels 

of subsidies, and Winter, 2000, for modest changes in organic farming in the UK under 

low levels of subsidies). 

Although the relative success of subsidies in supporting orgamc farming supports the 

notion that some organic fanners can be financially motivated, such incentives continue to 

be heavily debated. At present, one of the most important arguments asks why 

governments should offer· financial support to an already thriving orgamc fanning sector 

(Bat1ram and Perkins 2003). However, Lampkin (2003) argued that organic fanning 

should be financially supported because it provides public goods, and because it still is an 

'infant industry'. Other important sources of financial benefits that often encourage 

practising organic fanning include high organic premium and low input costs, particularly 

for ·chemicals (Benoit and Veysset 2003; Fuller 2003; Sarker and Itohara 2010).). 

Nevertheless, Ha mm et al. (2002) showed that decreases in organic prices are one of the 

most important factors explaining why some organic f.1nners have reverted back to 

conventional fanning. Furthennore, seed costs may be high, and tllis can also offset the 

reduction in chemicals costs (see Section 2.6.2 below). In conclusion, while financial 
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benefits of organic farming can be important for some farmers, they are often insufficient 

to persuade others to convert to organic methods. 

Winter (1997: 369-370) emphasised that under any new model of food production, 

particularly in environmentally sustainable farming systems such as organic !arming, 

·farmers will need new knowledge and skills··. Tltis is particularly important in organic 

farming which requires the introduction and hannonisation of new management skills 

(Lampkin 1990; Sharma et al. 2008). Thus, a variety of services are available to improve 

information, knowledge, advice and training on organic farming through, for example, the 

EU Action Plan, government advisory services and programmes, and private organisations 

(CEC 2004; Wheeler 2008). These services have been incorporated into several national 

action plans in Europe and in the ·Rural Development Programme for England·, especially 

by offering information associated with marketing of orgartic produce (SOEL and FiBL 

2002; DEFRA 2008g). Additionally, Measures et al. (2002) have shown that in the UK the 

Organic Advisory Service (OAS), established in 1985, provides a variety of information to 

potential organic f.1nners; .such ·as conversion plans and management advice. Experienced 

organiC fam1ers can· also be a sigrtificant source of vital information for new organic 

entrants, particularly concerning how to manage an organic farm (Kilpatrick and Johns 

2003). 

The positive influence of these different sources of information and knowledge on farmers' 

decisions to farm organically is evident in many studies. In particular, in the UK the 

introduction of the Orgattic Conversion Infonnation Services (OCIS) in 1996 has played a 

crucial role in the rapid increase in organic farming (CRER 2002). The ltigh uptake of 

organic f.1nning through ·new information sources emphasises that farmers continuously 

need information about orgartic farm management, and also supports the assertion that 
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organic fanning is "il!formalion inlensive" (Lockeretz 1991; .Genius et al. 2006). 

Nevertheless, Mackay et al. (2002) suggested that information on organic methods can be 

expensive and, in some cases, limited. As a result, many potential organic fanners may not 

pmctise organic farming due to lack of information- an assertion which the present study 

will also investigate in detail. Bohnet et al. (2003) further argued that fanners contacting 

different agricultural knowledge systems to improve their environmental management have 

often not achieved their aims. This can be related to the inefficiency of systems that in the 

past encouraged agricultural modernisation and that now need time to become better 

tailored towards less intensive agriculnJral activities (Winter, 1997). This in tum may 

explain why organic farmers are still facing technical problems, often related to the nature 

of organic farnting as a complex farming system (sec Section 2.6.1 below). As a result, 

many new entmnts into organic fanning - especially those from NFBs - often make 

mistakes and choose inappropriate actions on their farms (Reed et al. 2008). 

According to Rogers ( 1995), access to information is the key factor in promoting the 

adoption of im10vations such as organic farming by f.1rmers who may be motivated by 

ideological and cultuml considerations (see also van der Ploeg 2003). Tltis ltighlights the 

importance of the ideological and cultural environment associated with organic farmers 

and particularly with those who could convert to organic. Padel (2008: 66), thus, argued 

that .potential organic farmers need to feel accepted by rural communities before they 

embark on organic techniques, and to avoid undesimble social outcomes which may be 

linked to inappropriate farm management actions due to inexperience with new organic 

systems. This is related to the fact that the uptake of organic !arming is often associated 

with 'wrong' management and mistakes, particularly in the first stages of conversion 

(Measure and Lampkin 2001), which can be 1nitigated if strong emotional support is 

available from the farming commu1J..ity (Lampkin 2002). It is not surprising, therefore, that 
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social pressure in favour of conventional farming often negatively affects the number of 

organic farmers in a locality (Lampkin 2003). On the other hand, positive normative 

beliefs (the social image of organic farming) that promote organic pathways can stimulate 

the uptake of organic farming (Hattam 2006). Tltis social support is more likely to be 

provided when the different benefits of organic farming are well-recognised and widely 

appreciated (Padel 200 I b). Here, the farnting family and/or other actors in rural 

communities, such as other farmers and stakeholders, can be crucial in harnessing support 

(de Buck et al. 200 I). An important consideration for this study is that the often negative 

social image of organic farming, particularly in tight-krtit communities, may have less 

influence on organic farmers fi·om NFBs, as these farmers depend less (at least initially) on 

being accepted in their rural commurtities. Thus, it can be hypothesised that orgaruc 

farmers with NFBs arc more likely to be willing to take social risks linked to orgamc 

fitrming than local farmers (Savills 200 I). 

ltttemal factors 

Characteristics of farms and farmers have been the focus of the vast majority of adoption 

studies in organic farnting. These stuclies have investigated how different internal !actor:-; 

affect farmers' decisions to farm or not to f.1nn organically. In this sub-section, these 

internal factors will be discussed in two parts: fann characteristics and tanner 

characteristics. 
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Farm characteristics 

The vast majority of adoption studies have investigated why some farms are organic while 

others are not. Several characteristics of farms, such as size, capacity, type, location and 

income, that are thought to influence organic uptake, will be discussed in the following. 

The size of organic farms, in general, is typically smaller than conventional farms, but as 

organic farming becomes better established the average size often increases (Foster and 

Lampkin 1999; Padel 200 I a). It is hypothesized that large farms are more likely to be 

financially orientated (productivist), and, therefore, tend to be less interested in 

conservation practices because they perceive conservation measures as less financially 

beneficial (McCann et al. 1997). This assumption persists despite general agreement that 

these farms are also more likely to be able to afford financial burdens that accompany such 

conversion (McEachern and Willock 2004). However, Padel (200 I a) suggested that recent 

changes in the structure of the agricultural industry might explain why farmers with larger 

farms have increasingly entered organic farming (see Best 2008)7
• Offermam1 and Nieberg 

(2000)- in their analysis of the financial performance of European organic fanning- have 

even suggested that the average size of conventional farms has been smaller when 

compared with organic fanns. This suggests that the better development of tl1e organic 

market can now attract larger fanns into organic farming. 

Nevertheless, studies have found that organic farms in the USA and UK arc still smaller in 

comparison with conventional f.1m1s (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Burton et al. 1999, 2003)8
. This 

7 This adoption study examined implications of the conventionalisation hypothesis (i.e. that organic farming 
is resembling non-organic production) in Germany. 
8 Bunon et al. (1999) used binomial and multinomiallegit techniques to a sample of honicultural producers 
from the UK to analyse obstacles of the adoption decisions, while Bun on et al. (2003) applied duration 
analysis as a new statistical approach into organic farming to identify factors motivating farmers in the UK to 
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may be due to the large number of organic farmers from urban areas in the study samples 

who choose to farm organically from their first year of farming. These fanners are less 

likely to have inherited land and financial resources and, as a result, cannot establish large 

farms (Padel 200 I a). Additionally, Burton et al. (2003) have investigated the relation 

between large fam1s and organic uptake, and have argued that farm size did not influence 

organic adoption. Again, contrary to this trend, old organic fanns in the USA tend to be 

larger than conventional holdings (Wemick and Lockeretz 1977)9
. The latter research 

suggests that a positive correlation between large farms seeking to address problems in 

conventional f.1nning, and adoption of conservation practices (e.g. organic nmning), can 

be explained through past f.1rm development pathways. However, overall the ambiguous 

results in these studies highlight that further research is needed to lully understand the 

influence of farm size on farmers· decisions to farm or not to farm organically. 

As agricultural methods, protecting the environment, and managing the countryside have 

been key concerns of EU agri-environmental policy, particularly in the 1990s (Bull er et al. 

2000), organic farming was actively ·supported as a potential tool for environmental 

conservation (Potter 1998). Indeed, Ilbery and Bowler ( 1998) suggested that there has been 

a need to move towards extensive. production methods. This can explain why extensive 

farms have more capacity to practise organic f.1nning (M idmore cl al. 200 I), as fewer 

efforts and financial costs are required. On the other hand, some intensive farms, though 

willing to practise organic fanning, may not convert because of additional work and 

resultant costs (Gay and Offennann 2006). Lampkin ( 1997) supported this argument for 

the poultry sector, where only few have converted to organic, further highlighted by results 

farm organically. Organic and conventional fruit and vegetable growers in the USA were surveyed to 
highlight their different characteristics by Lockeretz (1995). 
9 The key motives and practices in organic farming were investigated in the USA by Wemick and Lockeretz 
(1977). 
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obtained by McEachem and Willock (2004) 10 for the UK where poultry enterprises 

remained at a low number in organic farming in comparison with other livestock 

enterprises, such as beef. These findings show that poultry, which requires intensive 

production teclmiques, is more likely.to stay non-organic. Overall, it appears that intensive 

farms are often more difficult to be organically managed, and the most common organic 

farms are usually those that are already farming under extensive production methods. 

Fanns with diverse types of production are also more likely to practise organic farming, as 

implementing organic farming principles and creating a closed system are not too difficult 

on these farms (Lampkin 2002). This again shows that the type of production on a farm 

may play an important role in farmers' decisions to adopt organic f.1nning practices. For 

example, farms with livestock willing to adopt organic farming are unlikely to be too 

concerned about soil fertility due to lack of manure (sec Widmcr et al. 2006). Further, 

since organic f.1rming also seeks to prevent diseases by farming different kinds of crops, 

£1rms with diverse crops often require less effort to switch to organic farming methods. 

These farms are also more likely to enter". into and establish organic fi"mning more quickly, 

· because fanners already have some experience in the management of different crops. Yet, 

despite these arguments, Duram (1999) 11 found more complex results in the USA where 

many organic f.1rms in her study were pure crop operations, although few organic farms 

were pure grain, orchard or livestock. She argued that farm location and farmers' expertise 

played an important role in the decisions to practise organic £1rming (see also Huxham et 

al. 2005; Schmutz et al. 2007). On the other hand, McCann et al. (1997) 12 highlighted in 

10 In this adoption study. both producers and consumers of organic livestock production in the UK were 
surveyed to identify their altitudes to organic (McEachem and Willock 2004). 
11 This adoption study was conducted in the USA where organic farmers· altitudes towards organic farming 
and agriculture were analysed. 
11 M cC ann et al. ( 1997) investigated similarities and differences between organic and conventional farmers in 
the USA in relation to, for example, demographic and farm profiles and economic orientation towards 
farming. 
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their survey in the USA that many organic fanns had greater crop diversity than 

conventional farms, therefore supporting the notion that rotation in organic fanning is one 

of the most important preconditions for becoming organic. In addition, Midmore et al. 

(200 I )13 suggested that organic farms in the UK can be both livestock and crop based, as 

on-farm crops are often fed to animals. These f."Jnns clearly reflect what has been termed 

"the organic fam1ing core', where using external inputs is more likely to be low. However, 

mixed farming approaches may have already existed on a fann prior to organic conversion, 

or the fann needed to introduce them post-adoption. As a result, without knowing the fann 

. type before conversion, it can be difficult to detennine the. direct influence of farm types on 

farmers· adoption decisions. 

Fann location can also be an important factor for adoption of organic farming. Although 

organic f."lnns can be found in different geographical locations (Winter, 2003a), Midmore 

et al. (2001) found that many organic farms in the UK are in disadvantaged and seriously 

disadvantaged areas (e.g. hill country or mountainous. areas) in comparison with non-

organic· farms. Yet, several f."Jctors are at play here, making it difficult to explain exactly 

why many organic farms are in marginal areas. For example, Gabriel et al. (2009) showed 

that farms in Less Favoured Areas (LFAs) are more likely to be fanned organically in 

England, but Rosita and Aumaitre (2004) suggested that farms in marginal areas may also 

practise organic methods as a survival strategy while the organic market is booming. On 

the other hand, Rig by et al. (200 I) cited the example of fam1s ceasing organic farming in 

the UK where geographical isolation had led to difficulties in marketing organic products, 

problems in receiving a high premium for the organic produce, and suffering additional 

costs because of distance from markets. This means that some organic farms in marginal 

13 Mid more et al. (200 I) analysed UK farmers' stances to con version to explore determinants of organic 
adoption. 
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areas may not benefit from conversion to organic farming, and may prefer not to continue 

as organic farms. Some organic fanns in marginal areas, in particular those that are 

motivated by non-financial incentives, may, nonetheless, continue with organic f.1rming 

even though they are less profitable. Overall, however, it appears that most studies suggest 

that a farm's location, capacity and type generally influence the decision to practise 

organic fanning. Mid more et al. (200 I) particularly highlighted that extensive livestock 

. f.1rms are often located in mountainous and other marginal areas in Europe, and that they 

are generally more likely to practise organic farming. 

The final f.1ctor linked. to farm characteristics is f.1rrn income - i.e. how much an organic 

fimner depends on his/her f..1rming retums. Lockeretz ( 1995) discovered that a smaller 

fraction of the organic family income came from the farm, compared with conventional 

farms that are selling conventional products and arc more motivated by economic 

incentives. On the other hand, Burton et al. ( 1999, 2003) found that organic f..1nners can 

also rely more heavily on their fann income to satisfy liunily needs than conventional 

fanners. Burton et al., therefore, suggested that f.1rm income may not always be a key 

f.1ctor in determining organic adoption, and that other factors, such as concern about the 

environment, can be more significant in f..1rmers' adoption decisions. Tllis is partly 

substantiated by McCann et al. ( 1997) and Lobley et al. (2005) who found that both 

organic and conventional farms in the USA and UK can provide a similar share of farming 

income for the farm fanlily. Tllis could be attributed to non-financial factors, in particular 

concems about the environment, wllich have played an increasingly important role in the 

adoption decision of many organic furmers. These two studies also highlighted that 

conventional farmers were facing financial problems, precisely because they were largely 

motivated by economic concerns. 
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Many studies have highlighted that organic and/or conventional farmers .may undertake 

off-farm work to meet the farm family needs (see Lockeretz 1995; McCann et al. 1997; 

Burton et al. 1999, 2003; Lobley et al. 2005; Flaten et al. 2006) 14
, emphasizing that 

agriculture in advanced economies is often no longer able to satisfy farm family needs 

(Bailey et al. 2000). Yet, other studies (e.g. Duram 1999) found that some organic f.1rmers 

are making profit from their limning system, mainly due to high demand for organic 

products and the lucrative direct sale of these products to consumers. As a result, Duram 

suggested that these f.1rmers have been largely motivated by financial incentives in their 

decision to convert to organic. Tllis is consistent with Lobley et al.'s (2005) findings that 

highlighted that some organic farmers, who were financially motivated in their adoption 

decision, would stay in organic farming as long as there were profits to be made. Overall, 

therefore, farm income and profit can play a key role in determining the adoption decision 

of organic f.1rmers, particularly for farmers who are largely financially motivated. On the 

other hand, fann income is not always the key factor for organic farmers, especially for 

those encouraged by non-financial incentives (see below). 

The previous paragraphs have discussed several farm characteristics and how these can 

affect fanners' decisions to adopt organic fam1ing. In addition to these characteristics, 

there are several traits related to the f.1rmers themselves that can play an important role in 

adoption decisions. The influence of these farmer characteristics will be explored in the 

following discussion. 

14 Flalen cl al. (2006) grouped Norwegian organic dairy farmers lhrough I he variable "lime of conversion' lo 
explore a wriely of characlerislics including farming goals, molives for conversion. and altitudes to organic 
fanning. 
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Farmer characteristics 

In this section, the influence of farmer age, gender, education, background, skills, 

community involvement, and attitudes and perception for decisions to fann organically 

will be discussed. The literature suggests that these factors can affect the adoption 

decision, and that they can play a significant role in understanding and explaining farmers' 

bel m vi ours. 

Organic farmers are usually -reported to be younger than conventional farmers (e.g. 

I -Lockeretz 1995; Burton et al. 1999, 2003; Lobley et al. 2005; Hattam 2006) ,, although 

some adoption studies have shown a different result (e.g. McCann et al. 1997). Despite this 

. seemingly clear link between age and organic fanning, age is not necessarily a statistically 

significant factor for organic adoption in many studies (e.g. Midmore et al. 2001; 

McEachem and Willock 2004). However. both Feder and Umali (1993) and Regouin 

(2003) have suggested that older farmers without a long-tenn farm plan or successor are 

less likely to adopt environmental innovations such as organic f.1rming. More generally, 

Wilson (l997a) argued that young farmers are more likely to participate in agri-

environmental schemes for conservation reasons, although he also suggested that age is not 

necessarily a detennining factor in some cases. Lobley et al. (2005), meanwhile, suggested 

that young farmers can also be financially motivated to pmctise sustainable farming 

systems. As a result, the influence of age on adoption decision remains unclear and needs 

further research. 

1
; Hattam (2006) used planned behaviour theory to explore psychological barriers to the adoption of organic 

agriculture in Mexico. 
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Although Midmore et al. (200 I) found that their organic fanner sample was roughly 90% 

male, there was no significant correlation between gender and other factors affecting 

decisions to fann organically, implying that those C1nners who were willing to fann 

organically were able to do so irrespective of gender. McEachem and Willock (2004) and 

Lobley et al. (2005) had similar results, although the majority of organic fanners in their 

survey samples were male. Organic farmers were persuaded by several motives in their 

decision to convert to organic, and non-financial motives, such as health concerns, 

encouraged both female and male fanners to practise organic farming (see Trauger et al. 

2008). Padel (200 I a), however, argued that in a number of cases women have persuaded 

their partners to take up organic farming as women (rather than males) usually take care of 

their family's health and food-related welfare, supported by the fact that organic products 

are often perceived to be healthier than conventional products by women (especially by 

those with small children). These debates. interlink with the highly controversial assertions 

by Jackson (1994) that women may. be more enviromnentally conscious than men. Some 

also argue that concern for the environment and the perception to ·be better protected by 

organic farrning methods may explain why a high proportion of organic farmers arc female 

compared to their non-organic counterparts (in the developed world) (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; 

Burton et. al. 1999, 2003). Yet, as the discussion in the analysis chapters of this thesis will 

highlight, the question of gender and organic adoption is a complex one and more work is 

needed to further clarify whether gender does influence adoption and perceptions of 

organic farming. 

Results on the interlinkages between education and orgamc adoption appear more 

straightforward. In general, organic fanners are often well-educated with different levels of 

general education such as high school or university degree (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Dura m 

1999; Lobley et al. 2005; Flaten et al. 2006; Hattam 2006). Indeed, more fonnal education 
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may influence skills in farming (as outlined below). It is important to highlight here that 

the issue of education and organic furming interlinks with questions about mral or urban 

background of organic fanners. Thus, higher education levels among organic farmers may 

also be due to the f.1ct that many organic farmers are from urban backgrounds as identified 

in many adoption studies (e.g. Duram 1999). This suggests that a clear conclusion about 

the impact of education for organic adoption may be difficult to find, as organic f.1nners 

come from different mral and urban backgrounds with varying educational profiles. ll 

could be suggested that, as urban areas are usually more polluted, some well educated 

people concemed about the environment and their health may retreat to mral areas to 

practise organic farming, as organic farming is generally perceived as an environmentally 

sustainable farming system (Wilson 2007). Tllis, in turn, might contribute to the assertion 

that f.1rmers interested in conservation-oriented f.1nning are likely to be non-financially 

oriented (Feeler and Umali 1993; Wilson 1996; Wilson 1997a). On the other hand, other 

expected benefits of organic fanning, such as financial profit, might play an important role 

in persuading ·Urban people to become organic limners (Lobley et al. 2005). Similarly, 

many studies have highlighted that urban people choose to live in the countryside for non-

farming purposes, linked to various social,. economic, environmental and political driving 

forces (e.g. Lewis 1998; Marsden 1998; Chancy and Sherwood 2000; Stockdale et al. 

2000; van Dam et al. 2002; Mill ward 2005). As mentioned above, studies explaining why 

some orga11ic f.1rmers are from cities and, therefore, from NFBs, are limited and this issue 

still requires more academic attention. 

With regard to education levels of organic farmers in general, Burton et al. ( 1999, 2003) 

have found that education was not an important deternlining factor for the adoption of 

organic fanning. This may suggest that levels of education of new entrants into organic 

farming may not be an important f.1ctor in their adoption decisions. This is supported by 
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findings by McCann et al. ( 1997) where both organic and conventional farmers were 

relatively well educated. However, the influence of higher educational levels on organic 

farmers' skills may be an important factor, especially with regard to specific subjects 

studied by farmers such as agriculn1re, history, literature, biology, etc. (MulJlhY 1992; 

Duram 1999; Flaten et al. 2006). Two important issues can be highlighted on the basis of 

the relation between education and skills. First, the extent to which the obtained degree 

contributes to farmers' understanding of f.1rming is more likely to i1ifluence farmers' skills 

(Beus and Dunlap 1992). In other words, well-educated f.1rmers, particularly those who 

have a degree not only in agriculture but also in other subjects, are more likely to be skilled 

(Fa ne 1975; Alene and Manyong 2007). Second, farmers who have never studied can 

nonetheless mn successful fam1s as they can acquire their skills directly by practicing 

different fam1ing methods (Gasson 1998). 

Time spent in farming can also affect organic farmers' skills, as organic farmers usually 

have spent fewer years farming than conventional fanners (Murphy 1992; Lockeretz 1995; 

McCann et al. 1997; Egri 1999)16
• Starting organic farming later in life is again closely 

associated with the fact that some organic fanners are from NFBs. Burton et al. (1999: 49}, 

for example, stated that for their sample in the UK "the set oforganic producers comprises 

new entrants w/10 have chosen to use organic practices from their firs/ year of 

management .. , while Duram (1999) found that 66% of organic farmers in the USA were 

not brought up on conventional farms. This high percentage of NFBs among organic 

fanners can be related to the f.1ct that many organic farmers are from urban areas (see 

above). It can be hypothesised, therefore, that since many organic fimners are from NFBs 

with relatively high education levels, this group of farmers may have distinct perceptions 

16 In Canada, Egri ( 1999) investigated dissimilarities between organic and conventional farmers in terms of 
their socio-demographic, farm-related, attitudinal and communication beha\iour. 
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of, and attitudes towards, risk in organic farming- a question that will be analysed in detail 

in Chapter 6. Practicing organic fanning itself may explain why many organic farmers 

have considered themselves skilled (Mid more et al. 200 l ). Additionally, when orgamc 

farmers indicate that they are 'not well qualified' to manage organic farms, this may reflect 

the many difficulties in organic farming (see Section 2.6). ln general, the majority of 

organic fanners recognise that organic farming requires a high level of skills and, 

therefore, their ability to master organic fanning is an important factor in the adoption 

decision (de Buck et al. 200 l; Lobley et al. 2005). 

Some studies have found that many organic farmers are well-itivolved in different fonnal 

and informal community groups and activities and with high participation levels in 

environmental organisations (e.g. Dura m 1999; Lobley et al. 2005). This may indicate that 

organic farmers are more likely to be accepted as members of environmental organisations 

as they are usually highly motivated by environmental concerns. lt has also been suggested 

that organic farmers are close to consumers (Duram 1999), to other organic fanners 

(Burton et al. 1999, 2003), and to professional members in organic organisations (Lobky 

et al. 2005). As many consumers of organic products arc interested in seeing the 

production systems where their healthy and safe food comes from, they are more likely to 

regularly visit organic fanns. This strengthens the social links between organic furmers and 

consumers and, since organic farmers and organisations play a crucial role in organic 

farming networks, it can be expected that positive contacts are developed within these 

networks. Alternatively, de Lauwere et al. (2004)17 showed that many organic farmers in 

the Netherlands were socially isolated, particularly when local rural communities do not 

accept organic fanning as a true alternative to conventional farming. This means that some 

17 This adoption study was conducted in the Netherlands and investigated motives for converting or not 
converting to integrated or organic farming and factors affecting these decisions. 

68 



Chapter Two: Organic farming and risk 

potential organic farmers prefer to continue with conventional methods, and not to take the 

risk of organic conversion which may be associated with losing emotional and social 

support. However, de Buck et al. (2001) highlighted that those f.1rmers who decided to 

convert to organic had obviously decided to take the risk, with the possible outcome of 

social and emotional marginalisation. 

The majority of adoption studies have focused on attributes of organic farming from the 

farmers" points of view. The emphasis has particularly been on f.1rmers' attitudes, 

considerations, evaluations and expectations. In tllis respect, Padel (200 I a) suggested that 

there has been a general shift, over the years, in the motives for the uptake of organic 

farming from husbandry, philosopllic and ethical concerns to cnvirorunental and financial 

considerations and acceptance of organic farming as a challenge. In the following, these 

specific motives will be discussed in greater detail. It will be·shown that it is important not 

to over-generalise the importance of these motivational factors in adoption decisions, and 

that a clear distinction between different motives is ofien difficult to find (in particular 

b~:;tween ethical concerns and environment considerations). 

By avoiding the use of chemical substances, by seeking to deal with living materials (soil 

and livestock), and by improving soil and animal health, organic f.1nners are influenced by 

husbandry, pllilosophic and ethical concerns to fam1 organically. Problems with 

conventional farming methods (e.g. soil health, animal health and welfare, etc.) have been 

essential reasons for practising orgatlic farming, particularly in the past (e.g. Wemick and 

Lockeretz 1977; Vine and Bateman 1981 )18
. For example, the negative impacts of 

chenlical use on organisms and soil that became evident in the 1970s and 1980s in several 

18 Vine and Bateman (1981) surveyed organic farmers in England and Wales. They investigated several 
issues, including questions about motivations for adopting organic farming. 
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developed countries encouraged.many farmers to farm organically. Characteristic for the 

1970s, many of these fanners were also seeking more 'esoteric' human-environment 

interlinkages, especially linked to a wish to live more in hannony with other living beings 

such as soil organisms. Such concerns have continued to be factors in the decision to fann 

organically by some farmers in more recent studies. For instance, de Lauwere et al. (2004) 

highlighted the importance of 'cooperation with nature' lor some organic furmers. 

Additionally, McEachem and Willock (2004) found that ethical concerns, such as animal 

welfare, have been a major concern of many organic producers. Yet, some studies have 

shown that such concerns are not always important for adoption decisions. Duram (1999), 

for instance, found that several organic farmers in the USA were motivated more by 

financial benefits in organic farming. Similarly, Midmore et al. (200 I) indicated that 

animal welfare and soil health were not key motives for non-organic farmers considering 

conversion to organic t~uming. The latter studies indicate both the complexity of issues 

surrounding ethical motives of organic farming adoption, and that different ethica I 

considerations may be relevant for both organic and conventional farmers. 

Other ethical concerns, including healthy food, farmers' safety and environmental 

considerations, have been important incentives for many farmers to practise organic 

farming. For example, Vine and Bateman ( 1981) found that concerns over food quality and 

well-being have been important motives for practising organic farming, while Flaten et al. 

(2006) even suggested that such concerns have been the most important motives for taking 

up organic farming. Further, Lockeretz (1995) and de Lauwere et al. (2004), in 

contradiction to Koesling et al.'s study in Norway (2005), showed that many organic 

farmers chose organic farming for its relative safety related to health (i.e. reduction of 

health risk linked to less use of chemicals) and environmental benefits. This is associated 

with the fact that the intensive use of chemicals on conventional fanns has been recognized 
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to generate severe health and environmental problems, and these problems have played an 

important role in the adoption decisions of many organic farmers. Yet, while concerns for 

food quality and well-being have been significant motives over the years, concerns for the 

environment have received more attention of late. This is linked to the recent recognition 

of severe environmental problems linked to productivist fanning, as well as to the 

increasing interest in protecting the environment (i.e. in Europe especially since the 

1980s/1990s) (Burton et al. 1999; Egri 1999; Midmore et al. 200 I; Burton et al. 2003; 

McEachern and Willock 2004; Damhofer et al. 2005 19
; Best 2008). 

Although farnters who are concerned about environmental impacts of tanning are more 

likely to adopt organic fanning (Toma and Mathijs 2007f0
, the environmental benefits 

associated with organic farming are often not recognized by conventional farmers who 

·have decided not to convert to organic (e.g. Lockeretz 1995). These farmers have often 

argued that organic farming is not more environmentally friendly than conventional 

agriculture. This draws attention to an important issue, as not only concerns for the 

environment, but also the perception of the environmental benefits of organic farming, are 

important factors in the adoption decision. Thus, some conventional fanners may be 

willing to protect the environment, but they may still not choose to undertake organic 

farming because they do not see it as more environmentally friendly. Tllis suggests that 

more information provision about the environmental implications of organic farming may 

help provide a clearer picture to potential organic farmers. There is no doubt, however, that 

some organic fanners can be classified as fully committed to organic f.1rming based on 

philosophical and ethical concerns and considerations (Fairweather and Campbell 1996; 

Damhofer et al. 2005; see also Chapter 7). These farmers have been willing to forgo 

19 Damhofer et al. (2005) investiga1ed lhe decision-making processes for praclising organic farming in 
Austria. 
10 In Toma and Mathijs"s (2007) work, factors affecting farmers' tendency to take up organic farming in a 
Romanian rural region were explored. 
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(some) financial profit by staying in organic farming, highlighting how philosophical and 

ethical aspects of organic fanning can be important in influencing decisions to practise 

organic farming. 

Financial considerations in !am1ers' decisions to practise organic tanning appear to have 

increased in importance over the years. This is associated with an increased demand for 

organic food, particularly over the past few decades, which has encouraged mony 

financially-oriented farmers to switch to organic fam1ing. This highlights that organic 

farming cannot automatically be equated with a strongly multifunctional fam1ing system 

(Marsden 2003; Wilson 2007; Wilson 20 10). Duram (1999), for example, found that 

several USA-based organic farmers practised organic f.1nning largely for economic 

reasons. McEachem and Willock (2004) also found that several organic fanners had been 

persuaded by the strong orgonic market in their adoption decisions, while Bacckc et al. 

(2002) found thot 28% of organic farmers in Belgium saw the higher price of organic food 

as the most significani motive for conversion to organic21
. Similarly, franter et al. (2007a) 

identi·fied financial drivers as the most important incentives for considering conversion to 

organic f.1rming in their UK-based study. These studies suggest, therefore, that financial 

motives can be the most important consideration for organic conversion for some farmers, 

highlighting that any future reduction in financial benefits of organic farming could result 

in overall reduction of organically farmed area (see Chapter 7). This is also supported by 

Fairweather and Campbell ( 1996) and Damhofer et al. (2005) who found that some organic 

f.1rmers who were not willing to absorb low financial returns in organic farming would 

revert back to conventional farming. 

21 Baecke et al. (2002) analysed attitudes of conventional farmers towards organic farming and evaluated 
payment rates in the organic sector. 
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It is interesting to note that these more recent organic adoption studies contradict findings 

from earlier studies (especially from the 1980s and 1990s) that suggested that financial 

concerns were not always crucial in farmers' adoption decisions (see above). Thus, while 

earlier studies suggested that farmers usually did include financial considerations in their 

farming decisions in order to satisfy their farming family needs, other factors (e.g. 

altruism) were possibly more important in the first few decades of the organic farming 

movement. Overall, the complex interplay of financial and non-financial motives in 

organic uptake decisions suggests that farmers are not always profit-maximisers (Padel 

200la). 

The fact that organic fam1ing can be seen as a 'challenge' or "risk' by fanners has been 

highlighted in a few adoption studies. Some studies argue that entering into organic 

farming can be considered a positive challenge (e.g. Dura m 1999; Mid more et al. 200 I; de 

Lauwere et al. 2004; Koesling et· al. 2005; Flaten et al. 2006); while others have 

highlighted that many farmers also see organic conversion as risky (e.g. McCann et al. 

1997; 1-lattam 2006). Damhofer et al. (2005) have used both challenge and risk to fu11hcr 

explore the nature of organic farming, and have highlighted the complex interplay between 

these two concepts. Indeed, the discussion above has already highlighted that practicing 

organic farming is not an easy decision, and de Lauwere et al. (2004 ), in particular, found 

that experiencing organic fanning as a positive 'challenge· can be a very important factor 

in adoption decisions. Indeed, many organic fanners appear to be enjoying the challenge of 

having to master multiple management challenges simultaneously (e.g. Dura m 1999; 

Midmore et al. 200 I; Koesling et al. 2005; Flaten et al. 2006), although Midmorc et al. 

(200 I) suggested more pragmatically that organic farmers' willingness to take on the 

'challenge" can also be positively correlated with high prices of organic produce. 

Additionally, the willingness to take on orgamc farming as a 'challenge' has been 
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associated with respondents' ability to farm organically (e.g. skills), and there is often a 

negative association between willingness to take on organic farming as a challenge by non

organic l:1nners and perceived difficulties in organic fanning. In addition, organic farmers 

who are willing to take on a challenge are often seeking to achieve high benefits from 

fanning. 

Why organic farmers are willing to practise organic farming despite its distinctly 'risky 

nature' was particularly analysed by McCatm et al. ( 1997). Their study showed that 

.organic l:1nners in the USA were financially orientated and willing to take both current 

crop yield and price risks to achieve future financial benefits, although, conversely, several 

fa·rmers indicated that they were taking such risks for 'non-financial' bene tits. Likewise, 

Hattam (2006) found that Mexican organic fanners had accepted risks associated with 

social pressure, certification costs, and scarcity of information when they converted to 

organic l:1rming. Darnhofer et al. (2005), meanwhile, showed that committed organic 

farmers in Austria were willing to risk income reductions for the sake of environmental 

benefits, while pragmatic organic fanners accepted organic farming as a 'challenge· to 

achieve a higher income. They also found that prdgmatic conventional farmers saw organic 

farming as 'too risky'. Although there is general agreement that farmers are often risk

averse, these studies suggest, therefore, that organic farmers are often willing to take risk 

in comparison with non-organic fanners in order to achieve various financial and non

financial benefits- an assertion that will be analysed in detail in this presem study. What is 

evident is that farmers' willingness to take different risks in organic fanning, and the 

extent to which they are willing to take such risks in relation to their adoption decisions, 

has received little attention in adoption studies. 
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The majority of adoption studies have nonetheless shown that different sources and types 

of issues such as 'risks', 'problems', 'disadvantages·, 'obstacles', 'barriers' or 

'uncertainties' in organic farming are perceived to exist from the farmers' point-of-view, 

and the importance of these risks and barriers have been emphasised in farmers' adoption 

decisions. Yet, Padel (200 I a: 51) cautioned that ··on the basis of the available literature it 

is difficult to assess whether or not ... risk (hampering the uptake of organic farming) is 

perceived or real". However, a number of adoption studies have focused more on 

conventional farmers and their adoption decisions (e.g. Mid more et al. 200 I; Schneeberger 

and Kirner 200 I ~2 ; Damhofer et al. 2005). As the next section will discuss, one of the most 

important perceived difficulties for many conventional farmers to not practise organic 

fanning has been controlling weeds, pests and diseases (Midmore et al. 2001; Baecke et al. 

2002). These difficulties have been particularly related to uncertainties about the efficiency 

of organic farming, although an additional risk is perceived to be associated with additiona I 

required labour in organic farming. While many organic farmers acknowledge that 

required additional labour can be a disadvantage (Lockeretz 1995), non-organic farmers 

arc particularly worried about tllis aspect of organic fam1ing. Since organic farming 

usually requires more farm workers, especially for the annual control of weeds, fanners are 

concemed about tllis in their adoption decisions and are, therefore, often unwilling to 

convert to organic (Schneeberger and Kirner 200 I; Baecke et al. 2002). Only when farm 

workers are readily available does concern about employing additional workers diminish, 

and non-organic farmers may then decide to convert to organic fc1rming. 

Another important perceived risk for organic adoption relates to the policy environment. It 

appears that changes in policies linked to organic f.1rming can be seen by fanners as a 

22 Willingness to become an organic farmer and the barriers hampering such conversion were explored 
among non-organic farmers in Austria by Schneeberger and Kimer (2001 ). 
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considerable source of risk. In this respect, the main concerns have been opaque standards 

(Midmore et al. 200 I; de Lauwere et al. 2004; Damhofer et al. 2005), dissatisfaction with 

provided subsidies (a constraint mentioned particularly by non-organic fanners) (Midmorc 

et al. 200 I), and lack of information (Dura m 1999). Here, again, organic fam1ers who are 

more likely to be willing to take risks in general are often more likely to also risk having to 

deal with complex policy risks. In addition, it is well known among farming communities 

that changes in the organic market can cause financial problems for many organic f.1rmers 

(Duram 1999), and for many non-organic farmers this has been identified as a key reason 

not to convert (de Lauwere et al. 2004). Market aspects, in particular, can explain why, at 

times, non-organic fanners are considering organic farming as unprofitable (Midmore et al. 

200 I; Baecke et al. 2002; Damhofer et al. 2005). Thus, low financial retums in organic 

farming can be a barrier to adoption, particularly when conventional fam1ers have high 

mor1gages and loans (Fairweather and Campbcll 1996 ). Further, McCann et al. ( 1997) and 

Midmore et al. (200 I) found that many tanners arc concerned with the financing of an 

organic fann, especially as structural changes are often required (e.g. the costly additional 

employment of· workers as highlighted above). Fanners who can afford such financial 

burdens are more likely to practise organic farming in comparison with other fam1ers. 

Finally, household-related factors can also be important in conversion decisions. In 

particular, a farm family which generally is in favour of conventional fam1ing rather than 

organic famting may make it difficult for an individual in that family to decide to convert 

to orgartic (Duram 1999). This can be exacerbated by views of other actors in the fam1ing 

community, such as agricultural teachers who are against organic farming, which may 

reduce the likelihood for conversion (de Lauwere et al. 2004; Hattam 2006). As 

highlighted above, general acceptance of organic famting in society, thus, also plays an 

important role in farmers' decisions to convert, and farmers who may be more convinced 
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in organic fanning are, therefore, more likely to fann organically than more undecided 

ones. 

In spite of the previous findings, there are some contradicting results in several adoption 

studies. For example, Lockeretz ( 1995) found that both organic and conventional fanners 

have not considered controlling weeds a disadvantage in organic farming. Furthermore, 

McEachem and Willock (2004) indicated that many organic producers have been satisfied 

by ·organic standards and policy, while Midmore et al. (200 I) discovered that many 

farmers have been optimistic about organic markets and have thought that information is 

easily obtainable. In addition, many fanners have adopted organic farming although they 

had debt (Vine and Bateman 1981 ). Nonetheless, this discussion suggests that different 

potential sources and types of risks in organic farming are linked to farmers· adoption 

decisions. They also indicate that the majority of adoption studies have emphasised the 

distinctly· risky nature' of organic f.1nning. 

This section has discussed the most important factors affecting farmers· decisions to adopt 

organic fanning, and it has shown that such decisions involve different types and sources 

of risks. This may be due to the distinctly 'risky nature· of organic farming as identified by 

both organic and conventional farmers. In view of these debates, tlte hypothesis can be 

formulated that organic and non-organic farmers may differ in their perceptions about the 

sources and types of risks in organic farming, and in their attitudes towards risk in organic 

fanning. Based on attitudes towards risk in organic farming, it can further be assumed that 

a typology could be developed tltat describes different clusters of farmers linked to 

different attitudes towards risk in organic farming, and that such a typology may be able to 

provide policy guidance which could usefully complement above-mentioned research on 

organic farming adoption (see Chapter 7). The key point emerging from the debates in this 
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section, however, relates to the fact that the majority of adoptions studies and other 

agricultural and environmental literature refer to orgamc farming as having a distinctly 

'risky nature'. To understand this latter issue better, the final section will discuss in more 

detail the variety of potential types and sources of risks in organic farming. 

2.6 Organic farming: types and sources of risks 

This section will seek to highlight potential types and sources of risks in organic farming 

that can be grouped into production, market, institutional, and personal and social risks 

(Figure 2.6). In contrast to the previous discussion which focused on factors affecting 

organic adoption, the discussion here will focus on risks in general associated with organic 

farming as discussed in the critical literature. 

As the previous discussion has highlighted, organic farming is an inherently risky business 

and, therefore, risks are more likely to be at the forefront of organic farmers' minds in 

comparison with other farmers (e.g. Morris and Winter 1999; de Buck et al. 200 I; Wynen 

2003; Hanson et al. 2004; Koesling et al. 2004; Flaten et al. 2005; Gardebroek 2006; 

Genius et al. 2006; Serra et al. 2008). Indeed, many researchers have suggested that 

organic fanning can be riskier than other farming systems (Padel and Lampkin 1994b; de 

Buck et al. 1999; Gardebroek 2006). In the following, I will discuss in detail the different 

types and sources of risk associated with organic farming. 
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Figure 2.6: Interaction between types and sources of risks in organic f.·mning 
(Source: Author; after Hardaker 2004) 

2. 6.1 Production risks 

Production risks are linked to the different methods o f organic farming, and they arise in 

the production context of the organic fam1er ' s activities. According to Vasilikiotis (2000), 

there is a debate about the abil ity of feeding the world through organic farming a lone. This 

can be rela ted to findings showing that organic yields a re often low and , a a result, 

fa rmers may need to cultivate more agricultural land to produce yields simila r to those in 

other farming systems (Kristiansen et al. 2006; Gundogmus 2007). Not only food quantity 

but also quality is often the source of increasing concem by different actors in society (see 

Section 2.3.2 above), and organic farming methods cannot necessarily guarantee the 

production o f food high in qua lity (Kouba 2003). For example, Lampkin (2003) and 

Kuhnert et a l. (2005) have indicated that some harmful pathogens, such as E. coli 0 157, 

Shiga Toxigenic Escherichia Coli (STEC), or the 0 157:H7 pathogen have been discovered 
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m orgaruc food. Although the use of chemicals in organic farming is limited to the 

maximum extent possible, chemicals can contaminate orgamc produce as well, for 

example microorganisms found in manure. This suggests that there is no zero risk with 

regard to organic food quality (see also the discussion on 'food quality' in Section 2.4 

above). 

Practicing organic farming also does not ensure safe organic production for f.1rmers with 

regards to their conc"rns about personal risk, particularly from exposure to chemicals. 

Although ·the limited use of chemicals would suggest lower risk for organic farmers in 

comparison with conventional farmers (Jones 2003 ), the limited use of permitted chemicals 

or even full chemical treatment in speci fie cases suggests that organic f.1rmers are not fully 

protected against exposure to agricultural chemicals (Lampkin 2002). This also means that 

organic production can affect the environment undesirably. For example, some studies 

have found that biodiversity has been greater on conventional f.1rms (Bat1ram and Perkins 

2003), although both Hamm et al. (2002) and Norton et al. (2009) have referred to 

extensive evidence about increased biodiversity on organic farms. Despite the latter, this 

debate highlights that organic farming is not always associated with the creation of 

'positive' public goods linked to the environment (see also the discussion on 'the welfare 

of the enviromnent and animals' in Section 2.4 above). 

Organic production is also considered to be risky in terms of the implementation of organic 

farm management practices. Cultural methods upon which organic farming heavily relies 

include, for example, more diverse rotation, cover crops, field isolation, delayed planting, 

mulching and biological control. These methods can be complex and difficult to implement 

because they often demand integration of a variety of techniques and practices and a wider 

range of knowledge (Biake 1987; Wookey 1987; Morris and Winter 1999; de Buck et al. 
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1999; Bond and Grundy 200 I; Boiteau 2008; Shanna et al. 2008). In particular, high risks 

in organic tanning with regard to the control of pests, diseases and weeds, and linked to the 

maintenance of good soil and enough livestock, are often mentioned in the literature 

(l-lanson 2003; Xie et al. 2003; Gardebroek 2006; Lee et al. 2008; Lobley et al 2009c). 

Problems can be exacerbated by the fact that preventative methods are given priority, and 

because the use of chemicals is limited on organic farms (Baillieux et al. 1994; l-lertzberg 

et al. 2003; Acs et al. 2009). Other important elements that are connected with production 

risks include weather and climate. Although these risks similarly affect organic and 

conventional farms (Hanson 2003)," they are often of greater concem to organic tanners 

(Spoolder 2007). Padel and Lampkin (1994b) have highlighted that different weather 

conditions can lead to highly divergent yields on organic farms. In particular, harsh 

weather can result in lower organic yields, as identified by Padel (2001b) with regard to 

organic milk production. 

2.6.2 Market risks 

Other potential types and sources of risks in organic fam1ing are linked to the market, 

where processes such as investments, demand, supply and prices interact in complex ways. 

As highlighted above, these can increase the risk in farmers' decisions to farm organically. 

In addition, availability of organic inputs (seed, forage, manure, etc.) and labour can be a 

significant concern of farmers (Regouin 2003; Roderick et al. 2004; Hanson et al. 2004; 

Acs et al. 2005; Lobley et al 2009c; Gardebroek et al. 20 I 0). Here, the organic market can 

increase the levels of potential risk in farmers' decisions, as the market may not be able to 

supply specific inputs needed for organic f.1rming, especially in areas with high organic 

adoption rates and the resulting problem that many organic farms may need more organic 

81 



Chapter Two: Organic farming and risk 

inputs than they can produce (see also Section 2.5.2 and Chapter 5). In addition, and as 

discussed above, Pimentel et al. (2005) have indicated that organic systems require 

between 7% and 75% more labour than conventional farm systems, especially as the need 

to control weeds a1mually on organic farms is important and organic farms have to employ 

more workers for this task. Therefore, a lack of workers can be a significant concern for 

farmers practising or being willing to practise organic fanning. 

In addition, by facing shortages of different inputs in organic farming, fanners may need to 

pay more tor inputs offered on the market (Regouin 2003). This can be a major concern for 

f..1rmers a1d could be considered an important type of market risk for organic fam1ers. Not 

only input, but also output prices can have a great impact on tanners· adoption decisions, 

especially because these .prices are often unstable. This instability is partly linked to the 

fact that consumers' willingness to purchase organic produce tluctuates (1-lallam 2003). For 

example, consumers are more likely to purchase organic food during food crises, but after 

such crises many consumers revert back to purchasing non-organic food. This partly 

explains the growth of the organic market in the 1990s in many European countries, as 

food scares such as BSE drove consumers towards organic produce. Low organic demand, 

in turn, can also be a source of serious risk in organic farming, especially when demand 

cannot absorb organic produce and· when the supply of organic food exceeds organic 

demand. This often means that organic farmers have to sell their products· at low prices in 

non-organic markets. Related to this, the organic market may also offer low prices for 

organic products at times of oversupply. According to Ha mm et al. (2002), Wynen (2003), 

Smith and Marsden (2004) and J-larris et al. (2008) this was often the case during the 1990s 

and 2000s in Switzerland, Denmark and the UK with regard to organic products such as 

milk. Tltis shows that orga1lic prices are often uncertain (Smith et al. 2004; Genius et al. 

2006; Gundogmus 2007), and that the development of the organic market is relatively 
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unreliable (Hanson et al, 2004; Smith and Marsden 2004). An undeveloped organic market 

can generate another source of risk for farmers. For example, Dabbert et al. (2004) 

highlighted that long distance to organic markets costs farmers more as they have to 

transport their organically produced food to these markets (see also Lobley et al. 2009c). 

2.6.3 Institutional risks 

Risks that are related to, for example, agricultural policy, organic (arming regulations and 

accreditation, and occur in the institutional context of organic farmer activities, may be 

termed ·institutional risks' in organic fanning. Agricultural regulations arc increasingly 

seen by many fanners to be unexpected and changeable (Fennell 1997; Koesling et al. 

2004f3
. As a result, it is not surprising that there is a general lack of trust in government 

·regulations with regard to organic f.1rming (Padel and Lampkin 1994a). Although many 

regulations related to subsidies for organic farmers are there to help organic farming 

(Tomlinson 2008), CRER (2002) have argued that the subsidy regime has nonetheless 

created an ·unstable' policy -environment in organic farming. Fanners particularly face 

difficulties in predicting future regulations in organic farming, exacerbated by the f.1ct that 

the 2003 reform of the CAP will only last until 2013 (Offermann et al. 2009). As a result, it 

is difficult for f.1rn1ers to make predictions about future regulations in connection with 

organic farming. In addition, national and/or regional organic regulations, that often 

include targets for both size of organic land and produced organic food, can be difficult to 

forecast by farmers (FiBL et al. 2008). Thus, once these targets are achieved, it may be 

B For detail about ri!Cent changes in EU organic regulations see particularly Gibbon (2008: 560-562). 
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difficult for farmers to obtain further subsidies24
. Further, f.1rmers may be uncertain about 

future policy support in organic fanning due to the consequences of liberalisation of 

agriculture through the WTO trade talks (Potter and Tilzey 2005). Although orgaruc 

farming may benefit from trade liberalisation, studies in this respect have reached 

contradicting conclusions, and have also emphasized that agricultural markets and prices 

remain uncertain (Andersen and Hazell 1997; Barling 2003). Accordingly, for these and 

other reasons, farmers may consider future organic policy uncertain and, theretore, may 

fear undesirable changes. For example, Lien et al. (2006b) have indicated that some 

Norwegian farmers have been. unsure about future organic subsides, and have been greatly 

concerned about reductions in current subsides. 

Inconsistencies in internationally harmonized orgamc standards, together with the 

existence of too many certification systems, also do not facilitate the international trade of 

organic products (Bowen 2003; Vogl et al. 2005)~5 . Thus, limited international organic 

trade can have a negative affect on the growth of organic fanning, cspt.:cially because some 

organic markets arc available to too many f.1rmers who want to· export their products. Yet, 

as these international organic markets exist, they may pose a risk lor locally produced 

organic food by leading to over-supply of international organic products in local organic 

markets. For example, in the early 2000s organic imports contributed to an oversupply of 

organic milk in the UK (SAO 2004). This situation is often exacerbated by the complexity 

of different certification systems in different countries (Bowen 2003; Lobley et al. 

2009ci6
, and these systems, which include different organic labels, often confitse 

"lltis may be the case in England in the future a~ England has achieved its objective of 70% of organic 
rroduce supplied from within the UK(FiBL et al. 2008). . . . . 
- It 1s 1mportant to remember that many farmers may cons1der the1r farms orgamc, but are less hkely to 
export their products as ·organic' because their products are not produced under specific standards (not 
cenified by an accrediting body). 
'

6 For example, in the UK there are nine organic certification bodies. See 
http:l/1\ww.defi·a.gov.uk 1fann'organici ,tandardsiindc' .ht m for detai Is. 
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consumers and may reduce organic sales as a result (Giova1mucci 2003; Dabbert et al. 

2004). Lampkin (1997) and Cierpka and Geier (2003) have particularly shown that 

different certification bodies mean different standards, which can also confuse farmers who 

are willing to practise organic fanning. 

Further, implementing a specific package of organic standards requires registration, and 

fees and paperwork may, therefore, deter organic fanning adoption (Hampshire and 

Riggulsford 2006; Lobley et al. 2009c). Not only standards, but also available information 

and services can be a major concern in organic fam1ing. This can be attributed to the fact 

that organic f.1nning relies .heavily on complex environmental management, requiring 

fanners to learn new techniques to fann· organically. Therefore, deficiencies in organic 

knowledge sources and/or distant sources of information can increase the risk in organic 

f.1rming (L1mpkin and Padel 1994; Mackay et al. 2002). Padel and Lampkin ( 1994a) and 

Regouin (2003) have also highlighted the importance of the quality itnd cost of available 

organic knowledge. This is particularly important as organic farming requires effecti\e and 

accurate information, and because any "inappropriate' knowledge can result in products 

that do not achieve the. necessary standards to be classified as ·organic'. Yet, such 

specialist knowledge can be expensive, since it is difficult to obtain. Therefore, some 

potential organic farmers may noi farm organically because of the high cost of required 

information. 

2.6.4 Personal and social risks 

The final types and sources of risks in organic farming are personal and social risks, which 

often arise in the social and personal context of the individual farmer. On the one hand, 
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skilled fanners are more likely to be able to deal with possible mistakes or inappropriate 

action while practising organic f.1rming (Lobley et al. 2005). On the other hand, unskilled 

farmers can increase risk in organic farming, in particular production risks (see above), 

because of difficulties in practising specific environmental management tasks related to 

organic farming (Harris et al. 2008). Newton (2004) has argued that skills such as 

processing, marketing and talking to traders and consumers, are particularly important in 

organic farming. Without these specific skills, organic farmers may not be able to cope 

with specific environmental management requirements linked to organic food production. 

Unskilled farmers converting to organic may be particularly influenced by productivist 

farm trajectories experienced in the past under a different fanning regime (McEachern and 

Willock 2004). Regouin (2003) has argued that such fanners may have converted to 

organic because of social pressure linked to high adoption rates in their area, but that they 

may not be convinced in the benefits of organic farming. 

Lampkin (2002) has argued that organic farming is, first of all, tied 10 personal changes in 

a fam1er' s attitude and approach to f.1rming. This means that committed organi..: farmers 

are less likely . to be negatively exposed to the different risks associated with organic 

farming, especially as these fanners are often well-embedded in their community (which 

may have accepted organic fam1ing), and because they may have positive relationships 

with other actors such as consumers, processors, marketers and tourists (Lobley et al. 2005; 

Mikkola 2008; Reed et al. 2008). On the other hand, unskilled organic farmers who cmmot 

successfully communicate with other actors in their community may be 'excluded· from a 

local community that accepts organic fanning and which may have pushed an unskilled 

farmer to practise organic farming (Regouin 2003; Padel 2008). The notion that organic 

farmers should receive emotional support from their community that appreciates their role 

in farming is, therefore, very important. In contrast, communities that are not in favour of 
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orgamc fanning are more likely to negatively affect organic farmers. Tate ( 1994) 

suggested that a community with a strong chemical lobby, for example, is less likely to 

accept organic farming. Further, when most farmers in a community are conventional and 

reject organic farming, new organic farmers can be isolated from the farming community. 

The few organic farmers in such a community may need to establish a new network of 

their own or join external organic networks, as they may face particular difliculties in 

farming organically (de Buck et al. 200 I.). Overall, problems related to rural social risk can 

influence farmers· organic uptake and performance and, as a result, the negative social 

context can bring additional risks fo·r organic f.1rmers (Shrapnel and Davie 200 I; Burton 

2004a; Burton and Wilson 2006). 

Sections 2.5 and 2.6 have emphasised the distinctly ·risky nature' of organic fanning by 

identifying potential sources and types of risks. lt is, therefore, not surprising that the 

uptake of organic farming can be considered a ··unique decision·· (Lunneryd 2003). This 

decision is made in the context of specific sources and types of risks in organic farming 

(CRER 2002) and with risks varying across space and time (ESG 200 I; Rohr et al. 2005). 

The discussion in this.chapter has also highlighted that organic farmers' perceptions of risk 

in organic farming will change over time- a hypothesis that this thesis will test in detail 

(see Chapters 5-7). 

2.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has suggested the links between attitudes towards risk in organic farming and 

farmers' adoption behaviours. The risk literature suggests that individuals' beliefs about 
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risk play an important role in decisions and behaviours under risk, and tllis chapter 

explained why this study will use 'reasoned action' theory as a conceptual framework to 

assess risk in organic farming. The chapter also highlighted that there are various 

definitions and concepts of 'organic farming', suggesting that it is a f.1nning system with 

many contradictory meanings and .perspectives. The discussion showed that organic 

farming has expanded steadily in the past few decades, especially because it has been 

supported by several key actors in society including consumers, policy-makers and the 

farmers themselves. The chapter specifically focused on literature that has explored the 

motives for orga1lic adoption, and results have shown that motives and barriers linked to 

organic farmers and f.1rm characteristics have not been homogenous. It was particularly 

· emphasised that in countries such as the UK many organic fanners come from urban areas 

and/or have NFBs. Most importantly, and in relation to the key question asked in this 

thesis, the majority of adoption studies have also highlighted the distinctly 'risky nature' of· 

organic farming. 

The revie\v of literature presented in this· chapter enables us to identify key clusters of 

hypotheses (see also Chapter I). The main hypothesis of tllis study is that the distinctly 

'risky nature' of organic fanning influences farmers' adoption decisions. This hypothesis 

can be split into five sub-hypotheses based on existing literature of farmers' adoption 

decisions: 

• Organic and non-organic farmers will have different perceptions about the sources 

and types of risks associated with orga1lic farming. These perceptions can be linked 

to factors such as farm size, fanning experience, etc. (e.g. Mid more et al. 200 I; 

Schneeberger and Kimer 200 I; Damhofer et al. 2005). 
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• Organic and non-organic farmers will have a different willingness to take risk 

associated with organic farming. A variety of indirect factors, such as education, 

age, etc. may explain differences in risk attitudes (e.g. McCann et al. 1997; 

Gardebroek 2006). 

• Organic f.1rmers from NFBs will have distinct risk perceptions and willingness to 

take risk in organic farming. Production risks in organic farming will be of 

particular concern to this segnient of organic farmers (Padel 200lb; Mailfert 2007; 

Reed et al. 2008). 

• Based on Morris and Potter's (1995) 'participation spectrum·, f.1rmers can be 

categorised into a. typology based on a 'risk-spectrum' comprising several 

categories ranging from risk-averse farmers to risk-takers. Each farmer cluster will 

have different attitudes towards organic farming (Damhofer et al. 2005). 

• Farmers who have converted to, or have adopted, organic fanning are expected to 

change their perceptions of sources and types of risks associated with organic 

fanning over time (CRER 2002). 

Having discussed the literature on organic farming and risk, how data will be gathered and 

analysed for this study will be the main focus of Chapter 3. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

The chapter will outline the methods used for gathering and analysing data, and drawing 

conclusions about risk and organic fam1ing adoption. It first justifies the use of Devon as 

the present study area and all farming systems within that area as the sampling frame. The 

multiple-method approach to data collection is then described, with quantitative data 

acquired by a telephone questionnaire administered to 168 organic and \55 non-organic 

fanns; qualitative data gathered by 'familiarisation· and 'in-depth interviews·; further 

supported by use of secondary data. The final part of the chapter presents the approach to 

analysis of the data collected. 

3.2 Study area 

This section will outline why Devon, a county in the south west of England, was the area 

from which farmers who participated in this study were selected. 

According to DEFRA (2007a) and several personal contacts with DEFRA personnel, the 

south west of England has the largest number of organic and in-conversion organic farms 

in the UK; and the county of Devon, which is in the south west of England, has the highest 
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number of registered organic farms of any county in the UK (see Figure 3.1) 1• The south 

west o f England is a region well-served with organic extension services, such as the OSC 

(Organic Studies Centre), and the market for organic produce in this region is well-

established (Lobley et al. 2005; Waugh 2006). 

Figure 3.1: The location of Devon in the south west of England, the distribution of 
registered organic farms in it, and Plymouth University 

(Source: Author; after DEFRA 2008d; http://www.picturesofengland.com) 

The cho ice of Devon as the study area was influenced by several factors. The number of 

registered organic fanns in Devon was considered sufficient to allow conclusions about 

risk and farmers· adoption decision to be drawn. Further. the high number of registered 

organic farms would allow distinction between different types of registered organic farms 

1 In 2007, there were almost 1282 and 430 registered organic farms in the south west of England and Devon, 
respectively. 
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using different certifying bodies (see the next section). Furthermore, it was hoped that 

conclusions could be drawn about reasons for non-adoption decisions of organic farming. 

The high number of farm holdings in Devon offered a good sampling frame for non-

organic farmers, and the high proportion of organic fanns was expected to result 111 non-

organic fanners in Devon being relatively well-informed about organic farming 2
. 

3.3 Choice of farms 

Size of sample was determined primarily by the needs of chi-square analysis, which was 

considered likely to be the main analytical tool applied to the eventual results (see Section 

3.11 ). This statistical test is not valid where the sample size is too small to ensure certain 

conditions to be met (i.e. no expected value of zero, fewer than 20% expected values less 

than 5) (Lovett 2005). To ensure adequate conditions for detailed cross-tabulation and 

testing, it was decided to test 150 organic fanns and 150 non-organic farms (see Section 

3.8). Both registered and unregistered organic farms would be put in the 'organic farms' 

sample, and all other farms would be placed in the ;non-organic farms' sample. 

The ;organic farms· sample involved organic farms within Devon that had been registered 

with different certifying bodies (see Table 3.2 and Sections 1.2, 2.5.2 and 3.7)3
. No single 

certification body of organic farms in Devon was intended to be targeted as different 

'According to DEFRA (2007b), there were 16,735 farm holdings in Devon in 2007. 
3 According to many contacts made in 2006 and 2007 with DEFRA and all the certification bodies in the 
UK. it was found that there were four certification bodies of organic farms in Devon: the SAO, the Bio
Dynamic Agricultural Association, Organic Farmers and Growers, and the Organic Food Federation. In this 
respect, in 2007, the SAO undertook about 63% of organic certification in Devon (see Sections 3.2 and 3.8). 
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registered organic farms with various certifying bodies are more likely to provide 11 variety 

of information about potential risks in organic farming, particulorly market and 

institutional risks (see Sections 2.6.2 and 2.6.3). 

It has been highlighted in Section 1.2 that there are many farming systems which can be 

seen as sustainable farming systems, such as biodynamic agriculture. It can be difficult to 

observe clear differences between these systems (Botezatu et al. 2002). Farmers practising 

those farming systems may consider their farms to be organic even though they have not 

registered with a certifying body (Burton et al. 1999). Hampshire and Riggulsford (2006) 

had noted the existence of unregistered organic fanns in Devon, arising from a number of 

factors such as official subsidies (see Section 2.5.2), pressure from, for example, tourists 

and/or growing concern about the environment, and encouragement of more sustainable 

land use in Devon as elsewhere (Burton et al. 1999; Winter 2002, Lobley and Butler 2004). 

Consequently unregistered organic farms within Devon were included in the 'organic 

farms' sample (see Table 3.2) in the expectation that understanding of the influence of the 

distinctly ·risky nature· of organic farming on adoption decisions can be enriched (see 

Burton et al. 1999; Hanson et al. 2004 t 

The sampling frame for 'non-organic farms' sample of this study was taken to be all fanns 

in Devon not included in the 'organic' classification. This resulted in the inclusion of fanns 

with 'integrated' farming systems as well as more conventional farms (see Section 3.8). 

IFS attempt to create a more balanced relationship between farming and the natural 

environment than in conventional fam1ing, but without wholesale adoption of organic 

principles and techniques (Wossink et al. 1997; de Buck et al. 1999). In other words, IFS 

' Burton et al. ( 1999) found some unregistered organic farms in their investigation in the UK; these farms 
have been regarded as organic by their farmers, who have revealed several institutional concerns about 
becoming registered organic farmers. 
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can be "conceptualised as a 'third way' or middle course for agriculture between 

conventional and organic .farming" (Morris and Winter 1999: 193 )5
. 

Having been selected for either the 'organic' or the 'non-organic' sample. farmers received 

a telephone call, alining to collect data through a questionnaire. The next section will show 

why and how a questionnaire was employed in this thesis. 

3.4 Questionnaire 

Data for this study were gathered from multiple sources. This approach enables 

'triangulation' ·'where tll'o or more distinct methods ... are employed to measure the same 

phenomenon, but from different angles" (Arksey and Knight 1999: 23 ). According to 

Denzin (1989: 93-94), there are four types of triangulation including data source, 

investigator, theory and methodological. The use of this technique enables the researcher to 

try to maximise the understandings of the research question, since it enables the 

researchers to develop converging lines of inquiry (Yin 2003). Therefore, the data source 

triangulation technique was used in this thesis where 'questionnaire', 'fami I iarisation', 'in-

depth interviews' and 'secondary data' were the sources of this investigation data (see 

below). Through the use of the data source triangulation technique, a wider variety of data 

and information were collected (see Chapters 5-7). It is possible that the weakness of one 

methodology was outweighed by the strengths of another (Hoggart et al. 2002). In this 

respect, this section will justify why and explain how a questionnaire was conducted in this 

thesis. 

5 for more information ahout the principles of IFS, see Morris and Winter (1999: 194-195). 
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As outlined in Section 2.2.2, the present research uses ·reasoned action· theory to 

investigate the importance of attitudes towards risk in organic farming in fanners' 

decisions whether or not to farm organically. This theory, allowing for the understanding 

of the decisions of independent decision-makers, is based on statistical measures (Fishbein 

and Ajzen 1975; Ajzen 2006; Pannell and Pannell 2006). Thus a questionnaire was used in 

the present research to collect raw data for consequent statistical analyses". Further. the use 

of a questionnaire in analysing individuals' behaviours and decisions under risk is a 

commonly used methodology (Pennings and Wansink 2004; McCarthy and Henson 2005; 

Fausti and Gillespie 2006; Gabriel et al. 2009; among others). This can be attributed to the 

fact that a questionnaire survey is an ''indispensable too/when primm)' data are required 

about people, their behaviour, attitudes and opinions and their mvareness of spec(fic 

issues'' (Parfitt 2005: 78). lt should be kept in mind, though, that a questionnaire survey 

offers only limited insight into the decision-making process and the interaction between 

several factors in this process (Damhofer et al. 2005; Neuman 2006). On the other hand, 

this survey allows for the quantification of investigated factors and for the inclusion of a 

large number of participants (Hoggart et al. 2002). This, in turn, can reflect a realistic view 

of an entire population without the need to survey everyone within it through a simple 

approach and, as a result, the quantitative method appeals to many researchers and policy-

makers (Hoggart et al. 2002; Burton 2004a). Table 3.1 shows both the advantages and 

disadvantages of using a questionnaire in research. 

6 In addition to questionnaire, there arc different methods of quantitative data collection, such as secondary 
analysis of statistics and experiments (Neuman 2006 ). 
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Advantaees Disadvantaecs 
Participants can see what is asked so • Participants may not be trustful, so 
can give infonned consent. validity lacking. 
Closed questions are quiet easily • Closed questions mean 
analysed. participants cannot give all 
Can be reliable, because can easily infonnation so data may be lost. 
be repeated. • If repeated on a different day, 
Quite quick and cheap to different answers might be given. 
administrate. • Poor response rate, especially if 

sent by post. 

• Questionnaires only find out about 
attitudes towards something, not 
about how a person would actually 
behave. 

Table 3.1: Advantages and disadvantages of using a questionnaire 
(Source: Brain 2002: 309) 

According to de Vaus (2002), the hannony between research features, involving topic, 

objectives, resources, such as time and money, the choice and use of certain techniques, 

elc. plays an important role in its design and, thus, it affects the selection of its techniques. 

In the context of the choice of a proper questionnaire survey technique, there are different 

options. They are interviewer-administered (face to face), postal, telephone and interne!-

based questionnaire surveys (Parfitt 2005). Based on Neuman's (2006: 300) rich picture of 

the pros and cons of each of the above mentioned techniques7
, the telephone method was 

chosen for the present research. The interviewer-administered questionnaire would have 

been too time-consuming and expensive given the sample sizes; the postal method was not 

selected because of the need to lead respondents through complex topics, such as risk~. 

Similar considerations applied with regard to internet-based questi01maires, and in addition 

there were concerns about the level of access to internet and e-mail among farn1ers in 

Devon: Warren (2004) highlighted the relatively slow adoption rate by fann businesses of 

7 See also: de V a us (2002: 132). 
s Fausti and Gillespic's (2006) work on the reliability of an array of risk-attitude approaches through a mail 
survey finds that some informants did not understand some questions well enough to give responses. 
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communication technology, such as interne!, compounded by weak rural interne! 

infrastructure. 

Although asking questions over the telephone has many advantages (see above), it has 

some limitations. While de Vaus (2002) argued for the cap!lcity to use highly complex 

questions in the telephone questionnaire survey, Parfitt (2005) held that the technique is 

suitable for relatively simple and straightforward questions, but rather less adequate for 

questions on complex matters, such as attitudes. Consequently, in constructing the 

questionnaire extra attention was given to ensuring the clarity and easiness of all questions. 

The conducting of a pilot study helped to refine difficult and vague questions (see Section 

3.6). Finally, the researcher conducted the study himself in order to guide respondents 

through and, thus, to facilitate the use of different types of questions, such as attitudinal 

questions. 

Some observers consider that the response rate to a telephone questionnaire survey is like I y 

to be relatively low (Neuman 2006), and indeed Midmore et al. (200 I) achieved a very low 

response rate (20%) using the method. On the other hand, several researchers have 

demonstrated that personal delivery of a questiormaire can lead to high rates of 

participation (e.g. McCann et al. 1997; Wilson 1997a), and Whitehead et al. (2002) showed 

that careful choice of the times for contacting fanners tor a telephone survey can help 

achieve a high response rate (80%). 
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3.5 Questionnaire structure 

ln addition to the method by which a questionnaire is to be administrated, there are several 

important factors influencing the constructing of a questionnaire (Brain 2002; Parfitt 

2005). One is the research problem that determines which concepts need to be considered. 

Accordingly, the content of the questionnaire (see Appendix One) was based on the 

objectives of this study (see Section 1.6.2). Several considerations were taken into account 

in formulating the questions. Both reliability and validity, for example, were given 

attention; the questions were carefully worded to achieve consistent responses from every 

potential informant and to measure what had been intended to measure9
. Also, significant 

attention was given to different principles of question writing, for example avoiding 

useless and double-negative questions. All this was related to the need to meet the thesis 

aims and to help the respondents to feel that the questions were understandable and easy-

to-answer. 

Particular attention was also given to the layout of the present research questionnaire, since 

the accuracy and completeness of a questionnaire and the flow of its questions can be 

improved by a good layout (de Vaus 2002; Neuman 2006). A cover sheet was used, 

covering different issues, such as the topic of the research project. This cover sheet was 

complemented by an introduction, including a welcoming statement, the purpose of the 

contact, the respondent rights, etc. to help the potential informant to feel comfortable about 

the contact and questionnaire 10
. After the introduction some easy-to-answer and interesting 

questions were used, such as those about fam1ers' backgrounds and farming years, to put 

9 ·'In reliability. the question should be answered in the some ll'a)' 011 dijfere11t occasio11s if given to the same 
perso11 (assumi11g that the person has not changed in the mealllime) · ·. a11d '·a m/id question is one that 
measures what we think it does'' (de Vaus 2002: 96). 
10 The introduction played a vital role in the researcher-farmer interaction (see Section 8.3.3). 
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the informant at case. The middle part of the questiormaire involved questions that mainly 

concerned the primary topic of the research (risk attitudes), so as to ensure that these 

important questions were asked before there was a danger of the respondent becoming 

fatigued ;md/or running out of time. The last section included demographic questions that 

could be considered sensitive, such as age and education, left to the end in ca~e the 

informant was reluctant to answer them, and was subsequently deterred from continuing 

with the questionnaire. This last section also included some open questions and 

opportunity to make additional comments, to help the respondent to release any stress that 

might result from completing the questionnaire. A statement at the end of the questionnaire 

thanked the informant for his/her participation, to leave him/her with a positive feeling 

about the study and about his/her contribution to the present research. 

Another factor in the success of a questionnaire is the choice of question type (Parfitt 

2005). A variety of open and closed questions was included in the questioflllaire. The 

choice of this array relied on paying attention to diverse factors, particularly the question 

content and the strengths and weaknesses of different types of questions (Brain 2002; 

Parfitt 2005; see also below). According to Neuman (2006), while open questions allow 

respondents to give any response using their own words, closed ones offer a fixed set of 

responses from which the respondent should select an answer. Each type has a number of 

advantages and disadvantages (Neuman 2006: 287). As closed questions are usually used 

for eliciting specific facts about respondents, a closed question in this questionnaire, for 

example, aimed to categorizse fam1s into two groups (organic and non-organic). 

Consequently, the respondent followed a specific path over the questionnaire (either Part A 

or B) (see Appendix One). 
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Another example of a closed question used in the questionnaire is the rating question (de 

Vaus 2002), constructed in Likert scale format to obtain certain facts about farmers' 

willingness to take risk 11
• In this respect, different statements, allowing agreement or 

disagreement to be rated, were employed. Likert-type questions are rccommt>nded by 

various authors for scaling procedures for attitudes (Fishbein and Ajzcn, 1975; Ajzen 

2006; Pannell and Pannell, 2006), and they have been utilised in many studies 

investigating risk from individuals' points of view (e.g. Pennings and Leuthold 2000; 

Meuwissen et al. 2001; McCarthy and Henson 2005). The wide use of the Likert-scale 

developed by Rensis Likert in the 1930s can be attributed to the fact that it is easily 

constructed, and it can be easily tested on its reliability (Neuman 2006). Also, its points are 

more likely to be equidistant in terms of gaps between them, in spite of some researchers 

arguing for the opposite (see Sproull 1988). 

The statements measuring farmers' attitudes towards risk in this questionnaire reflected the 

use of the direct attitudinal questions approach. Since this approach is simple and can elicit 

dispositions towards risk in different contexts, it is widely applied in the literature on risk 

(Patrick and Musser 1997; Pennings and Leuthold 2000; Meuwissen et al. 2001; Koesling 

et al. 2004; Flaten et al. 2005; Fausti and Gillespie 2006; Lien et al 2006a; Gabriel et al. 

2009; see also Section 2.2.2). Here, not only farmer' attitudes towards risk in organic 

farming, but also towards risk in farming and towards risk in general were elicited in the 

present research, on the understanding that dispositions towards risk in farming and 

dispositions towards risk in general may affect performance of a given risky activity within 

farming, such as the uptake of organic farming, (Pennings and Leuthold 2000; Flaten et al. 

11 Since '·recording changes in the altitude ... need to conji-onttheformidable methodological d!fiiculties 
which all researchers face when they attempt to measure and explain allitudinal sh[(ts · · (Morris and Potter 
1995: 52), the present research assessed the attitudes of farmers towards risk at one point in time (the time of 
the study). 
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2005). As reliability is of pnme importance when attitudes towards risk are being 

measured by the applied approach (Pennings and Leuthold 2000; Fausti and Gillcspie 

2006; among others), indirect questions, producing positions to risk, were used as well. 

Non-organic farmers, for example, were asked to '"give the main reasons for not 

converting to organic farming··. These indirect questions and others (see Appendix One; 

see also below) were left open for several reasons. Firstly, open questions are easy to ask 

(sec, for example, CRER 2002; Whitehead et al. 2002; Parfitt 2005). Secondly, this study 

sought to obtain data on complex subjects, such as farming aims and the main reasons for 

organic fanning adoption/non-adoption (see Section 2.5), and open questions are often 

recommended and used for collecting data on these subjects (McEachem and Willock 

2004; Neuman 2006). Finally, although open questions need time and eftort in subsequent 

coding (see below), they allow respondents to express their underlying beliefs in their own 

words and to give an unlimited number of possible responses, thus providing better insight 

into those beliefs (Parfitt 2005; Neuman 2006; see also below). 

According to Neuman (2006: 287), coding of responses to open questions is difficult. This 

is because different degrees of detail may be provided by different respondents. In other 

words, a number of answers to a specific open question may have multiple meanings 

(Parfitt 2005). Unless such answers are checked for their meanings, there is a greater 

likelihood of a reduction in the number of categories into which responses to the open 

question are grouped. Further, as these categories are more likely to be coded by broad 

themes, such as 'financial motives' rather than 'non-subsidy related financial motives' and 

'subsidy related financial motives· (see Figure 4.1; see also below), conclusions about 

respondents' answers would be unable to be drawn in more detail (Brain 2002; Neuman 

2006). In this respect, the present research utilized three strategies to maximise insight into 
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subjects investigated by the open questions which had been included in the questionnaire 

(sec Appendix One). 

When possible, vague answers found in a completed questionnaire were checked on their 

meanings through detailed responses to other questions (i.e. the first strategy). As a result, 

the answer "financial", for example, which was mentioned by a number of organic 

farmers who participated in this study in response to the open question: "could you please 

tell me the main reasons for organic farming adoption?" was, on many occasions, placed 

in the category 'non-subsidy related financial motives' rather than the category ·subsidy 

related financial motives' (see Section 4.5) 12
. This was based on the fact that a number of 

these fam1ers cited, for example, ""to make a profit. to produce products that consumers 

wa111 tu buy" in response to the other open question: "could you please describe the most 

imporlanl objectives in your approach tofarming7 ". 

The second and third strategies consisted respectively of re-contacting by telephone (see 

Section 3.4) and asking during 'in-depth interviews' (see Section 3.9) a number of farmers 

who had provided answers with multiple meanings to explain their responses (see also 

Wilson 1996). These two strategies were employed more frequently than the first one (see 

above). For example, a few farmers received a second telephone call asking them to clarify 

their answer '·prices". This answer was mentioned in response to one of the following 

open questions: "'which risks in organic.fcmning are of concern /u yuun01r? ··and "in your 

opinion, which risks do organic farmers face now?'" (see Appendix One). It could also 

refer to high prices of inputs and/or low prices of outputs. Following the second contact, 

the answer "prices" was then put in the appropriate category (i.e. the category 'risks 

1 ~ Section 4.5 also includes a variety of comments related to the categories grouping the main reasons for 
organic farming adoption. 
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related to production inputs and facilities' and/or the category 'risks related to financial 

returns', Section 5.3) 13
. Similarly, the reason "costs of being w1 organic j{mner", for 

example, which was cited by Non-Organic Fanner 17 as one of his main reasons for 

organic fanning non-adoption, was clarified and placed in the category 'institutional risk 

avoidance' after a subsequent telephone call. Here, it is important to note that the reason 

given may refer to 'certification costs' (i.e. 'institutional risk avoidance') and/or ·inputs 

costs' (i.e. 'market risk avoidance') (see Section 4.6)t 4
. Further, the answer "to create a 

good product", which was mentioned by Organic Fanner 46 in response to the open 

question: "could you please describe the most important ol~jectives in your approach to 

fimning 7 •·• was put in the category ·creating public goods' (see Section 4.4) as this farmer 

clarified his comment during the 'in-depth interview'. 

The three strategies mentioned above were applied after completion of the questionnaire 

survey. Thus, responses to each open question were put into categories which were 

differently coded by themes, based on the reviewed literature (see, tor example. 'public 

goods related motives', Figure 4.1, and CRER 2002). These steps enabled counts to be 

made in each category and in many cases percentages were utilized in the analytical 

context of this study (see Chapters 4-7). Accordingly, conclusions about different subjects 

which had been investigated through open questions were drawn in greater detail although 

"publications suffer from the fact that coding methodologies are rarely published" 

(Wilson 1996: 119; see also McEachcrn and Willock 2004). 

13 A variety of comments and elements, relating to the categories grouping risks which were perceived to be 
of concern in organic farming, are included in Sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5. 
" Section 4.6 includes a variety of comments provided in response to the open question: "please gire I he 
main reasons for no/ com·ening 10 organic farming .. , and related to the categories describing these reasons. 
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This section has shown that the present research questionnaire was carefully constmcted to 

meet important principles, such as clarity and reliability. It was also pre-tested by 

conducting a pilot survey. 

3.6 Pilot study and additional fieldwork 

Hoggart et al. (2002: 181) argued that "in sun•ey work, a first step in checking the 

credibility of a11 i11strumelll is a pilot survey " 15
. Indeed, mtming a trial to test how a 

determined instmment works- even when there is a clear path to follow- is a significant 

procedure for ensuring the validity of the examined instmment (Caunce 1994). Therefore, 

a pilot survey to test the questionnaire was undertaken. This allowed the effectiveness of 

the questions to be tested and improved before a large-scale investigation was tackled in 

Devon (see Section 3.8). 

In August and September 2007, the pilot study took place, timed to take place particularly 

during lunch times and evenings to ensure availability of either the sole decision-maker or 

at least one of the decision-makers on the fann. This study utilised a pilot sample of 16 

organic and 18 non-organic farms from Cornwall. Cornwall is adjacent to Plymouth and 

Devon (see Figure 3.1 ), providing the opportunity to undertake additional fieldwork with 

minimal additional cost (see below), without impacting on the target population in the 

main study area, and allowing the researcher to familiarise himself with farn1ing conditions 

and culture similar to that of Devon (DEFRA 2008e; see also Section 3.9). In addition, 

15 The pilot survey is ··essentially a small scale replica (}{tire actual sntTey and it is carried 011t before the 
act11al mn·ey is 11nder1<1ken. lt sho11ld d11plicate, as near as possible, the Sllll'C)' which is to be nwde bcca11se 
it may rel'eal snags in the proposed q11estions and methods" (White 1998: 5). 
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according to a contact with DEFRA in 2007, Cornwall with 195 registered organic farms, 

ranked equal second in the UK in numbers of organic farmers. 

On the assumption that fifteen organic and fifteen non-organic farms would be sufficient 

for the pilot study, farmers were systematically selected from two lists (see Section 3.7). 

The first list was of organic fanners in Cornwall who had registered their fanns with the 

SAO while the second one was of farmers listed in the Yellow Pnges directory. When the 

pilot farmers were contacted by telephone, the response rates were 80% and 46% for 

organic and non-organic farmers respectively 16
. The telephone interviews lasted from 

seven to eighteen minutes where the mean was about I 0 minutes. The pilot respondents 

were subject as nearly as possible to the likely conditions of the main investigation in the 

interests of rigorous and reliable testing (Fink and Kosecoff 1998; de Vaus 2002). 

The pilot informants' responses and comments helped in the constructing of the 

questionnaire. Several questions were subject to minor changes to improve clarity and 

simplicity. On the other hand, a few questions were considerably modified to measure 

what was indented to evaluate, while others were remTanged to ensure the logical flow of 

questions. Not only were a number of questions modified and reorganized, but a few 

questions, such as question seven (see Appendix One), were also added during the pilot 

study. In addition, it was decided that collecting raw data for this thesis through the 

telephone questionnaire survey technique should not only rely on written notes. With the 

consent of the respondents, these data would also be tape-recorded for ensuring the 

accuracy of responses during the main survey (see Section 3.8). Through employing the 

16 . nurnbe r reru med 
Th1s was based on I he formula: Response rate = X 100 

number in camp le -(Tneliglb!e ~unr~achebl~) 
(de Vaus 2002). 
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pilot study, the present research questionnaire was improved and · developed to meet 

van ous aspects of questionnaire design. This study was followed up by additional 

fie ld,: ork that was undertaken to help the researcher to become fam iliar wi th the fanning 

culture of Devon (see Figure 3.2). 

A Non-Organic Farmer and the Researcher, 
Mevagissey, Cornwall. 

A Non-Organic Farm, Mitchell, Cornwall. 

An Organic Farmer, Truro, Cornwall. 

An Organic Farm, Liskeard, Cornwall. 

Figure 3.2: Photos from the additional fie ldwork diary 
(Source: Author) 

Three organic and three non-organic fa rmers in Cornwall were visited; these visi ts were 

held on different days in September and October in 2007. Depending on each farmer' s 
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work schedule on the day of the visit, the visits lasted from three to seven· hours. The 

fanners selected for these visits had agreed during the pilot study that the researcher could 

spend the entire day on their fanns and were as close to Plymouth University as possible 

(see above). Further, these visits allowed the researcher to spend time in the countryside 

and to talk to the visited fanners and others, such as their spouses. This, in tum, helped 

with familiarisation with the fam1ing culture of Comwall and thus, given the similarities 

bel\veen the two counties, with Devon. During these visits, 'in-depth interviews' with the 

fanners were tape-recorded (see Section 3.9); the fanners responded on different questions, 

elaborated on various comments made throughout the pilot study and highlighted other 

issues. Also, notes were collected through additional remarks and observations made by 

the researcher. Not only were the fanners providing qualitative data about risk and organic 

fam1ing adoption, but they also were receiving infonnation from the researcher. Almost all 

the fanners and some of their family members were interested in knowing more about the 

researcher, his country and agriculture in his countr/ 7 . 

3. 7 Sampling 

In this section the sampling approach will be explained, including the adoption of a 

specific strategy to cope with non-response errors. 

Usually, in social science, a subset or ·sample" of the target population is surveyed rather 

than the whole population (Hoggart et al. 2002; see also Section 3.4). The sampling 

17 On the occasion of the researcher"s first farm ,·isit, the farmer's son. on learning that the ,·isitor was from 
Syria. brought out a map and asked to be shown where Syria was (see Section 3.9). 
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method should ensure that the members of a population selected for a sample have a high 

probability of representing the whole population that the researcher is investigating 

(Galloway 1997). White ( 1998) shows that in random sampling each member of the likely 

population has an equal chance of being chosen to be targeted and investigated, while in 

non-random sampling some members of the likely population have a higher, but not 

known, chance of being selected. Thus, a non-random sample is not immune against biased 

selection by the researcher, unlike a random sample. Consequently the random sampling 

method was employed in this survey. 

According to Parfitt (2005), the random sampling methods include, for example, simple 

random sample, systematic sample, stratification and proportionate sample. Further, ''the 

ideal source of information fi·om which to sample any population is an up-to-date list of all 

the members of that population for the study area. Such a list is called a sampling frame '' 

(Parfitt 2005: 96). The systematic sample method depends on a sampling interval that can 

be generated by dividing the obtained population size by the required sample size. Then, 

the first member of the sample will be randomly chosen from the first member to the n-th 

member of the eligible population 18
. With regard to the remaining members of the sample, 

they will be every n-th member of the eligible population where the starting point for 

counting is the first selected member of the sample. By completing the process the required 

sample size can be achieved and a list of targeted members will be produced. Therefore, 

the systematic sample method was used in this thesis, as obtaining lists of all farms within 

Devon was difficult (see below), and drawing the present research samples from lists of 

fanns within Devon with different dimensions was required (see Section 3.3). Although the 

use of the systematic sample method is widespread as it scatters the sample members 

systematically, it has some disadvantages. According to White (I 998), this method can be 

18 N denotes the generated sampling interval, whatever it is. 
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considered nol tmly random because of selection on the basis of a sampling interval. 

Further, members selected for a sample may have some particular characteristics since they 

are periodically chosen and, as a result, bias can be introduced (Galloway 1997). 

Nevertheless, the occurrence of bias that is caused by any sample method is always 

probable since selected members for a sample can have some specific characteristics in 

common. Therefore, different parts of a sampling frame must not be distinct and the 

applied sample method must be carefully employed to reduce such bias (Parfitt 2005). Not 

only the applied sample method, but also the targeted members can cause bias. The 

disadvantages of non-response errors are more likely to create problems, so a specific 

strategy was applied in this investigation to cope with these errors. 

Non-responses are the refusals of targeted members, identified according to the applied 

sample method, to take part in research and/or non-contacts with these members (Galloway 

1997). The resulting reduction in the size of the sample investigated is the consequence of 

most likely concern to the researcher, particularly when the proportion of non-responses is 

large. Further, factors by which the sample size is determined can be influenced, and non-

response bias is more likely to occur. According to Galloway ( 1997) and Hoggart et al. 

(2002), there are several factors, such as the allowed errors rate and the chosen 

methodology, on which the required sample size depends. When there are many non-

response errors (i.e. there is a big gap between the size of the sample and the number of 

members actually investigated), these factors are more likely to be affected. For example, 

the efficiency and accuracy of the chosen methodology to draw conclusions about 

investigated subjects are more likely to be limited. Further, conclusions, drawn under the 

non-responses errors, can create a sort of bias. This bias is most likely to be a problem 

when the proportion of non-responding members is large in size and these members have 

different characteristics from responding members (Hoggart et al. 2002). Here, the 
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respondents may not provide a variety of information as they are small in number and have 

similar characteristics and, therefore, conclusions drawn can be biased. 

Because of the disadvantages of non-response errors, it is widely accepted that a strategy 

for coping with these errors must be determined for a research study (Parfitt 2005). Thus, 

the present research utilized a specific strategy to reduce the negative effects of non

response errors. This strategy was the seledion of the next member to that one expressing a 

non-response error from the same sampling frame. When the chosen member took part in 

this thesis, the sampling interval was added to its number to identify the next targeted 

member. Repetition of this process allowed this thesis' samples to be drawn, and 

consistency was ensured as this strategy was applied at all sampling frames of the present 

research. 

In the UK, many studies have used the data of different certification bodies as a basis for 

investigating organic farmers· adoption decisions (e.g. Midmore et al. 200 I; Burton et al. 

2003; McEachem and Willock 2004). These data are reliable and valid, and they were 

expected to be available for the present research. As this thesis had aimed to survey 

organic farms registered with various certifying bodies, the certification bodies, applied in 

Devon (see Section 3.3), were contacted and requested to provide lists of organic farms in 

Devon. For several reasons, such as confidentiality, these bodies - with exception of the 

SAO- refused to give the requested lists. Accordingly, the SAO was used as the sampling 

frame source of the 'organic farms' sample of this study (see Section 3.8). This was also 

related to the fact that other possible sources of lists of farmers in Devon (organic and/or 

non-organic) were also targeted, but, again for a variety of reasons, the requested lists were 
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unobtainable 19
: Relying on the SAO reflects the approach adopted by McEachem and 

Willock (2004). However, in the hope of ensuring that the 'organic farms' sample of the 

present research would involve organic farms which had been registered with various 

certifying bodies in Devon, a 'snowballing' method was also used (see Sections 3.8). 

The Yellow Pages directory provided the sampling frame for the ·non-organic' farms, 

having the advantages of being available at low cost and easy to access (see above). It has 

been used in several other studies gathering information about farmers' attitudes (e.g. 

Morris and Potter 1995; Holloway and Ilbery 1996). Support for the representativeness of 

the Yellow Pages directory as a sampling frame in agricultural studies has been given by 

Errington ( 1985) and Emerson and Macfarlane ( 1995). Others, such as Burton and Wilson 

( 1999), suggest that fanners listed in the Yellow Pages directory are more likely to be less 

environmentally-orientated and, so, the Yellow Pages directory is most likely to be suitable 

as a basis for investigating farmers operating productivist methods. This, in turn, supported 

the use of this directory for this study for selecting non-organic farmers in Devon. 

Both the SAO and Yellow Pages directory provided basic information, such as fann 

names, addresses and phones numbers, but details about farmers' farming backgrounds 

were not included. In other words, identifying organic fanners who originated from NFBs 

was difficult and, thus, determining a specific sample size of this subgroup of organic 

farmers in this study was not possible. Therefore, the questimmaire classified organic 

farmers on the basis of their farming backgrounds to meet the third objective of this thesis 

(see Section 1.6.2). 

19 These sources included Business the Link Support Agency, DEFRA, the Farming Statistics Branch, the 
Nmional Farmers· Union. the National Statistics Onicc, the OSC and the Farm Business Survey Unit. 
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3.8 Conduct of the questionnaire survey 

The questionnaire survey was carried out particularly during lunch times and evenings, 

during January and March 2008. Farmers were contacted by telephone: the interviews 

lasted between 7 to 30 minutes (mean 11 minutes). These interviews- with exception of 

10 organic and 4 non-organic interviews - were also tape-recorded by agreement with the 

respondent. Transcription of the tapes began at the same day the questionnaire survey 

started and lasted till August 2008. Initially, it was intended to involve 150 fam1s in each 

sample of this thesis samples (see Section 3.3), but as some appointments were made 

before and they were due to occur after achievement of the intended quota, 168 organic 

and 155 non-organic farms within Devon were surveyed. The registered organic 

respondents comprised 38% of all registered organic fanns within Devon (see Section 3 .2) 

and the 56% of all registered organic farms (N=270) with the SAO within Devon (see 

Table 3.2). 

Registered 
On!.anic Farms 

SAO Unregistered 
and Organic Bio- Organic 

Organic Farmers Dynamic Farms 
. SAO Farmers and Agriculture 

and Growers Association 
Growers 

SAO 118 0 0 0 0 
List 

Yellow Pages 6 0 4 0 5 
List 

Recommended 26 2 6 I 0 
(SnowbaUins!.) 

Total 150 2 10 I 5 

Table 3.2: Sources of surveyed registered and unregistered organic farms 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 
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As intended (see Section 3.3 ), the ·organic farms' sample of the present research included 

registered organic fanns with different certifying bodies and unregistered organic farms in 

Devon. The of!icial organic farms were registered either by the fanners who participated in 

the study or by the previous owners. Five organic fam1ers explicitly mentioned during the 

questionnaire survey that their farms <tlso included small areas (less than a quarter) which 

were fanned non-organically. As a result, the 'organic farms' sample also included these 

five farms that contained small non-organically fanned areas. The figures in Table 3.2 

show that respondents were asked to recommend any other organic fam1ers within Devon 

who would be interested in taking part in the research (see Section 3.7)- the 'snowballing· 

process20
. They also show that the sampling frame of the non-organic farm sample (sec 

Section 3. 7) helped in relation to the inclusion of unregistered organic farms. The 'non-

organic farms· sample involved 148 conventional and 7 integrated farms in Devon (from a 

list of 4100 farms within Devon under the heading ·farmers· from the Yellow Pages 

directory). Although many non-organic famwrs had reduced their use of chemicals and/or 

participated in schemes designed for more sustainable land use (particularly SFP), they 

classified their farms as conventional in the tenns of this research. 

This study achieved a response rate of approximately 88% of organic fanners and of 

almost 70% of non-organic fanners. These high rates can be seen as a reflection of 

liumers · interest in the present research topic. The times of conducting the telephone 

interviews, making appointments for later calls. the researcher' identity (see Section 8.3.3) 

and the ·snowballing' method (see above) were also key elements. 

20 The ·snowballing' method ·'describes using one comae/to help you recruilllnolher contacl, ll'ho in I urn 
can p111 you in I ouch ll'ilh someone else·' (Valentine 2005: 117). 
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So far the emphasis in this chapter has been on the questionnaire survey. This is a multi-

method investigation, however, and the next section will focus on 'familiarisation' and 'in-

depth interviews' as prime sources of qualitative data. 

3.9 Familiarisation and in-depth inten·iews 

As this study sought to collect data on likely interlinked and complicated relations between 

different issues. such as relations between farmers' attitudes towards risk and probable 

future changes in their adoption decisions (Morris and Potter 1995), methods that offer 

insight into these relations were needed. According to Hoggart et al. (2002) and Crang and 

Cook (2007), methods creating qualitative data are more likely to lead to a nuanced 

understanding of linkages between many different attributes. Hence the use of 

·familiarisation· and 'in-depth interviews' in the present research11
. 

The ·familiarisation' method used is similar in several features to a ·participant 

observation' method, which ·'involves living and/or working wilhin parlicular 

conununilies in order lo understand how they work from !he inside" (Cook 2005: 167). 

The 'participant observation· method requires the researcher to move between participants 

and develop relationships with them in a specific community, to immerse into its everyday 

routines and to collect notes. Because the area of the present research is large in size and 

21 The main qualitative methods are ·participation observation· (i.e. visual). ·j(,cus group· and ·interviews· 
(i.e. oral) and documents and images (i.e. wrillen); each method has advantages and disadvantages where the 
overall success or the research depends significantly on the appropriate choice or the qualitative survey 
methods when such methods are required (Hoggart et al. 2002; Conradson 2005; Cook 2005; Valentine 
2005). 

114 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

participants were scatlered in different communities within it, employing the ·pure' form 

of participant observation method was considered to be inappropriate. 

Through 'familiarisation· the researcher sought to achieve two objectives. First, to enrich 

understanding of risk and farmers' decisions to adopt organic farming through recording 

observations on, for example, the activities that visited farmers and others, such as their 

spouses and workers, would be performing and describing what would be going on. 

Second, to ensure employed 'in-depth interviews' with a number of farmers and their 

family members would achieve their aims even though the researcher is from a different 

culture22 According to Hoggart et al. (2002), researchers do not often express their 

personal difficulties connected with a conducted research. Nevertheless, it is relevant to 

note here that the researcher comes from Syria; and this means a different culture. Also, it 

meant that the researcher needed to be familiar with the farming culture of the study area 

(Devon) to reduce the possible misunderstanding of that culture and related expressions, 

and consequently, to reduce the possible negative impacts of this misunderstanding on 

conclusions drawn about the investigated subjects (see also Section 8.3.4). This was related 

to the fact that misunderstanding of informants' responses, because of differences in 

meanings of words, is common when interviews take place in a different cultural context 

(Valentine 2005). 

Therefore the 'familiarisation' method, taking the opportunity to stay in the countryside 

and to talk to visited fanners and others, was employed to minimise the possible 

misunderstanding of the fam1ing culture of Devon (Hoggart et al. 2002). Accordingly, 

understanding different aspects of that culture was achieved, with particular focus on risk 

aspects in fam1ing with which the researcher is familiar, having worked on a farm and 

~~A variety or issues linked to the researcher positionality arc discussed in more detail in Section 8.3. 
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studied agriculture in Syria (see Sections 8.3.2 and 8.4). In addition, and before the pilot 

study and main survey were undertaken, the researcher was aware of the importance of 

familiarising himself with the wider fanning culture of the UK, patt icularly that of Devon. 

Therefore, a number of opportunities were taken, such as attending conferences and events 

and making trips (see Figure 3.3), allowing the researcher to be in the countryside nf the 

UK and/or to talk to fanners. 

The Researcher in Dartmoor, 
Devon, 2007. 

The Researcher at a Farm on a Visit which was 
Arranged at the 'Crop P•·oduction Field Trip' , 

East of England, 2006. 

The Researcher at a Farm on a Visit which 
was Arranged at a Conference, (What will 

Organic Farming Deliver? COR 2006), 
in Edinburgh. 

Figure 3.3: Photos from attended conferences, events. etc. from the ' trips diary' 
(Source: Author) 

Fann ers who had agreed during the initial telephone contact to take part in personal 

interviews and that the researcher could spend the entire day on their farms (see Appendix 
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One), were the basis of the ·familiarisation' method. Here, eight organic and seven non-

organic farmers in Devon, that would ensure appropriate coverage of different issues, were 

selected and visited (see Figure 3.4). These visits were carried out in November 2008 and 

January 2009 and lasted from four to seven hours due to farmers' work schedules and 

transportntion time tables. During these visits, the researcher was offered food, tea, elc. 

helped - in a number of cases - with the work on the fam1s, had guided tours of the farms 

and often accompanied picking up farmers· children from their schools. ln addition, there 

was transfer of knowledge between the farmers and a number of their family members on 

the one hand and the researcher on the other and collection of notes. Here, it is important to 

note that. a neutral stance was taken by the researcher to ensure the validity of the present 

research (see also 8.3.4). Further, 'in-depth interviews'- explained in the next discussions 

-were carried out al the end of the visits. 

Interviews can allow informants to reveal their own beliefs of their expenences by 

describing their lives in their own words (Hoggarl et al. 2002). Therefore, they do not lead 

the interviewee as they are often more fluid and the questions are of an unbiased nature 

(Yin 2003 ). Additionally, they take different patterns, such as 'in-depth', 'more fluid' and 

'oral histories' (Caunce 1994; Hoggart et al. 2002). Here, the researcher must pay close 

attention to ensure that interviews do not shift away from their purpose, as conversations 

can be expanded to include other subjects (Parfitt 2005). As 'in-depth interviews', 

compared to questionnaires, allow a deeper understanding of underlying factors m 

informants' decisions (Damhofer et al. 2005; Valentine 2005), they were employed in 

this study. These interviews were 'semi-structured' (Partitt 2005; Valentine 2005), 

allowing them to gather details about listed and unlisted themes (Valentine 2005). Listed 

themes can be covered during the interview, while unlisted ones can be explored as 

revealed by the interviewee (see, for example, Appendix Two; and see below). However, it 
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should be noted, here, that ·semi-structured· interviews need ·'confidence about 

interviewing '' and consume time as they require careful preparation of themes that need to 

be explored (Valentine 2005: 119). 

A Non-Organic Farmer and his Son, 
Stokenham, Devon. 

A Non-Organic Farm, Roborough, Devon. An Organic Farm, Buckfastleigh, Devon. 

Figure 3.4: Photos from the ·familiarisation' method diary 
(Source: Author) 

In November 2008 and March 2009, semi-structured ' in-depth interviews· were 

undertaken with ten non-orgamc and fifteen organic fanners. As expected, these 

interviews, lasting from about one hour to two hours, were sufficient for gathering 

qualitative information on different issues. Appendix Two shows the themes covered by 
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these interviews. In . some cases, additional information was discussed with the 

respondents, for example farmers who were not from Devon were specifically asked to 

give their reasons for moving lo and living in the county (see Section 4.2.1 ). Of the 

interviewed organic fam1ers, live were with NFBs to gain details about this group of 

organic fam1ers and, thus,.· to achieve the third objective of this thesis (see Section 1.6.2). 

Further, interviewed farmers were chosen according to their interest in being interviewed 

(see Appendix One). This method is common for recruiting interviewees, particularly, 

when a questionnaire is employed, since it is quick, easy and the researcher knows 

something about the interviewees and their opinion before talking to them (Valentine 

2005). On the other hand, it can create a self-selection bias, though consistency is ensured 

as it is applied to all informants. 'In-depth interviews· were carried out not only with 

twenty live fam1ers, but also with two groups of actors. 

Fam1ers taking part in the mam survey, and consistent with the majority of adoption 

sn1dies in organic farming (e.g. McCann et al. 1997; Duram 1999), were considered as 

individual actors and decision-makers. This was related to the fact that the final decisions 

to take up organic farming are usually undertaken by those individuals who are responsible 

for operating their farms (Lockeretz 1995; see also Section 2.5.2). Nevertheless, the fact 

that farmers' decisions are ofien affected by others· opinions. behaviours and interventions 

was not neglected in this study. Here, it is important to refer to the fact that many 

researchers, such as Wilson ( 1996). have indicated that farmers· decisions are not 

individually formed, but others' views- in the farming culture of fanners- are more likely 

to influence different decisions (for example, adoption decisions of organic farming). 

Further, Winter ( 1997) argued that agricultural policy has treated farmers as objects, and 

that it has not paid much attention to their own views, particularly to their own knowledge. 

Therefore, it can be noted that policy-makers have important influence on farmers· 
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decisions (see also Section 2.5.2). Indeed, the fanning culture and social stmcturc of 

fanners play an important role in producing different social practices and actions of 

fanners constituting the social system (Morris and Evans 2004; Burton and Wilson 2006). 

Accordingly, and to provide a rich picture of risk and farmers' adoption decisions. 

additional ·in-depth interviews~ with two groups of actors, intluencing farmers' decisions. 

were conducted in this investigation. 

The first group involved different actors from the fann family (fam1 respondents outside 

the questionnaire). As intended, the researcher encouraged the interviewed farmers' 

families to participate in personal interviews after finishing the interviews with the twenty 

five fanners. Nevertheless, in many cases various reasons prevented this participation. 

Often, family members were occupied elsewhere, while others showed little interest in the 

subjects under discussion and/or were too young to participate meaningfully. However, in 

six cases, the researcher was able to converse to a greater or lesser extent with members of 

the immediate farm family, such as spouses and/or children (see Figure 3.4). These 

conversations focused on topics associated with risk and the uptake of organic fanning. 

The second group that was interviewed in-depth included five key stakeholders involved in 

the field of organic fanning (non-fam1 respondents) (see Table 3.3). Here, different 

organizations, certification bodies, large supermarkets, etc. were targeted for several 

reasons to invite key stakeholders to participate in 'in-depth interviews' (see Table 3.3). 

Targeted key stakeholders were identified according to their profiles on the interne! of the 

selected organizations, centres, etc. In cases where such information was not available, the 

researcher contacted the public relations department of the relevant organization, centre, 

etc. requesting its help to recommend - according to the subjects at hand - the most 

appropriate key stakeholder to interview and to provide a contact path. In this case, only 
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Waitrose and Tesco ignored the initial contact and thus did not recommend any key 

stakeholder. After determining the targeted key stakeholders, the researcher contacted them 

by a letter, telephone and/or e-mail according to the available contact ways and their 

requests (see Table 3.3). The research was explained, subjects that would be the focus of 

the 'in-depth interview' were highlighted and invitation to participate was made. Five 

interviews were eventually conducted; they were carried out in February and May 2009 

and lasted from almost forty five to sixty minutes. 

Targeted Mode 
Organisations, of 
Departments, Rationale Contacting Reply 

Supermarkets, the Targeted 
etc. Stakeholder 

Organic Team, A UK government team. It is working E-mail. Accepted. 
DEFRA. on developing organic farming in the 

UK through offering a wide range of 
information, launching action plans, 
providing financial support, etc. 

Centre for Rural The center conducts research on rural E-mail. Accepted. 
Policy Research, economy and society. Organic farming 
Exeter IS one of several arenas that have 
University. received a special focus (see, for 

example, Lobley et al. 2005). 
os c. The centre is funded partly by DEFRA. E-mail and Accepted. 

It has contributed to the development of telephone. 
organic fanning in the south west of 
England (Lobley et al. 2005). It 
provides a variety of services, such as 
formal and informal training and 
education for those interested in 
developing a career ll1 orgamc 
agriculture. 

SAO. It is the UK's leading campaigning and E-mail. Accepted. 
certification organisation for organic 
food and farming (SAO 2000). Further, 
about 63% of organic farms within 
Devon were certified by it in 2007 (see 
Section 3.3). 

Bio-Dynamic Alternatively to Organic Fanners and Telephone. Accepted. 
Agriculture Growers (see below), the Bio-Dynamic 
Association. Agriculture Association was contacted. 

It is an association existing in order to 

121 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

support, promote and develop the 
biodynamic approach to fanning, 
gardening and forestry. It applies in 
more than forty countries including the 
UK, and it is one of the control bodies 
in Devon. 

Organic Farmers It has its special VIeW of organic E-mail and Declined. 
and Growers. production and processing. It certifies telephone. 

organic farms not only in Devon, but 
also in many counties in the UK. 

Sainsbury. A multiple supermarket that had the Telephone Declined. 
highest percentage of organic products and a letter. 
among the large retailers in the UK 
(Dibb 2006). 

Waitrose. A multiple supermarket that ranked Not Not 
second after Sainsbury in a 2006 survey applicable. applicable. 
regarding the availability of organic 
products (Dibb 2006). 

Tesco. Alternatively to Sainsbury and Waitrose Not Not 
(see above), Tesco. was contacted. applicable. applicable. 
Tesco is one of the three retailers in the 
UK with the biggest organic market 
shares (SAO 2009). 

Table 3.3: Targeted organizations, centres, etc. for "in-depth interviews' 
with key stakeholders 

(Source: Author) 

The ·in-depth interviews' were tape-recorded, as this is more likely to provide rich 

information about investigated subjects, in particular subjects with important details 

(Hoggart et al. 2002). In addition, tape-recorded interviews can help the researcher to 

concentrate more on investigated themes, although more caution regarding dealing with a 

recorder is needed (Valentine 2005). In this investigation, each interviewee was asked if 

he/she would permit recording. Further, and as recommended by Valentine (2005: 126), 

each tape-recorded interview was transcribed as soon as possible to avoid dealing with 

numerous tapes after finishing the interviews. 
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3.10 Secondary data 

This section will explain the use of ·secondary data' in the research, and will highlight the 

different sources of these data. 

· "Second{//y data means information that has already been collected by someone else and 

H"hich is available for you, the researcher, to use·' (Cl ark 2005: 57). They can be offered 

through different sources, for example, letters, reports, maps, books, media, census, etc. 

(Yin 2003), and they are extremely useful when doing research as they can provide a 

context for primary data (Hoggart et al. 2002). Nevertheless, Clark (2005: 58) states 

vanous weaknesses of the ·secondary data' method, for example, its inflexibility (the 

researcher cannot customize it to his/her needs). Further. ·secondary data· are not immune 

to bias since they can reflect the attitudes of the people of the organisation that has 

collected them, and they can be limited and, so, there is often a need for different sources 

of ·secondary data· (Hoggart et al. 2002). 

However, the intemet websites of various organizations, centres, etc., for example, were 

used in this study as sources of ·secondary data'. The website of the Organic Centre Wales 

(OCW), for example, offering data on the development of the organic market in the UK 

over years, helped the analytical context of the present research (see Section 4.5). Further, 

the Govemment Office for the South West of England, providing data on and information 

about, tor example, population and services in Devon, was utilised in this thesis. It is 

important to note that, on many occasions, findings uncovered by the present research 

could not be compared with the farming population in Devon or even with the national 

farming population due to availability of relevant data and information (see, for example, 

Section 4.2). Other sources of ·secondary data" included newspapers, media, articles and 
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books that could be combined with data and information gathered in the course of the main 

survey in drawing conclusions about risk and organic fanning adoption. For example, an 

article in the "The Independent'. a British newspaper, was used in Section 6.4 analysing 

and interpreting fanning goals of organic fanners with NFBs. Also, a British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC) news report, pointing to the fact that organic fanning produces more 

biodiversity than conventional fam1ing, helped with regard to clarifying main reasons for 

organic fanning non-adoption in Devon (see Section 4.6). 

3.11 Data analysis 

With respect to analysis of the questionnaire survey data, several inferential statistical 

techniques were used for testing hypotheses. As intended, the chi-square procedure was 

used to identify the statistical significance of the independence between two variables. lt, 

for example, was applied to "farmer status' (organic or non-organic) and "gender' and 

·formal education' and the aim of "creating public goods' of organic fanners (see Chapter 

4). This bivariate tabular analysis is widely used as it is simple and appropriate for 

categorical questionnaire data (Sproull 1988; Burt and Barber 1996). Since the chi-square 

test cannot be applied to parametric data ( Lovett 2005 ), the t-test procedure was used in the 

present research to test the significant difference between the mean scores of, for example, 

the 'farm size' profile (see Section 4.2.1), and the 'organic farms' and 'non-organic farms· 

samples. This procedure compares the means of two non-categorical variables in relation 

to the variation in the data (Robinson 1998). 
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Further, as the chi-square test should not be used when more than twenty percent of the 

expected frequencies are less than live, and details will be lost by aggregation (Robinson 

1998; Lovett, 2005), multiple linear regression was used to explain variations in farmers· 

risk attitudes (sec Section 5.7). According to Schroeder et al. (1986), in the multiple linear 

regression procedure, the relationship between a dependent variable and one or more 

independent variables is assumed to be linear. Further, this statistical test aims to take into 

account all the independent variables that have potential influence on the dependent 

variable and minimizes the sum of the squares of the distances between the data and the 

regression line. The multiple linear regression procedure is a complex multivariate 

statistical technique and does not consider non-linearity (Sousa et al. 2007). However, and 

as recommended by Neuman (2006: 369), this procedure was used in this thesis to test the 

assumption that multiple independent factors affect farmers' risk attitudes (see Section 

2.2.2). In this respect, and similar to Koesling et al. (2004), the stepwise model was 

selected as it allows each independent variable to be tested for its significance more than 

one time and produces a list of only significant variables23
. 

As there were only 15 organic fanners from NFBs in this study (see Sections 3. 7 and 6.2), 

the analysis and interpretation of data on this sub-group were undertaken with care. Here, 

and similar to Lockerctz ( 1995) and Duram ( 1999), methods of exploratory analytical 

teclmiques were used. Counts in each category of a variable were mainly presented as 

percentages while parametric variables were expressed by their means. Further, 

relationships between two variables were tested through cross-tabulation. According to 

Neuman (2006: 356), this method is ''!he process of placing dala for two variahles in a 

conlingency /able /o show I he percenlage or number of cases allhe inlerseclion f!( variable 

calegories ". lt also can be applied to data measured at any level of measurement and 

~J In the analytical context of this thesis, •, **and*** will refer to p<OS%, p<;l% and p<;O.I%, respectively. 
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widely used when inferential statisti~s are not possible (Lockeretz 1995; · Lovett 2005). 

Nevertheless, the cross-tabulation method requires thorough scrutiny when relationships 

are being explored (Lovett 2005). 

The first step in analysing the qualitative dfl!a of this thesis was putting them into 

categories. This process required much attention smce synonyms and words having 

multiple meanings were common. A categ01y is "a group of ll'ords with similar meaning 

or connotations" (Weber 1990: 37). Each generated category was coded by a theme to 

help with making sense of its content. According to Crang (2005: 223-224), codes are 

"ahhreviations or acronyms put on similar segments", and whatever codes are, they 

·'provide a means of conceplltal/y organising your materials. hill are not an explanatory 

fi'amework in themselves'·. Therefore, and on many occasiOns in this thesis, collected 

qualitative data that contributed towards each emergent theme were used for drawing 

conclusions about subjects at hand. For example, and in addition to quantitative data from 

the questionnaire, quotes from the conducted 'in-depth interviews' were used for placing 

256 surveyed farmers on a typology. This typology was developed on the basis of Morris 

and Potter's (1995) notion of a ·participation spectrum' and helped the understanding of 

possible future changes in farmers' farming systems on the basis of their risk attitudes (see 

Chapter 7). 

3.12 Conclusions 

This chapter has shown how a variety of methodologies were used to address the 

objectives of this investigation. A questionnaire survey, rigorously designed and tested and 
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administered by telephone, was used to produce data - mainly quantitative - from two 

systematically-chosen samples of farmers in Devon (organic and non-organic). For 

enriching the understanding of risk and farmers' adoption decisions, qualitative data were 

also gathered through "familiarisation' and ·in-depth interviews'. Primary data were 

complemented by using different sources of 'secondary data', used to help draw 

conclusions about the subjects at hand. 

The next Chapter begins the reporting of the results of the data collection, focusing on 

respondents and their farms. 
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Chapter Four: Characteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their 

farms 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter is the first of four analytical chapters which will examine the importance of 

tanners· willingness to take risk in organic fanning. As several socio-economic 

characteristics have been found in the literature to have potential impacts on attitudes 

towards risk (see Section 2.2.2), Chapter 4 will compare organic and non-organic farmers 

in Devon in relation to these characteristics. The characteristics are; farm size, farm type, 

farming income, gender, age, fom1al education, number of years spent in farming and 

fanning objectives. Section 4.2 will present an overview of farm size, type and income in 

relation to organic/non-organic status, whilst Section 4.3 will compare organic and non

organic farmers in tem1s of their gender, age, formal education and number of years spent 

in farming. Section 4.4 will then focus on the farming objectives of these farmers. Chapter 

4 will also analyse the main reasons for adoption and non-adoption of organic farming in 

Sections 4.5 and 4.6 respectively. These reasons for adoption or non-adoption will later 

play a crucial role in assessing the research aim, which is to analyse the importance of 

farmers· willingness to take risk in organic farming in their decisions whether or not to 

take up organic farming. Finally, Section 4.7 concludes the chapter. 
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4.2 Organic/non-organic farm characteristics 

According to Section 2.2.2, fann size, type and income may act a independent variables 

affecting farmers' attitudes towards risk. Therefore, it is important to analyse these 

variables, in order to understand fanners· stances to ri sk in organ1c farming and thei r 

decisions about whether or not to farm organically. 

4.2. 1 Farm size 

The statistical analys is in Table 4.1 shows that organic fam1s are smaller than thei r non-

organic counterparts in Devon (p=0.05) . This result supports the findings in several other 

studies (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Mid more et a l. 200 I ; Burton et al. 1999, 2003 ; Lobley et al. 

2005). 

Farm Size 

I (hectares) 
T-Test 

Organic Farmers Non-Organic Farmers 
(N 168) 

Mean 89 

DF I p 

32 1 I 0.05 

Table 4. 1: T -test, fann size and fanner status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

(N155) 
11 4 

I Significance 1 

I * 

According to the da ta derived from this research project, non-organic fam1ers were more 

likely to be from local fam1ing famili es than their organic counterparts. This result 

refl ected a strong commitment to remaining in fam1ing (Wallace et al. 1994; Lobley and 

Potter 2004), enabled them to operate large fanns and to expand these farms for a range o f 

reasons including 'financial " and "land becmne availahle ". Peter, for example, who was 

running a I 07 hectare non-organic fam1 and who was interviewed in-depth, mentioned: 

I* p~5o/o. 
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"In 19.J5, myfmher came to this area and stortedfimning this land I helped on the.fimu 
as a child. Ltller, lleji school at 15 years old. lhal'e rwt stndied more because luwued to 
leave school and u·ork on the famr more. I •ms llel'cr encouraged to stay 011 and do 
more...... I was /eaming from my father a horn agriculture.... Tire jimn 11·as smaller. 
Then. my fmher bought some land ..... about 50 hectares ...... Later, I took on the farm from 
my father, amlmy son will take it on from me. O•·er the years, I hm·e bo11ght more land to 
expand the farm. Now, it is 107hectares" (Non-Organic Farmer 142). 

Box 4.1: Peter's life star/ 

Also, a 145 hectare non-organic farm was passed on to Andrew, who was the third 

generation of a fanning family. Andrew later added 40 hectares to the inherited land: 

"'/was bom onthisfimll. I am the third ge11emtiun of my fiunily tofirrm here. We bought 
lots of ground. When myfirt/rer retired, my brother and I broke tire part11erslrip. ,111' brother 
well/ off u·ith 115 hectares and I had here /45 hectares. O•'er tire last I 0 years we lrm•e 
added 40 hectares to this one..... I lun·e been firrming this farm with my ll'!fe for 
prohah(v I J years" (Non-Organic Fanner 44). 

Box 4.2: Andrew·s life star/ 

Conversely, 46% of organic limners were not from Devon (the percentage was 14% for 

their non-organic colleagues)4
. Also, organic fanners who grew up in Devon tended to be 

from non-farming families compared to their non-organic counteq>arts. Consequently, 

established farms (large fam1s) were less likely to be run by organic farmers. Further, as 

prices of and rents for agricultural land have risen over the years (DEFRA 2007c), the 

organic farmers in this study with limited capital resources were only able to operate small 

fam1s. For example, Robin, who came from Hampshire and was not financially able to 

operate a larger organic farm, stated during the 'in-depth interview' that he was farming 23 

hectares (see also Section 6.2, focusing on the fam1 structure profiles of organic fam1ers 

from NFBs). 

l In the analytical context ofthis thesis, respondents· names hm•e been changed. 
3 This life story was told by Andrcw to the researcher during the ·in-depth interview·. 
4 Reasons for moving to and living in Devon were various (see, for example, Boxes 4.5, 6.1 and 6.2). They 
also support what Dr. Matt Lobley, Exeter University (see Table 3.3), expected: "/think a lot ofpeop/e are 
auracted to Dero11 because of the coast, lm•e(v countryside, etc. Tire ert~•iro11me111 of Dei'On is allmctive to 
people. Dero11 also al/racts people interested in food. Dei'On has some ,-efl-kiiOII'II local food busi11esse.,. 
Lots t?f people want to live in Devon anyway··. 
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"A /though I was born in a rural area in 1/ampshire. my family did nut ha1·e a farm . . \~)' 
father 1ras in the militm:v. and my parents mol'ed to that mral area het:ause it ll'as close to 
my father ·s job I startedfarming when I was I 6 years old. I ll'orked 0 11 many farms ll'hich 
were not organic. Then. I did my agricultural degree in Gloucestershirt. Lmer. l 1t·orked in 
building. Before I came to Devon. in 1991. and farmed this farm 11·11ich n·as informal~r 
organic, l11•as in Hampshire for about a year. I came to De \'On be.:aul'l:' my partner grell' 
up inlhis area. She knoll's it re!J' ll'e/1 .... Since 1991 I hm·e haclm.1· mmtenancy. The farm 
is 2 3 hec/ares. I ha1·e not expanded !he farm because of the cost o.f adding land" (Organic 
Farmer 10). 

Box 4.3: Robin 's life story 

Another possible clarificat ion for the difference in farm size between organic and non-

organic fa rmers is, as suggested by Bergevoet et al. (2004) rela ted to financial 

considerations. The chi-square test was used to establish whether there was a relationship 

between different factors (main reasons for organic adoption or farm type, for example) 

and fann size for organic fanners. However, no relationship was found to exist in this 

sample. On the other hand, Table 4 .2 shows that a desire to avoid market ri sks associated 

wi th organic farming and which could directly affect farm income is more likely to be 

expressed by large non-organic fanns (p=0.029). This, in turn, partly explains why non-

organic fanus in Devon were larger than their organic counterparts. 

Market Risk A voidance Total 
No* Yes (155) 

1-99 Count 58 25 83 
Non- (hectares) Expected 51.4 31.6 83 

Organic Farm Count 
Farmers Size Over 99 Count 38 34 72 

(hectares) Expected 44.6 27.4 72 
Count 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.029 * 

Table 4.2: Chi-square test of market risk avoidance and fann size for non-organic farmers 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

* In tltis table, the ·no· response refers to the fact that 69 non-organic fanners did not 
mention ·market risk avoidance· as a main reason for organic farming non-adoption (see 
Section 4.6) 
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4.2.2 Farm types 

Although Devon has a complex mix of farm types (Lobley et al. 2003 ), the county has a 

strong dairy, grazing livestock LFA and grazing livestock lowland sector (Butler and 

Lobley 2007). This matrix of farm types was reflected in the data fro m this research 

project, where the livestock sector was predominant (53%). Table 4.3 suggests that there is 

a significant relationship between fam1 type and fanner status in Devon (p=0.001)5
. For 

example, the fann type 'others ' included more organic than non-organic fam1s. This 

reflected the fact that 13 horticultural fam1s were organic while only one horticultural fann 

was managed non-organically. In this fann category, 85% of the organic horticultural 

farms were operated by farmers who took up organic farming because it was perceived to 

deliver a variety of public goods (see Sections 4.5). In addition, a va riety of reasons had 

prompted organic fanners from NFBs to manage horticultural fann s (see Section 6.2). 

Farm Type Total 
Livestock* Mixed** Others*** 

Organic Count 77 67 24 168 
Farmers Expected 88.4 64.5 15.1 168 

Count 
Non- Count 93 57 5 155 

Organic Expected 81.6 59.5 13.9 155 
Farmers Count 

Chi-Square Test DF I p I Si2nificance1> 
2 I 0.00 1 I *** 

Table 4.3: Chi-square test for farm type and fam1er status 
(Source: Author s questionnaire 2008) 

* Livestock include dairy and grazing livestock LF A, and lowland 
** Mixed are: cropping and dairy; cropping, cattle and sheep; croppmg and mixed 
livestock; cropping, pigs and poultry; and mixed livestock 
*** Others include not classified, cereals, specialist pigs, general cropping, specialist 
poultry and horticulture 

5 According to DEFRA (2007b), farms are classified into da iry, grazing li vestock LF A, grazing livestock 
lowland, mixed, not c lassified, cereals, specialist pigs, general cropping, spec ial ist poultry and horticulture. 
6 *** p:<:;O. I%. 
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Table 4.3 also shows that the category 'livestock' involves more non-organic than organic 

farms. This can be interpreted in tenns of the availability and price of organic feed, which 

was a concern to many organic fanners for a number of reasons (sec Section 5.3.1 ). This 

may have prevented the organic dairy and grazing livestock LFA and lowland sector from 

becoming stronger. Further, as demand for different types of organic food varies across 

time (OCW 2007; Lobley et al. 2009c), this is more likely to affect the organic fam1 type 

(Smith and Marsden 2004). Here, 'in-depth interview' data provided evidence for this 

trend. Organic Fanner 168, for example, whose life story is presented in Box 4.4, stated: 

··we get pouiiiT. regewbles and some beef 71te main products are poultry a/Ill •·egetables. If 
we were not doing all these things. this farm would not be •·iable ... . . . . . Rim~{ord Organic 
Vegeiii!Jies H'tlllled to expand the vegetables wulrhey were looking for more gruu·ers. and so 
we grml' 1·egelahles ". 7 

Also, another organic fanner in his fifties mentioned: 

"OriginoiZr. if I go back just before /went organic. ll'e had a mixedfimn. In 1998. I went ro 
organic daily production. I supp~v my organic milk tu a good market" (Organic Farmer I 16). 

This, in turn, is another possible interpretation of the findings presented in Table 4.3. It is 

important to note that in general, demand for organically produced food in Devon is strong 

for several reasons. First, the county has the largest population in the south west of 

England (GOSW 2008). Second, there is strong demand from within Devon for locally 

produced food (Winter 2003a). Third, the population of Devon is more likely to be well-

educated and employed in public administration, education, health, distribution, hotels or 

restaurants (GOSW 2008), and well-educated and middle class people arc more likely to 

purchase organic food (Midmore et al. 2005). Finally, Devon is a well-established area of 

organic fanning (IIbery et al. 1999; Lobley et al. 2009c). In other words, the county is 

well-known nationwide for its organic produce (SERIO and Plymouth University 2008). 

7 In 1987, ·Rivcrl(nd Organic Vegetables· was established to produce and deliver organic ,·cgetablcs to local 
consumers (see http: '/www.ri vcrford.co.uk). 
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4.2.3 Dependency on .farming income 

In the context of this study, organic and non-organic fam1ers in Devon were significantly 

different in tenns of their dependency on income from farming (p=O.OO I , Table 4.4 ). 

Organic fanners appeared to gain less income from farn1ing compared to thei r non-organic 

counterparts. This finding is consistent with other studies (e.g. Lockeretz 1995). However, 

In Michigan, USA, organic and non-organic fanners show no significant differences in 

terms of their dependency on agricultural income (McCann et al. 1997). Likewise, a study 

by Lobley et al. (2005) found that organic and non-organic fanners in Northern England, 

Eastern England and Devon were not significantly di fferent in relation to reliance on 

farming income. In the two studies noted above, organic and non-organic fanners had 

s imilar financial orientations towards fanning. This, in turn can explain why both groups 

have gained parallel income from fam1ing. 

Organic Non-Organic 
Farmers (N168) Farmers (NISS) 

(% )of Dependency on I Mean 59 72 
Farming Income 

T-Test DF I p I Significance 
321 I 0.00 1 I *** 

Table 4.4: T -test for fa rming income and fanner status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Table 4.5 shows a positive stati stically significant relationship between fa.m s1ze and 

fa rming income of organic fanners (p=0.007). A similar relationship was also found 

between farm size profile and fanning income of non-organic fanners (p=O.OO I , Table 

4.6). Clearly, an increase in fann size will resul t in more income from fanning, whether the 

fam1 is organic or non-organic. However, more impot1antly, as th e average organic fa rm 

was smaller than its non-organic counterpart (see Section 4.2. 1 ), organic fam1ing income 
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contributed less to household income in percentage tenns. This, in turn, is one possible 

explanation of the findings shown in Table 4.4. 

Farm Size (hectares) Total 
1- 19 20-49 50-99 Over (J68) 

99 
0-74 Count 22 28 23 25 98 

(%)of Expected 15.2 25.7 25. 1 32. 1 98 
Organic Dependency Count 
Farmers on Farming 75- 100 Count 4 16 20 30 70 

Income Expected 10.8 18.3 17.9 22.9 70 
Count 

Ch.i-Squarc Test DF I p Significance11 

3 I 0.007 ** 

Table 4.5: Chi-square test for farm size and farming income o f organic farmers 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Farm Size (hectares) Total 
1- 19 20-49 50-99 Over (155) 

99 
0-74 Count 9 16 16 25 66 

Non- (%)of Expected 3.8 12.3 19.2 30.7 66 
Organic Dependency Count 
Farmers on Farming 75- 100 Count 0 13 29 47 89 

Income Expected 5.2 16.7 25.8 41.3 89 
Count 

Chi-Square Test DF I p Significance 
3 I 0.00 1 *** 

Table 4.6: Chi-square test for farm size and farming income of non-organic fanners 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Another possible explanation for this result is that organic fa rmers tended more than non-

organic fam1ers to farm for non-financial reasons (see Section 4.4.3). Therefore, organic 

fam1ers were less likely to put more effo rt into their fa rms in order to eam money from 

farming and so depended less on farming income. 

s** p::O I%. 
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A wide range of factors impacted on organic farm incomes, including the high cost of 

inputs (see Section 5.3.1) and a recent slowing in the growth of the organic market 

(FMMRs 2008). In addition, this study found that 45 organic farms were in conversion 

(Nieberg and Offermann 2003), which may have cancelled out the profits of these fam1s. 

As a result, it was no surprise to discover that organic fanners obtained less income from 

farming. Nevertheless, 27% of organic farmers, and 40% of non-organic farmers in Devon 

eamed I 00% of their total household income from fanning, which may reflect the fact that 

the non-organic market is more stable (Helmberger and Chavas 1996). The remaining 

farmers drew income from other sources9
. 

'Non-farming activity on the fium' can provide important sources of additional income and 

reflects the non-agricultural use of the farm·s resources for commercial aims (Bailey et al. 

2000; DEFRA 2008b ). Diversification has been encouraged by a supportive policy 

environment (Tumer et al. 2006). Here, it is important to note that diversification can 

include other distinct pattems of activity, such as off-farm work, (Andersson et al. 2003; 

CRR and RTRG 2003; Slee 2003; Meert et al. 2005). Both organic and non-organic 

fanners in this study were equally engaged in 'non-fanning activity on the fann ·, and 

based on a chi-squarc test, no significant difference between fam1er types was found 

(Table 4.7). 

This is likely to be the outcome of the interaction between a number of factors, including 

farmers' ability and willingness to divert their agricultural resources. Ability to diversify 

tended to be similar, as both groups had some capital (see below) while willingness to set 

up non-fam1ing activities on the farm could be driven by differing tourism and recreation 

9 Three organic and one non-organic farmer did not answer the question concerning other income sources. 
therefore figures in table 4.7 are percentages of 119 (organic) and 92 (non-organic) farmers. 
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(%)ofll9 (%)of 92 
Organic Farmers* Non-Organic Farmers* 

Non-Farrn.ing Activity on 21 29 
the Farm 

Off-Farm Business 23 30 
Off-Farm Employment in 4 4 

Agriculture 
Off-Farm Employment 50 32 
outside of Agriculture 
Social Security and/or 13 17 

Private Payments 

Table 4.7: Other income sources o f organic and non-organic farmers 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

* Figures were not mutua lly exclusive 

sectors. The south west o f England is one o f the most vital UK regions for the e sectors 

and they are pm1ic ularly impOiiant for Devon, Cornwall and Dorset. (MAFF 2000; Winter 

2002). The natu ral and environmenta l features of rural Devon, such as Dartmoor Na tiona l 

Park, the Tamar Valley and the coastline (GOSW 2008), are key attractions in this respect 

(Winter 2002; DRN 2007). This, in turn, not only helps farmers to diversify into non-

fanning activities, such as setting up tea rooms and offering bed and breakfast (l lbe1-y 

199 1; Bailey et al. 2000), but also provides opportunities for others in rural areas to 

improve their incomes (MAFF 2000), which have been noted as being particu larly low in 

Devon (Little and Morris 2004). including more non-farn1ing activities on farms in Devon 

means moving towards more strongly multifunctional agriculture (Wilson 2007; Marsden 

and Sonnino 2008). According to Marsden (2003 ), th is trend may be reinforced by 

critic ism of fam1ing and its impacts on the environment by non-n u·at visitors and newer 

rura l residents, who have moved to Devon to retire (CCD 2007). Therefore, a shift towards 

sustainable fanning systems can be seen in Devon (see Section 3.8). This switch may also 

be affected by financial subsides, offered under CAP refonns, for all farmers in the UK 

(Lobley and Butler 2004). In addition, rural policies such as the Rural Development 

Programme for England 2007-20 13 are likely to have a similar effect on both organic and 
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non-orgamc farmers, as a number of actions are in place to enhance rural development, 

farming and the environment (see DEFRA 2008e). 

Apart from the 'off-farm employment outside of agriculture' group, no significant 

difference was found, usi~g chi-square test, between organic and non-organic fam1ers in 

terms of alternative sources of income. Since both organic and non-organic farmers were 

equally investing in, for example, machinery and propet1y, this indicated that they had 

some capital (Brown and Taylor 2005), which may have been inherited or the result of 

well-paid work elsewhere. Further, there was no difference between farmer types in tenns 

of household incomes supported by 'off-farm employment in agriculture'. According to the 

data collected in this research project, this type of work included agricultural work, 

agricultural consultancy or tree surgery10
. Organic farm families tended not to engage in 

agricultural work. This is one of the outcomes of fonnal educational qualitications in 

agriculture that were being used off the farm by a number of the members of the organic 

family (see, for example, Box 4.4). The organic family, and similarly its non-organic 

counterpart in this study, also gained income from social security and/or private payments 

(Table 4. 7). This suggests that both organic and non-organic farming families had equal 

access to benefit payments such as pensions credit. 

The only signiticant difference between additional income sources and farmer status in this 

study was found in relation to the ·off-farm employment outside of agriculture' category 

(p=0.008, Table 4.8). More organic fam1ers received income from this category than their 

non-organic colleagues (see also Lockeretz 1995; Lobley et al. 2005). Here, it should be 

noted first that it is not possible to describe the exact nature of work within this category, 

10 Here, it is important to note that any member/s of the farming family might provide income to the 
household from off-farm work either in agriculture or outside of it, and also from social security and/or 
private payments. 
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ns n number of non-specific answers, such as " ll'({e ll'orks ", were given by questionnaire 

respondents. Organic farm ers in this study were well-educated compared to their non-

organic counterparts (see Section 4.3.3) and higher levels o f formal educational attainment 

were obvious wi thin organically fanning families (see, for example, Boxes 4.4 and 6. 1 ). 

This, in t11rn, explains why more organic farm households in this study were involved in 

·on: farm employment outside of agriculture' compared to their non-organic counterparts. 

as a posi tive correlation is likely to be found between education and well-paid work (Weir 

1999). 

Off-Farm Employment 
outside of Agriculture Total 

No Yes 
Organic Count 60 59 11 9 
Farmers Expected Count 69.4 49.6 11 9 

Non-Organic Count 63 29 92 
Farmers Expected Count 53.6 38.4 92 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.008 ** 

Table 4.8: Chi-square test for off-fann employment out ide of agricult11re, 
and farmer status 

(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

In conclusion, this section has compared a sample of organic and non-organic farn1s in 

Devon in tenns of their s ize, type and income. In this sample, non-organic farms were 

found to be larger than those operated by organic farmers. In terms of the classification of 

farm type, the majority of non-organic fmms were classed as livestock farms, whereas the 

category ·others' invo lved more organic farm s. Further, non-organic farmers depended 

more on fanning for their household income compared to their organic colleagues. 

A number o f variables have been identified in the literature as key innuences on farn1er 

attitudes towards risk (see Section 2.2 .2), and therefore, the next section will focus on 
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organic/non-organic status and gender, age, fom1al education and years spent in farming. 

This, in turn, will allow conclusions to be drawn about farmers' perceptions of, and 

dispositions towards, risk. 

4.3 Personal characteristics and organic/non-organic status 

This section will compare the personal characteristics of farmers within the study sample, 

to assess whether there are any significant differences between organic and non-organic 

fanners in tenns of their gender, age, formal education and years spent in fanning. This 

comparison is important in that it will enable the role of these variables in influencing 

organic and non-organic farmers' attitudes towards risk to be tested in Chapter 5. 

4. 3.1 Gender spaces on organic/(mns 

In order to fully understand the role of gender and other characteristics, it is important to 

reflect on the nature of the data gathered in this study. Questionnaire data was provided 

either by the sole decision-maker, or by one of the decision-makers on the fam1 (see 

Chapter 3). For farms with more than one decision-maker, questionnaire responses were of 

the one who answered the call or who was chosen by the individual who answered the call. 

With regard to fam1ing decisions, Table 4.9 shows that there is a significant difference 

between organic and non-organic farmers in terms of how farming decisions are made 

(p=0.03). Organic farmers were more likely to make joint decisions (see below). However, 

it is important to note here that joint decision-making was found to be complex and 
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decisions were made by a combination of father, mother·and son; husband and wife; and 

father and son, for example. The 'husband and wife partnership" was the most common 

decision-making mechanism for both organic and non-organic farmers. In percentage 

tenns, this translates as 78% of organic fam1 decisions and 38% of non-organic farm 

decisions were made jointly by both partners. This is related to the fact that families 

fanning organically were well-educated. compared to their non-organic counterparts (see 

Section 4.2.3). In these families, there was acceptance of joint farming decisions between 

the husband and wife (Giaeser et al. 2007). Organic Fam1er 168, for example, whose life 

story is presented in Box 4.4, said during the 'in-depth interview': 

""l'cll"ming decisions are joint(\' made wilh my h11sband. rls we share /he gene m/ policy and I he 
principles. \l'e agree because rhey are I he same. JVe have not had any disagreemenl .. _ 

This, in turn, runs counter to the notion of fanning as a male occupation (Gasson and 

Winter 1993; Pini 2002; Trauger 2004), which was more likely to be expressed by non-

organic fanners from established_fam1ing families (see Section 4.2.1). Non-organic Fanner 

147, for example, who had not studied· beyond secondary education level, had farmmg 

origins and identified himself as the principal decision-maker on the fam1, stated during the 

'in-depth interview': 

··t disc11ss decisions wilh 1he wife. I make day 10 day decisions. Big ones I di.1·cu.u u•ilh lhe 
•rife. I am respomible .for .farming decisions. Umally. ••·e agree. When we da 1101. I do uhal I 
1/tink is riglu ... 

Although there is growing recognition within the literature of the role of different nctors in 

fanning decisions (Monis 2004), little work has focused on the farming decisions 

themselves, although there are a few notable exceptions (see, for example, Lockeretz 1995; 

Duram 1999; Wilson 2007). 
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How Farming Decisions are 
Made Total 

Individually Jointly 
Organic Count 123 45 168 
Farmers Expected Count 131 36.9 168 

Non-Organic Count 129 26 \ 55 
Farmers Expected Count 12 1 34.1 \55 

Chi-Squa•·e Test DF p Significance 
l 0.03 * 

Table 4.9: Chi-square test for farming decisions and fa rmer status 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

The results from this study revealed a significant re lationship between gender and fanner 

s tatus (p=O.OO I , Table 4.1 0). Amongst .fema le fanners, more farmed organically (74%) 

than non-organically (26%). This outcome suppo1ts the findings of other s tudies such as 

Lockeretz ( \995) and Burton et a l. ( 1999), (2003), but it is also dissonant with some UK-

based studies, such as those by Midmor.e et a l. (200 1) and Lobley et al. (2005), which 

found that gender did not play an important role in the adoption of organic fam1ing 

practices. 

Gender 
Male Fema le 

Organic Count 133 35 
Farmers Expected Count 143.6 24.4 

Non-Organic Count 143 12 
Farmers Expected Count 132.4 22.6 

Chi-Square Test DF p 

I 0.00 1 

Table 4.10: Chi-square test for gender and fa nner status 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

Total 

168 
168 
155 
155 

Significance 

*** 

The results presented in Table 4. 10 accord with women 's identification o f themselves as 

farmers rath er than supporters, as many women contribute to the n mning of the family 

farm, not only in Devon, but a lso in other rural areas (Little and Morris 2004; Budak et al. 

2005; Bjorkhaug and Blekesaune 2008; Reed et al. 2008; Trauger et al. 2008; Author's 
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observations). In this study, whatever the identity of the respondent, the notion that 

.fam1ing is a male occupation was more likely to be challenged on organic farms (see 

above). 

The idea that farm decision-making was solely a male domain was also challenged by the 

finding that female organic fanners who had become the sole decision-maker as a result of 

the death of the husband, for example, and those who were already one of the decision-

makers on the farm, were more likely than their non-organic counterparts to assent to the 

notion of running the farm on their own a.;;count it (see also Lobley et al. 2005). Indeed, the 

organic sample contained more female respondents as a result of there being more female 

organic farmers than female non-organic fanners. 

The attraction of organic fam1ing systems in tem1s of the perceived environmental and 

health benefits may be a key influence in encouraging female farmers to enter into this 

type of fanning. Since there is concern for family health, food and the environment 

amongst women (Braidotti et al. 1994; Padel 200 I a; Hall and Mogyorody 2007), and 

organic fam1ing is perceived by many women to offer such public goods (Inhetveen 1998; 

Padel 200 I a), this may explain the association between women fanners and organic 

fam1ing (Table 4.10). The 'in-depth interview' data supported this view. Organic Fam1er 

168, for example, who ran the farm with her husband (see above), revealed: 

11 In this study, 12 women fi·om organic farms and 6 women from non-organic farms identified themselves as 
the only decision-maker on their farms. 

143 



Chapter four: Characteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their farms 

"I grew up in Bristol. My parents were not farmers. We both {the jimner and her husband} 
did agricultural degrees. After that, I did some research, and then became an agronomist 
while my husband was a /iveswck adFisor. In 1991. I had a sclwlarship 10 look m organic 
farming in the west of Europe. I we/11 to Germany ..... and Austria. Organic .ftmning was 
ve1:r interesting. The ~ystem seems more sustainable and u·e are keen 011 tire eu\'ironmenr. 
We are concerned about what is happening in the COIIIIII)'Side ...... After I lull. my husband 
we/11 to farm mwlllgemelll. and I we/11 on 10 teach agriculture..... We always wamed a 

.farm, and it was dijjicult .for us to get a tenancy because we did not hm•e that .ftmning 
background. And we moved 10 Oel'On and bo11glu this(tmn in 1997 ". 

Box 4.4: Sally's life story 12 

On the other hand, Non-Organic Farmer 148, who was the sole decision-maker on her 

dairy farm, stated during the questionnaire survey: "/ do no/ believe ill orga11ic .farmillg 

because lthi11k it is a sham" (See Section 4.6). 

4.3.2 Are orga11icfimners you11ger? 

Conditions linked to old age, such as physical difficulties, may prevent older fam1ers from 

taking up organic fam1ing, which can be a labour intensive farming system (Fasterding and 

Rixen 2006; Trauger et al. 2008). This may explain why Lockeretz ( 1995) found that in 

Massachusetts, USA, the typical organic farmer is younger than his/her non-organic 

counterpart (see also Lobley et al. 2005). In contrast, McCann et al. ( 1997) suggested that 

there was no significant difference between organic and non-organic farmers in Michigan, 

USA, in relation to their age. McCann's findings are supported by the findings of this 

research project, in that there was no significant difference in tem1s of age structure 

between organic and non-organic farmers (p=O.l03, Table 4.11). 

1
' In this study, 18% of organic and 5% of non-organic farmers grew up in urban areas. 
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Age Total 
26-40 41-65 Over 65 

Organic Count 19 138 11 168 
Farmers Expected 19.2 132.1 16.6 168 

Count 
Non- Count 18 11 6 2 1 155 

Organic Expected 17.8 12 1.9 15.4 155 
Farmers Count 

Chi-Square Test DF I p I Si2nificance 
2 I 0.103 J 

Table 4.1 1: Chi-square test for age and farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionna ire 2008) 

N.S. 

Specifically, only nine non-organic farmers explicitly mentioned ··otd age " as one of the 

ma in reasons for not taking up organic fanning. Tllis result suggests that ageing was not a 

barrier which prevented entry into organic fanning (see Cooper 1998; Mata et al. 2007). 

For example, when Organic Fam1er 83 wns 54 years old, he started with a very small-scnle 

non-certified organic fann , in order to develop his organic farming skills. Then, when he 

was 62 years old, he registered the farm with the SAO. 

"l11·as born in London in 1927 .. \ ~\fa/her 11 as a leacher . . ·If so. l11·as leaching music and 
environmemal swdies before farming. I lta1'e alll'ays been interested in nature and farming 
ll'illtoul c!temica/s. so 11·e moved lo Del'on. We swrted in /981. Tltefmm u·as. in principle, 
organic. In 1989. I registered tlte farm as organic. I !tad no experience in f arming at first. 
on~)! 2 cou·s, bw 1re gradual~)! built up !he .farm ... 

Box 4.5: Matthew's li fe story 13 

Further, Simon ente red into organic fanning in o ld age (59 years) (see Box 6. 1 ), and in 

order to cope with increasing phys ical limitations due to ageing, he made more use o f his 

two workers (see Section 6.3). 

13 Th is life story came from the ·in-depth interview· with Matthew. 

145 



Chapter Four: C haracteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their farms 

Table 4. 11 shows that 89% of the fam1ers who partic ipated in this study were aged 41 or 

over. Results from the ' in-depth interview· and questiOJmaire data (see Appendices One 

and Two) indicated that this was because the vast majori ty o f older fanm:rs \Vanted to 

continue farming for as long as possible, whether or not the fam1 would be passed on to the 

next generation (see ~ !so ADAS 2004; Lobley et al. 2005). FUI1ber, since young farmers in 

Devon tend to leave farming for fmancial reasons (CCD 2007; Butler and Lobley 2007), 

this is also likely to be reflected in the age profile for farmers in the county. 

4. 3. 3 Organic .farmers all(/.formal education 

The fonnal education pro fil e varied significantly between organic and non-organic farmers 

in this study. Table 4. I 2 shows that organic fann ers were well-educated compared to their 

non-organic counterparts (p=O.OOO). This result was anticipated, based on the literatu re 

(e.g. Lockeretz I 995; Dura m I 999; Flaten et al. 2006; Lobley et al. 2005). According to 

the data from this study, more organic fanners held agricultural and/or non-agricultural 

degrees, compared to non-organic farmers (see, for example, Boxes 4.4 and 6.2). 

Formal Education 
Full Fut1her Higher Total 

Secondary 

Organic Count 57 19 92 168 
Farmers Expected 79.1 24.4 64.5 168 

Count 

Non- Count 95 28 32 155 
Organic Expected 72.9 22.6 59.5 155 
Farmers Count 

Chi-Square Test DF I p I Significance 
2 I 0.000 I 

Table 4.12: Chi-square test for fonnal education and farm er status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 
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Statistically, there was no apparent link between the adoption and non-adoption of organic 

fanning systems and level of formal education (see Sections 4.5 and 4.6). Thus, these 

reasons cannot explain the findings presented in Table 4.12. Nevertheless, organic fanning 

is knowledge intensive (Lockeretz 1991; Winter 1997; Wilson and Rigg 2003), and well-

educated fanners arc more likely to be open to new information and willing to leam 

new approaches (Gasson 1998; Weir 1999; Bak 2001). It should not be surptising, 

therefore, to find that better-educated fanners are more likely to be organic (see Bocmgen 

and Bullock 2004; Genius et al. 2006; see also Table 4.12). The organic fanners in this 

study tended to make greater use of different information sources, such as the interne!, 

books, extension services and other fanners. 

More non-organic fanners indicated that they had grown up on family farms compared to 

their organic counterparts (see Section 4.2.1 ). Many of these individuals had left school 

early in order to gain more experience of fanning. The life story of John, revealed during 

the 'in-depth interview', provides evidence of this trend (see also Box 4.1 ). 

""A~v fami(l' has been in this area since 166./. /was born on my family ·s farm ill 1930. I am 
78 years olcl ..... . In /9./7. I finished my seco11dmy educmio11, and I """-' jit!(v engaged in 
the 1rork on myfami(l•farm. I hm·e got three brothers .• ~~~·fill her boughtthisflmnfor me i11 
/954 ..... . I have got /lm suns; they left sclwul to help me. The oldest is 54 years old am/ 
the other is 51. Farmi11g is in my blood. It is n·Jwt 1/un·e been brought up 011. ... . I hm•e 
beenflwmilrg all my li(e. I do 1101 knoll" anything else.·· (Non-Organic Farmer 149). 

Box 4.6: John's life story 

Consequently these fanning origins, which affected the level of educational qualifications 

achieved for many rural residents in Devon (CCD 2007), partly explain why non-organic 

fanners had not studied beyond secondary level. This is in line with a Devon-based study 

by Reed et al. (2002) which examined farm household reaction to the economic decline in 

fanning. In addition, Gasson ( 1998: 487) points out that ""historically, it has bee11 assumed 
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that if people are provided with land, they will know by insrinct hmr to farm it. Many 

succes.~ful farmers are proud of the fact that they leji school at 14 (11/(1 never went to 

college ". Nevertheless, Warren ( 1989) found that well-educated fa rmers in Devon and 

Cornwall were more proactive in taking actions to cope with fam1inr di fficulties. 

4. 3. 4 Years spent in fanning 

According to Table 4.13, the mean duration of involvement in fanning as helpers, workers 

and operators was 29 years for organic and 43 years for non-organic fanners in Devon. 

There was a significant difference between organic and non-organic status in tenns of tllis 

aspect (p=O.OOO). As predicted (see Section 2.5.2), non-organic fa rmers had been engaged 

in fa rming fo r more years compared to their organic counterparts. This result provides 

compelling evidence to support the findings of other researchers (e.g. Murphy 1992; Egri 

1999; McCann et al. 1997; CRER 2002; Lobley et a l. 2005). 

Organic Farmers Non-Organic Far mers 
(N168) (N155) 

Years Spent in I Mean 29 43 
Farming 

T-Test DF I p I Significance 
32 1 I 0.000 I *** 

Table 4.13: T-test for years spent in fam1ing and fam1er status 
(Source: Author' s questionna ire 2008) 

Organic and non-organic fam1ers in Devon were similar in terms of their age (see Section 

4.3.2), which indicates that other fac tors affected their length of involvement in fanning. In 

this study, and similar to McCann et al. ( 1997) and Lobley et a l. (2005), more organic 

fanners had at some time worked outside of fanning than their non-organic counterparts 
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(40% of organic fanners compared to 8% of non-organic fanners). Accordingly, it is not 

surprising to discover that these fanners spent less time in fanning 14
. However, based on 

·in-depth interview' data, the reasons for work outside of agriculture were different (see, 

for example, Box 4.4). Non-Organic Respondent 104, who was not from a fanning family, 

explained his reasons for working outside of agriculture: 

··.l~l' pw·ems were 1101 jill"mers .. bul my grandparem.1· had a fwm near Lo11don .... . llecau.H: I 
II·Wited 10 he a.fimuer. I worked in jiuauce aud .WI'ed some money. Ajier tilal. I bcmgl1t tile 
farm. Farming is someliliug I alll'ays wallled to do··. 

Another possible explanation for the findings shown in Table 4.13 is linked to the fonnal 

education protile of fanners. As the organic fanners in this study tended to be well-

educated compared to their non-organic counterparts (see Section 4.3.3), they would have 

spent more time in fonnal education, at universities and colleges for example, and 

therefore had spent fewer years in fanning (see also Lobley et al. 2005). In comparison 

non-organic fanners, who were more likely to be from fanning families (Section 4.2. I), 

tended to have been involved in fanning from a younger age (see, for example, Boxes 4.1, 

4.3 and 4.6). 

This section has compared organic and non-organic fanners in terms of their gender, age, 

level of formal education and years spent in fanning, in order to provide a better 

understanding of the link between attitudes towards risk and the adoption of organic 

fanning systems. Although there was no significant difference in age between organic and 

non-organic fanners in Devon, a higher proportion of female fanners were orgamc. 

Further, orgamc fanners were well-educated and had spent fewer years 111 fam1ing 

compared to their non-orgamc counterparts. Section 4.4 now turns to an analysis of 

" Roderick and Burke (2004) found that organic farmers in Cornwall have been farming on average for 23 
years. This finding is, to some extent, supported by the present research, in which organic farmers spent on 
average 29 years in farming. 
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farming mms m order to enrich our understanding of attitudes towards risk in organic 

farming (see also Section 2.2.2). 

4.4 Farming objectives 

The qucstiotmaire used in this study asked organic and non-organic farmers to indicate the 

key aims which drove their approach to fam1ing. Whilst the relationship between fam1ing 

goals and attitudes towards risk will be analysed in Sections 5.7.1 and 5.7.2, this section 

will compare the aims of organic and non-organic farmers. In this respect, it is important to 

note that 'No' in Tables 4.14-4.19 refers to the fact that the relevant fam1ing aim was not 

mentioned in response to the question: "could you please describe !he mos/ impvrlanl 

objeclives in your approach lo farming~··. 

4.4.1 The aim vf crealing public goods 

Table 4.14 shows a significant relationship between willingness to create public goods, 

which include protecting the environment, producing healthy and safe food and ensuring 

animal welfare; and farmer status (p=O.OOO). This result supports earlier studies (e.g. 

McCann et al. 1997; Koesling cl al. 2004) which found that organic farmers mnked the 

genemtion of such public goods as a primary aim compared to their non-organic 

counterparts. 
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Creating Public Goods Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 66 102 168 
Farmers Expected Count 88.9 79.1 168 

Non-Organic Count 105 50 155 
Farmers Expected Count 82.1 72.9 155 

Chi-Squarc Test OF p Significance 
I 0.000 *** 

Table 4.14: Chi-square test for creating public goods and fam1er status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Many factors contributed to organic farmers· desire to generate different public goods (see 

Section 4.5). Accordingly, it is possible to speculate that organic fam1ers differ from non-

o rganic fanners in their attitudes towards their ecological and social responsibilities (Beus 

and Dunlap 1990; Maybery et al. 2005; Stock 2007). Further, ideological differences 

between fanne rs concerning a number of issues involving animal welfare and food qua lity 

( llbery and KJ1eafsey 2000; Kling-Eveillard et al. 2007) may be reflected in their fam1ing 

systems (Lockie and Ha tpin 2005). This was supported by the 'in-depth interview· data. 

For example, Non-Organic Fanner 73 , mnning a mixed fam1 , argued that : 

··t am not com·inced that organic is any betler than conremional. especiallr nu11· 11·hen 11·e 1ri/l 
he asked to produce more to feed tlte pupulmion A{v main aims in f arming are to improl'e the 
jimn. to suswin the land but produce more. beuer re/1/ms. The enl'ironment ll'ill take care of 
itself ll'e need something more than the enrironmem to lil'e on ··. 

On the other hand, an organic fam1er (see Box 4.5) expla ined: 

--.\~v philosophy is to protect the enrironment and 110t tu use chemicals. \\ ·urkin~ ll'ith noli/re. 
For rxwnple. a part of my land is a bllllel:/1y resen ·e 1dth 30 differelll species. We should 1rork 
in :;ympathy 1rilh I he nalural order .. (Organic Farmer 83). 

In addit ion, as well-educated individuals are more likely to have better access to 

infonnation sources, such as the intemel (Genius et al. 2006; Warren 2007), this may 

increase the ir awareness of the impor1ance of, and concem for, various public goods 

(Gasson 1998; Rahman 2003). Accordingly, farmers who have achieved a higher level of 
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fom1al educntion are more likely to be willing to create di fferent public goods from 

fanning (see Lien et al. 2006a). This is supported by the finding that, fo r organic fam1ers, 

there was a significant re lationshjp between the level of fo rmal education achieved and the 

desire to ' create public goods' (p=O.OOO; Table 4. 15,). This, in tum, is a possible 

explanation for the significant di fference between organic and non-organic fa nners in this 

study in tem1s of their desire to generate public goods through the ir approach to fann ing. 

Here, it is important to note that no -significant association was found between the level o f 

fom1al education achieved and the desire to ·create public goods ' for non-organic fanners 

(see Section 4.3.3 ). 

Formal Education 
Full Further Higher Total 

Secondary 
No Count 33 9 24 66 

Creating Expected 22.4 7.5 36. 1 66 
O rganic Public Count 
Far mers Goods Yes Count 24 10 68 102 

Expected 34 .6 11.5 55.9 102 
Count 
Count 57 19 92 168 

Total Expected 57 19 92 168 
Count 

C hi-Square Test DF I p I Significance 
2 I 0.000 I *** 

Table 4.15: Chi-square test for fonnal education and creating public goods 
for organic fanners 

(Source: Author"s questionnaire 2008) 

4.4.2 The aim ofmaking a profit 

Table 4 .16 shows that non-orgamc farmers in Devon mentioned the aim of ' making a 

profit ' as fi rst among the ir other primary farming a ims. while their organic counterparts 
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stated it second. Table 4.16 shows also that organic and non-organic fam1ers are equally 

interested in making a profit from fanning (p=0.918). This result does not support the 

findings from other studies, which have suggested that non-organic fanners tend to be 

more focused on making a profit from farming than the ir organic counterparts (e.g. 

McCann et al. 1997; Koesling et al. 2004; Lockie and Halpin 2005). 

Making a Profit Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 92 76 168 
Farmers Expected Count 91.5 76.5 168 

Non-Organic Count 84 7 1 155 
Farmers Expected Count 84.5 70.5 155 

Cbi-Square Test OF p Significance 
I 0.918 

Table 4.16: C hi-square test for making a profit and fam1er status 
(Source: Author"s questionnaire 2008) 

N.S. 

The predominance of productivist attitudes may provide an explanation for the results 

shown in Table 4. 16 (Maybery et al. 2005; see a lso below). The desire to make a profit 

from fanning may be related to the fact that non-organic farmers have been asked to 

maximize production for many years (Wilson 2007; see also the comments made by Non-

Organic Fanner 73 , above). This does not mean, however, that organic fam1ers are 

immune to such ideology (Nowak 1987; Marsden 2003); they may have been engaged in 

non-organic farming systems before taking up organic farming. Based on the 'in-depth 

interview data· , this st11cly found considerable evidence of this: 

"B efore running this fimn. I 1rorked for 01/ier people. I 1rorked on farms. some of them ~rere 
organic, and o1hers u·ere not. The firs/ farm I ~rorked on u·as not organic ..... The mosl 
impor/Clltl objectil ·e in my approach 10 jitrming is 10 run a b11siness 1rithin the confines of 
organic farming. If our fimn is going 10 be organic. I ll'ant it 10 be profitable ,. (Organic 
Farmer 12). 

··1 1ras brought up 011 1he same fimu. I helped my parents from an earl\' age. The farm ~ras 

co111·emional. and u·e conl'erted in 1998 .... . Th e most important objec:til•e in my approach to 
farminK is to make a projil .. (Organic Farmer 39). 
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FU11her, for some organic fanners, the concept of profit-making was connected with their 

views about fanning. Organic Farmer 61, for example, who had not been involved in 

fanning before starting to fann organically in 2006 (see Chapter 6}, seemed to see organic 

fanning simply as a way to make a profit. This explained why he left fanning when the 

price of organic pigs decreased (see Section 4.5). 

Besides ideology, fanners may be driven to make a profit because of their need for money 

(Austin et al. 1996; Wilson 1997a). A number of organic and non-organic fanners in this 

study indicated that they were keen to make a profit from fam1ing in order to meet 

financial challenges, such as rising inOation, fam1 expansion, and improving buildings. 

This finding suggests that such needs, which are highly likely to affect fanning behaviour 

(Roccas et al. 2002: Schoon and Te Grotenhuis 2000). may interact with farmers' ideology 

(Maybery et al. 2005) and result in the inclusion of more traditional oricntations within 

organic fanning practices. 

The findings in Table 4.16 suggest that organic fanning may in fact mimic non-organic 

fanning systems for the reasons listed above. Accordingly, this would suggest that organic 

fanning is not necessarily moving away from the productivist agricultural regime (Wilson 

2001; Marsden 2003; Wilson and Rigg 2003; Potter and Tilzey 2005; Marsden and 

Sonnino 2008). If the primary aims of organic fam1ing resemble other fanning systems 

(Best 2008), this raises concerns about its identity and core values (Lockie and Halpin 

2005; see also Section 4.5). 

154 



C hapter Four: C haracteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their farms 

4.4.3 The aim of making a living 

The data in Table 4 .17 shows tha t the objective of making a living from farm ing is 

associated with both organic and non-organic fam1ers (p=0 .002) 15
• However more non-

organic fnrmers than organic fanners mentioned this obj ective as one of their key aims. 

T his finding concurs wi th the findings of other studies such as Koes ling et al. (2004), fo r 

example. 

Making a Living Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 144 24 168 
Farmers Expected Count 132.6 35.4 168 

Non-Organic Count Ill 44 155 
Farmers Expected Count 122.4 32.6 155 

Chi-Squarc Test DF p Significance 
I 0.002 

Table 4. I 7: Chi-square test for making a living a nd farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

** 

Non-organic fanners who indicated that making a living from farming was important, 

e laborated on their reasons for do ing so: "not profitability, but making a living ··; ·'just 

making a living''; 'feeding my .family"; and "to survive ''. Accordingly, it seems that these 

farmers differed from their organic counterparts in tenns o f their needs as well as their 

philosophy and ideo logy about fam1 ing as a production sys tem (see also Section 6.5). This, 

in tum, may expla in the results shown in Table 4.1 7. 

The relative importance of making a living from fanning as expressed by farmers in this 

study suggests that this aspect of fam1ing shou ld receive more attention from researchers 

examining farming goals (IIbery 1983). [t should also be borne in mind, however, that 

15 
• laki ng a li \ ing · means ha\'ing enough money lix basic needs, which may var) ti·om one person to 

another (Swindell et al. 1999). 
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farmers may also be dtiven by non-financial objectives (see below). Theories based on 

ana lyses of indiv idual behaviour, such as ·cost-benefit analysis' (see Button and Barker 

1975; Little and M irrlees 1974 ; Gittinger 1982; Hanley and Spash 1993 ), may therefore 

need to be adjusted to take into account all possible aims (Flaten et a l. 2005). 

In the context o f this thesis, both the aims of making a living and of making a profit from 

farming highlights the existence o f fi nanc ial orientations in farmers· approaches to fmming 

and which may or may not be combined with non-financial ones (see also Fairweather and 

Keating 1994; Greiner e t al. 2009). Acco.rding to the results shown in Table 4.18, and as 

expected, fann ing for financial reasons was mentioned by more non-organic than organic 

fanners in the study sample (p=0.005). This concurs with the findings of other studies (e.g. 

Lockeretz 1995; Sullivan et a l. 1996). More organic fam1ers than non-organic fanners 

cited non-financia l aims, such as ·enjoying the li festyle ' and 'creat ing pub lic goods·, as the 

most important objectives driving their approach to fam1ing (see also Kaltoft 1999; Stock 

2007). Th.i s, in tum, supports the argument that farm ing goa ls affect the adoption of 

particular fa rming systems (Monis and Winter 1999; Koesling et al. 2004; Wilson 2007; 

among others). 

Financial Orientations Total 
No Yes 

Organic Cow1t 68 l OO 168 
Farmers Expected Count 56.2 111.8 168 

Non-Organic Count 40 11 5 155 
Farmers Expected Count 51.8 103.2 155 

C hi-Square Test DF p Significance 
1 0.005 ** 

Table 4.18: Chi-square test fo r financia l orientations and fanner status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 
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4. 4.4 The aim of enjoying the lifesty le 

Table 4.1 9 suggests tha t orgamc and non-organtc fanners in Devon equally view the 

lifestyle aspects o f fam1ing as one of the most important aims 111 their approaches to 

fam1ing (p=0.425). This result strongly supp011s the findings from other sturl ies (e.g. 

Lockerclz 1995; Koesling et al. 2004). This assertion was based on responses such as ··1 

enjoy being independent .. ; "livillg in the CO I/1/ti)'Side "; "ll'orking with plams and 

animals ··; and ··1ray of I ife ". 

Enjoying the Lifestyle Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 13 1 37 168 
Farmers Expected Count 128 40 168 

Non-Organic Count 115 40 155 
Farmers Expected Count 11 8 37 155 

Chi -Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.425 N.S. 

Table 4.19: C hi-square test for enjoying the lifestyle and fanner status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Based on the results shown in Table 4. 19, fam1 lifestyle did not appear to have affected the 

type o f farming system adopted (see also Bergevoet al al. 2004). ln other words, whichever 

system was chosen, fanners enjoyed be ing independent, working in the countryside, etc. 

This finding was supported by · in-depth interview· data. For example, the wife of Non-

Organic Fanner 147 said : 

" ll'e like the 1ray of /{{e. lt'e like the countt:vside. We like lil·estock. dealing with them, 
horses ....... .... . although we do not earn enough lt would no/ malfer if 1re ll'ere organic or 
not ··. 

It is the refore unsurpnsmg to find that there was no s ignificant relationship between 

·enjoying the lifestyle' and fam1er status in this study. Indeed, both orgaruc and non-
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orgamc fanners appeared to enjoy farming. For example, although Non-Organic Fanner 

14 7 suffered from a bad knee, he was enthusiastic and happy to check on his sheep, which 

were lambing. Further, Organic Fanner 78 was laughing and making jokes whilst she was 

repairing a gate in the rain. This reflects the importance of a high quality of life amongst 

farmers (Austin et al. 1996), which is more likely to be based on a variety 0f different 

values and ideologies (Beus and Dunlap .1990; Maybery at al. 2005). Consequently, it 

should not be surprising that a desire to enjoy the fanning lifestyle played an important 

role in decisions surrounding entry into fanning in geneml (see Section 6.4). 

This section has shown that organic and non-organic fam1ers in Devon fanned for a variety 

of reasons. FUJther, these fam1ers were similar with regard to their willingness to make a 

profit from fanning, and in their. desire to enjoy the lifestyle aspects of fanning. On the 

other hand, making a living out of fanning was mentioned by more non-organic than 

organic fanners. In contmst, organic fanners fanned to create different public goods 

compared to their non-organic counterparts. 

The next two sections will focus on the mam reasons for adoption or non-adoption of 

orgamc fam1ing systems. These sections will in turn contribute, in Section 5.7.4, to a 

suggested key conclusion on the importance of farmers' attitudes towards risk in organic 

farming in relation to their decision on whether or not to fam1 organically. 
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4.5 Main reasons for the adoption of organic farming systems 

This section wi ll ana lyse and interpret the responses from organic fanners to the question: 

"Could you please tell me the main reasons for organic farming adoption? " As noted in 

Section 3.5, it is important to emphasise that responses to this question, and to others 

which also concerned farmers· beliefs and perspectives were difficult to code because 

many of them had multiple meanings, and published coding methodologies are rare (see 

below). This, in tum, limits the degree to which comparisons can be made with other 

research. However, Figure 4 .1 suggests that reasons for the uptake of organic fa rming in 

Devon fa ll within six main categories. 

70% 65% 

60% 

50% 

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

0% 

Public Goods Non-Subsidy Challenge Farm Related Subsidy Organic 
Related Related Acceptance Motives Related Philosophy 

Motives Financial Related Financial Related 
Motives Motives Motives Motives 

• (%)of 168 Organic Farmers• 

Figure 4.1: Main reasons for the adoption of organic fanning systems 
(Source: Author s questionnai re 2008) 

* Responses were not mutually exclusive 
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Figure 4.1 shows that for 65% of organic farmers 'public goods related motives' were one 

of the main reasons for adopting organic fam1ing systems. This category is related to 

farmers· perceptions of the positive effects of organic farming on the environment, food 

quality and safety, and animal health and welfare. Statements which characterised this 

category included "/ do not like chemicals", "my philosophy is to protect the 

environment··. "animal wel[tu·e ", "better for our healt/1 ", "caring for God's world" and 

"ethical reasoi1s (i.e. healthy animals and things like this)". Further, this category can be 

seen as a reflection of the environmental and social benefits delivered by organic farming 

(Ilbery et al. 1999; Stockdale et al. 2001; Pretty 2002; Bartram and Perkins 2003; Vogl et 

al. 2005; Topp et al. 2007). These benefits are based on the physical, mechanical and 

biological methods of organic fanning, which limit the use of chemicals. Heavy use of 

agricultural chemicals damages such goods and results in 'public costs' (Pretty et al. 2000; 

Parris and Yokoi 2003). 

The results shown in Figure 4.1, which point to the importance of the environmental and 

social benefits of organic farming, concur with those of other studies such as Vine and 

Bateman (1981), Egri (1999), Burton et al. (2003), McEachem and Willock (2004), Flaten 

et al. (2006), Toma and Mathijs (2007) and Best (2008). According to the data gathered 

from both questionnaire responses and 'in-depth interviews' (see Section 6.5 and Box 4.4, 

for example), many organic farmers expressed awareness of, and concern for, the human, 

ecological and social environment. These attitudes were related to awareness of the 

envirorunental impact of pollution and over-use of chemicals and the role that organic 

farming techniques could play in mitigating such impacts (see also Lockeretz, 1995; 

Fairweather and Campbell 1996). 
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··fll·asfarming and supp(vingfiwd ll'ilh a 1•iell' lo con~eJTalirm, bullhere \l'as pres~ure from a 
company 10 spray more more more. I ~aid 'enough·.- /mu going lo grmr organic . ...... . -1/.w, 
one day. my wife 11·a~ coming back from a local fimn where !hey u·ere ~praying !he com. and 
she .fell ill .... . Chemicals are poison Heallh comes firs/ . .... _ .. (Organic Fanner 116)16 

Further, the willingness of many organic farmers to create public goods from farming 

stemmed from a sense of responsibility as stewards of their land. In addition, it renected 

their concern for the welfare of their livestock, their ideology about farming and/or a sense 

of justice stemming from religious conviction (sec also Sullivan et al. 1996; McCann et al. 

1997; Stock 2007; van Huik and Bock 2007; Schadcr et al. 2008; Greincr et al. 2009; 

Section 4.4.1 ). Among organic fanners, a willingness to create public goods from farming 

appeared to be a long-term objective which extended beyond individual generations. For 

example, during the 'in-depth interview', the daughter of Organic Fanner 78 expressed 

views on organic fam1ing similar to those of her mother: 

"I have swdied 1hea1re and drama. and no11· lmn doing horlicul!ure /o unders/and soil and 
1he em·ironment more. I H'C/11 to Tanzania and u·orked 1rith children, and I 1ren110 Austmlia 
and uorked on an o1ganic fimn. Then, I came back to help my mother and to take tire jinm 
orer in the jillure. I £1111 also looking for quality rather tlum quanli(v. I wall/ to 1rork 1.-ith 
nalure·· (Daughler of Organic Fanner 78). 

Comments which related to the category of 'non-subsidy related financial motives· 

included: "Financial"; "if we are not organic, we will get lower prices"; "growing for a 

niche market"; "low start up costs"; "save 011 chemical bills"; "making money" and 

"economic reasons··. Figure 4.1 shows that 52% of organic farmers cited financial motives 

other than fann payments as one of the main reasons for their adoption of organic systems. 

This finding renects a number of recent adoption studies, in particular McEachem and 

Willock (2004) and Koesling et al. (2005), but is contrary to others. Tranter et al (2007a), 

for example, found that these motives were the most important (in Great Britain), while 

they were less frequent in the past (in England and Wales) (sec Vine and Batcman 1981). 

16 This quote came lrom the 'in-deplh interview· with Organic Farmer 116. 

161 



Chapter Four: Characteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their farms 

Further, organic fanners in Massachusetts, USA, considered the financial advantages of 

organic fanning to be small because of a lack of support from supern1arkets (see Lockerelz 

1995). The present research contributes to the literature on organic fanning and supports 

recent studies which suggest that financial considerations are more apparent now in 

organic fanning adoption decisions than they were in the past. This, in turn, is related to 

several factors which have encouraged entry into organic fanning. 

The organic market in the UK has grown over a number of years (OCW 2007; FMMRs 

2008). Growth in the organic market can be connected with economic growth, low 

inflation and food safety scares (IIbery and Kneafsey 2000; Padel and Foster 2005). Public 

demand for locally produced food and drink can also stimulate growth (Morris and Buller 

2003; Ilbery et al. 2000), particularly in places such as Devon, which has a well-developed 

local food system (Winter 2003a; Ricketts Hein et al. 2006}, and is an area in which 

organic fanning is well-established (IIbery et al. 1999; Lobley et al. 2009c). Many 

respondents in this study recognised the potential increase in demand for organic products 

and, as a result, had engaged in organic fanning (see also below) .. The ·non-subsidy related 

tinancial motives' were strengthened further by existing difficulties within the non-organic 

sector, linked to agricultural crises and the high cost of inputs. As a result, several organic 

fanners sought alterations to their previous fanning systems (see also Reed et al. 2002 for 

the reaction of family farms in Devon to the economic downturn). During the mid 1990s 

and again in early 2000s, BSE and Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) affected fmms in the 

UK. Devon was particularly badly affected by FMD, resulting in widespread losses 

(Winter 2003b: Parry et al. 2005). In response to this, there was tendency to take up 

conservation approaches such as organic fanning methods. Sharp rises in chemical prices, 

for example the cost of nitrogen rose 81% between 1997 and 2007 in the UK (DEFRA 

2008a), further encouraged the adoption of organic fanning systems (see also Fuller 2003). 
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The survey data showed that 50% of fanners who had been fanning extensively before 

registration, wanted to be able to sell their goods to supem1arkets as organic. In other 

words, non-subsidy related financial motives encouraged 12 out of :!4 un-registered 

organic and integrated fam1ers to register their fanns with a certifying body. However, 

fanns with extensive teclmiques are more likely to remain un-registered for a \'ariety of 

reasons, such as having a direct link with consumers and/or being free from inspection (see 

Burton et al. 1999). This was the case for 3 out of 5 un-registered organic farmers in this 

research. The other two fanners had not registered their fanns for different reasons; in one, 

the fanner felt that he was too old and the other fanned organically lor conservation 

reasons, both were selling their goods to the conventional market. 

'Challenge acceptance related motives' were cited by 13% of organic fam1ers. ranking it as 

the third main reason for their adoption of organic fanning techniques (Figure 4.1 ). 

Comments linked to this category included: "it is a challenge to ./{mn proper(J' witholll 

chemi<:als "; '"taking risks in organic ./{mning would be more interesting than the other 

options" and ''if is aji·esh challenge". ln other words, organic fanning satisfied 22 organic 

fanners who were content to seek out more risk in fanning. This result is consistent with 

studies by Duram ( 1999) and Midmore et al. (200 I), but opposes the findings of others 

such as de Lauwere et al. (2004), Koesling et al. (2005) and Flaten et al. (2006). Whereas 

this element ranked as the most important driver in some studies (e.g. de Lauwere et al. 

2004), it was of secondary importance in others (e.g. Koesling et al. 2005; Flaten et al. 

2006). Searching for a more challenging approach to fanning (such as that oiTered by 

orgamc fanning; see Section 5.6) poses the question ·which risks were perceived by 

orgamc fanners when their adoption decisions were made'? (this question will be 

addressed in Chapter 7, Section 7.3). Section 5.7.1 will show that 78% of organic fanners 

were, to varying degrees, willing to take risk in organic fanning. This result and the finding 
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that 13% of the organic farmers who took part in this study were in the ·challenge 

acceptance related motives' group will both contribute to a fundamental conclusion 

concemmg the importance of willingness to take risk in organic fam1ing in farmers' 

adoption decisions (see Section 5.7.4). However, the relatively low percentage of organic 

fam1crs who took up organic farming because they were looking for more challenges in 

fanning is related to the fact that many of them did not have this desire (see also Damhofcr 

et al. 2005). 63% of organic farmers considered organic farming to be riskier than other 

farming systems (see Section 5.6), but only 13% of organic farmers sought out ways to 

increase their risk in fanning because they enjoyed taking more risk. 

The fourth category which describes the main reasons for the adoption of organic farming 

methods related to individual farm conditions. Examples of comments related to this 

category include: ''fhe j(mu was unofficially organic so it was ea.IJ' for us·· and ··our small 

/(mn is IVell mited 10 organic j(muing, and we were running it using a small amounl of 

fertilizers before conversion". It is important to note here that conversion to organic 

farming is likely to be easier for farms which are already using extensive methods, as 

substantial changes in techniques such as animal husbandry, for example, arc not needed 

(Pagiola et al. 2005; Gay and Offermann 2006). Therefore, it was not surprising that 11% 

of organic farmers in Devon cited this key reason (Figure 4.1 ). This relatively low 

percentage may be explained by the fact that extensive techniques had already been used 

on some organic farms, and that other motives were more significant in driving adoption 

decisions. Similar motivations have also been found, with less frequency, in other adoption 

studies (e.g. Duram 1999). 

Subsidies, improving farm incomes (sec, for example, Loblcy et al. 2009b ), fom1s the fifth 

strongest set of motives for the adoption of organic fanning in this study (I 0% of organic 
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farmers cited these motives; see Figure 4.1 ). This result parallels other studies concerning 

organic tarming payments (e.g. Koesling et al. 2005; Flaten et al. 2006). Further, as such 

financial motives do not contribute significantly to the farming income (Zander et al. 

2008), this may explain why a relatively low share of organic farmers mentioned subsidies 

as a main reason for organic adoption. Despite this share, subsidies contribute to the 

development of the organic sector (Gay and Offermann 2006; Marsden and Sonnino 2008). 

This sector has received direct government payments since the early I 990s (see Section 

2.5.2). Although direct financial support for organic tarming was started under OASs 

(Organic Aid Schemes) in 1994 in the UK (Winter 2000), it seems that higher subsidies are 

likely to encourage more farmers to adopt organic farming (see Section 2.5.2). This is 

supported by the fact that 69% of organic farmers in this study, stating subsidies as a main 

reason for the uptake of organic farming, adopted this system in 2002 or later. This can be 

seen as a reflection of the fact that in 2005, for the first time, ongoing government financial 

support for organic farming was offered in the UK under a new scheme called OELS 

(Organic Entry Level Stewardship) (Tomlinson 2008). Further, this support - in England, 

under an action plan to develop and promote the organic sector - was also introduced in 

2002 (DEFRA 2002a). In addition to these direct government payments, in 2005 SFP was 

introduced in the UK as a result of the 2003 reform of the CAP (Butler and Lobley 2007). 

This has offered indirect government financial support for organic farming as it targets 

agri-environmental measures and cuts the link between subsidies and production (Winter 

2005; Gay and Offern1ann 2006). 

Both subsidy and non-subsidy related financial motives were evident in this research (57% 

of organic fanners mentioned these key reasons). As mentioned above, the visibility of 

these drivers is related, for example, to a number of changes in agri-environmental policy 

in the UK. It is also consistent with the general shift in the willingness to practise organic 

165 



Chapter Four: Characteristics of organic/non-organic farmers and their farms 

farming highlighted in a number of recent studies (see Midmore et al. 200 I; see also 

Section 2.5.2). However, according to Flaten et al. (2006) and Best (2008), financial 

incentives to enter organic fam1ing have become more significant for Norwegian and 

German fanners who had previously shown little concern for the environment. This may 

mean that organic farming could be in danger of losing its identity, as ethical attitudes may 

become less important in driving decisions to adopt organic farming (see McEachem and 

Willock 2004). An example of this tendency is the case of Organic Farmer 61 who, when 

contacted for the purpose of arranging an in-depth interview, stated that he was leaving 

farming because of the collapse of the organic pig market. This farmer had been financially 

motivated to take up organic farming and accepted risk in organic fanning (see also 

Section 4.4.2). Accordingly, possible future change in the financial returns of organic 

farming may affect attitudes towards risk in organic fanning, stimulating widespread 

changes in the organic sector (Chapter 7 will explore this issue in greater depth). The 

literature shows that adopting conservation methods has resulted in changes in the 

environmental attitudes of farmers in Devon, amongst other places (Wilson and Hart 2001; 

Wilson 2004). However, potential changes in attitudes towards risk in organic farming in 

the future have been less well-documented. 

The philosophy of co-operation between the environment and farmers (Scofield 1986; 

Stockdale et al. 2001; Yindigni et al. 2002; see also Section 2.3.1) was cited less often by 

organic fanners in this st11dy than other sets of motives (8% in Figure 4. I). This finding is 

consistent with the findings of others such as Fairwcather and Campbell ( 1996), de 

Lauwere et al. (2004) and Darnhofer et al. (2005). Comments concerning ·organic 

philosophy related motives' included: ''organic farmers like the concept, idea, 

methodology, whole ethos etc. of organicfimning" and "less pressure 011 the grass, fimn 

and flmner ". The lower prominence of this set of motives further justifies the concern 
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about the identity and core values of organic farming (see above). If financial incentives 

for organic farmers increase, many non-organic fam1ers may choose to take up organic 

farming (see Section 7.2). In other words, many non-organic fanners may adopt organic 

farming because of financial incentives rather than because they accept its philosophy. 

This section has analysed and interpreted the responses of organic farmers in relation to 

their main reasons for the uptake of organic farming. Key motives were grouped into six 

categories, which ranged in prominence from 65% down to 8%. 'Public goods related 

motives· were cited by the highest number of fam1ers, 'organic philosophy related 

motives' by the least. This, then, poses a question about the main reasons for the non-

adoption of organic farming methods. Section 4.6 will show that decisions to reject organic 

fam1ing methods were, to a large extent, related to attitudes towards a variety of risks in 

organic farming. 

4.6 Main reasons for non-adoption of organic farming systems 

Using empirical data gathered from questionnaires and 'in-depth interviews' (see 

Appendices One and Two), this section will examine why the non-organic fam1ers within 

the study sample had chosen not to convert to organic farming systems. 

As can be seen from Figure 4.2, the reasons given for non-adoption could be grouped into 

five main categories. The avoidance of risks associated with production was cited as one of 

the strongest main reasons for non-adoption (39% of respondents cited this as a key 

reason). The types and sources of production risks cited included problems controlling 
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weeds, pests and disea es, difficulties in maintaining soil quality, difficulties in 

maintaining livestock quality, potentially lower yields, unsuitable fam1 characteristics and 

undesirable weather. Within the literature, a number of adoption studies have reported 

s imilar risks as barriers preventing the uptake of organic farming (e.g. Faitweather and 

Campbell 1996; Schneeberger and Kirner 200 I; Midmore et al. 200 l ; Baecke et al. 2002). 

Chapter 5 will examine this .issue· in detail, comparing organic and non-org~nic fam1ers in 

terms of their perceptions of, and atti tudes towards, ri sk in organic farming. 
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Figure 4.2: Main reasons for the non-adoption of organic farming systems 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

* Responses were not mutually exclusive 

The survey data revealed that many non-organic farmers fel t that crop rotation, green 

manure, compost, biological pest control, cultivation, mulching and limited use of 

chemicals were complex, difficult and/or ineffective (organic) fann management practices 

(CRER 2002; Lampkin 2002; Hanson 2003; Guan et al. 2005). Non-Organic Farmer 44 

(see Box 4.2), for example, argued during the ·in-depth interview' that: 
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"Because of the huge 11umber of 1mrms i11 our ow11 li1•e,,tock, we ccm11ot do it 01gcmic. The 
cmtibiotic ...... we ca/11101 gil·e them ilwe are organic to cure the a11imals. Organic methods 
c:a11not keep the u·eeds under comrol. They are too complicated"". 

Another non-organic farmer mentioned during the 'in-depth interview' lower yields as an 

issue: 

··1 have looked at the possibilil)' of becoming organic. llun·e reduced the use of chemicals. hut 
I do not see the adwmtage ofbeingful(y otga11ic. I do 11otthi11k it will e1•er he adequate to feed 
the 1rorld. I lmst i11 OIJ~Wtic. I just do 1101 think it is the 1ray for the .fiaure for me a11d the 
11atio11. There are a lot of good things ill orga11ic. a lot of good principles. To be pure(v 
orgcmic:, that \rottld cause some problems for our fields, livestock, and grass·· (Non-Organic 
Farmer 104). 

Organic farming techniques were therefore not adopted because of unwillingness to take 

production related risks. Another argument used against the adoption of organic farming 

methods related to farm characteristics. Non-Organic Fanner 140, for example, stated that 

the low quality of his soil played an important role in his decision not to convert to organic 

fanning methods (see Section 5.2.2). This decision was also related to the potential 

influence of bad weather on the productivity of organic methods (see Section 5.2.3). 

Alongside the avoidance of production-related risks, avoidance of market-related risks was 

also a strong deterrent preventing organic adoption. As can be seen from Figure 4.2, 38% 

of non-organic fanners in Devon expressed concern over the organic market. Issues cited 

included: "cost and availability of feed\· and/or workers"; "niclze market''; "as living costs 

rise, less people will pay for organic"; "unstable premium" and "if we went organic, we 

would face low returns''. Several studies have recognised the essential role played in 

adoption decisions by market risks associated with organic farming (see, for example, 

Schneeberger and Kimer 200 I; Baecke et al. 2002; de Lauwere et al. 2004; Gundogmus 

2007). 
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According to questionnaire and 'in-depth inteJView' data, many non-organic farmers in 

Devon were pessimistic about the organic market. A number of these fam1ers mentioned, 

for example, "increased demand" and/or "rise in cos/s" as reasons for difficulties in 

finding organic inputs at reasonable prices and, as a result, they remained non-organic. 

Further, since nrganic systems tend to be more labour intensive (Fasterding and Rixen 

2006), this results in higher production costs (Gil et al. 2000). A number of non-organic 

farmers in this study, who were more strongly financially-orientated (sec Section 4.4.3 ), 

preferred not to adopt organic farming because they felt that "not many people would be 

available to be employed'', or they "could no/ afford to employ anyone". Although some 

have argued that recent food supply chains- albeit heterogeneous- are quality guided (e.g. 

Marsden 2000; Evans et al. 2002; llbery and Maye 2005; Mikkola 2008; Jarosz 2008), 

many non-organic respondents did not believe that this demand would result in higher net 

financial returns (see Jarosz 2008) as they saw it as ''too small" or not "enough" (see 

llbcry et al. 2004; Wilson 2007). Other non-organic fanners did not convert to organic 

systems because they felt that the purchase of organic food was strongly related to food 

safety crises and/or the financial security of consumers (see Hinchliffe 200 I; Hallam 2003; 

Padel and Foster 2005). In other words, "in lime.\· of down-turn in the economy, people will 

not be able to {!fJord organic'" 7 (Non-Organic Fanner 132; see also Section 8.4). Further, 

recent high adoption rates and/or increases in imported organic produce were seen to result 

in an "oversupply" that was more likely to reduce the organic premium (see SAO 2004), 

and that demand could not absorb this oversupply (see Smith and Marsden 2004). As the 

organic premium was seen as ··uncertain" (see also Lien et al. 2006b; Acs et al. 2009), a 

number of traditional farmers in this study did not wish to forgo some of their farming 

income (see also Flaten et al. 2005) and would not therefore switch to organic systems (see 

also McCann et al. 1997). 

11 This quote came from the ·in-depth interview· with Non-Organic Farmer 132. 
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The third key set of deterrents mentioned by fanners in this study as preveming them from 

adopting organic techniques were based on the avoidance of personal risks. Comments 

included: "organic fimning needs vel)' high standards of mwwgement "; "it is more 

technically demanding'"; ··organic is a con, swindle, etc. " and "no j(1ith in organic 

fi.mning ". Avoidance of personal risks was cited by 20% of non-organic farmers as a key 

reason for non-adoption (Figure 4.2). The issue of personal risks has been addressed in 

several organic adoption studies, including Lockeretz ( 1995), Midmore et al. (200 I) and 

Damhofer et al. (2005). 

According to Ajzen (2002), individuals hold various levels of self-capacity, which play an 

important role in determining their willingness to embark on an activity (McGinty et al. 

2008). Therefore, it was no surprise to find that a number of non-organic farmers in this 

study did not tmst their skills sufficiently to enable them to adopt organic farming systems 

(Padel 200 I b; Genius et al. 2006). This, in tum, may indicate that organic fanning requires 

additional skills (Mackay et al. 2002) which non-organic fanners may be unwilling to 

!cam. These farmers may be hesitant to accept advice and training from consultants and 

specialists because they may have been farming for many years (de Buck 200 I). In 

addition, they may find it difficult to leam higher skills with which they are not familiar 

(McEachem and Willock 2004). This difficulty is more likely to be overcome if farmers 

have a positive image of organic farming, and accept the likely benefits of conversion 

(Kaltoft 1999; Baecke et al. 2002). A number of non-organic respondents, who did not 

want to convert to organic farming because they were not convinced of its principles and 

philosophy, displayed imperfect knowledge of organic policy: 
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"I do not beliel'e in organic farming. Organic farming is a farce. 111ey ar<' not supposed /lJ use 
11011-organic mllleria/s, but if they are in trouble, they cwr gel food Fom uoii-OIXWric 
sources .... the_!' can get drugs if their tmimals are i/1"18 (Non-Organic Farmer 114). 

Further, and as suggested by Beus and Dunlap (1990) and Burton and Wilson (2006), 

several non-organic farmers in this study were against organic fanning because they felt 

that organic methods were trying to replace their more traditional fam1ing systems (see 

Section 4.4.1 ). Another possible explanation for opposition to organic farming is related to 

the media, in which organic fanning is often depicted as 'good' and more conventional 

(non-organic) farming as 'bad'. In 2005 and 2007, for example. it was asserted that 

"organic farms are hesl{or wildlife" and "organic food is hellerfor your hear!'' (see BBC 

news 2005b; BBC news 2007). This type of media pressure pushed a few non-organic 

fam1ers in this study to become more entrenched in their opposition to organic farming 

techniques (see Section 5.5.2). However, it should also be borne in mind that media 

pressure may also encourage the adoption of organic systems (Gardebroek 2006). 

Another set of main reasons preventing the adoption of organic methods was based around 

a desire to continue to run the farm unchanged. As can be seen from Figure 4.2, 17% of 

non-organic fam1ers expressed this desire. This outcome is consistent with the findings of 

Lockeretz ( 1995) and de Lauwere et al. (2004). Typical views expressed by fanners in this 

study included: "we jus/ cart)' on as we are"; "I am happy as I am" and "/(fill near I he 

end of/he road". This category ranked fourth among the key reasons for non-adoption of 

organic systems. It is also likely to be connected to the ideologies of non-organic farmers 

about their fam1ing systems (Bell et al. 2004; Lockie and Hatpin 2005) and/or with 

relevant production trajectories (Burton and Wilson 2006). Non-Organic Fanner 149, for 

example, stated during the 'in-depth interview': 

18 These qualitative data were collected in the course of the ·in-depth inter\'iew' with Non-Organic Farmer 
114. 
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"We are happy 10 farm in the same way as we always hm·e. I do not think there is anything 
wrong ll'ith com•entiona/farming. Our system has Sllt1'il'edfor 31/11 years". 

This non-organic fanner expressed a degree of commitment to conventional fanning 

methods (sec Box 4.6). This commitment, which does not necessary reflect a stance 

opposing organic fanning, highlights a r<)ngc of different attitudes and values held by non-

organic fanners. For example, these farmers may think that nature should be under their 

control (Beus and Dunlap 1990). Further, this commitment may also indicate that such 

fanners may convert to organic fanning when the environment of their fanning system 

changes (see Chapter 7). However, another implication of the propensity of 17% of non-

organic fam1ers to maintain their existing fanning systems was related to the retirement 

age of the respondent. Altering the current fanning system was seen ns unlikely or unwise, 

given their proximity to retirement age (Feder and Umali 1993): 

"Well. I am60 years old. so I amtwt going tu alter: /think /will retire ajierjil•e years. If we 
. had done it [organic/u·mingj /0 years ago. 1re mightlw••c been slight~v hcucr oJ( Tire market 
is more stable now .. • (Non-Organic Farmer 147). 

The least important category of mam reasons preventing fanners in this study from 

adopting organic fanning methods· was centred on the avoidance of institutional risks. The 

results in Figure 4.2 show that 12 % of non-organic fanners in Devon did not want to take 

risks associated with organic regulations, bureaucracy and certification. This relatively low 

percentage is related to low levels of knowledge of organic policy amongst non-organic 

fanners (see, for example, the comments made by Non-Organic Fnnner 114, above). 

Further, a number of the production nnd market risks mentioned above may be implicitly 

relntcd to undesirable organic policy. However, and as stated in n radio broadcast by key 

stakcholders from two UK certification bodies on the 12'h of October 2008 (see BBC 

Radio Four 2008), standards-based organic fanning regulations are necessary to reassure 

19 This quote came tram the ·in-depth imcrview· with Non-Organic Farmer 147. 
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consumers. Further, these regulations provide detailed guidance on agricultural inputs and 

methods, which must be adhered to in order to achieve organic certification (Lampkin 

2002). A few non-organic farmers in this study saw these standards as "difficult"" or 

"restricted" and felt that there were '"too 111£//~l' of them". Also, registration, inspection 

and certification, which require additional papeJWork and effective record keeping 

(Roderick et al. 2004), were considered to be overly bureaucratic and registration fees were 

felt by some farmers to be prohibitive: 

""/ could get certification if ore u·amed to. bu1 !he cos/ of I he licence. trhich is aboul 500 
pormds. omuld wke a percen/age of/he income. A /so. alii he red wpe orhich surrowrd.v organic 
agriculture can potelllial~t' pul a stranglelrold around my neck ""20 (Non-Organic Farmer I 04 ). 

This section has emphasised the importance of attitudes towards di ITerenl risks associated 

with organic fam1ing (see Sections 1.5, 5.7.4 and 8.2.1 ). Non-organic farmers did not 

convert to organic farming primarily because they wanted lo avoid what they perceived to 

be lhe production, market, personal and institutional risks associated with organic fanning. 

Only 8% of non-organic fam1ers in this study cited a desire to carry on as they were as the 

only major reason why they had not adopted organic farming methods. 

4.7 Conclusions 

This chapter has analysed and interpreted the different characteristics of a sample of 

organic and non-organic fanners in order to understand the importance of their willingness 

to take risk in influencing organic adoption decisions. Both groups of respondents were 

similar in tem1s of their age profiles, but the organic sample included more female farmers 

20 This LJUotc came lrom the 'in-depth interview· with Non-Organic Farmer 104. 
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than did the non-organic sample. Further, organic farmers tended to be better educated and 

had spent less time in farming compared to their non-organic counterparts. Organic farms 

were also generally smaller, produced less income and were more likely to fall within the 

'others' category. The 'livestock' category in this study included more non-organic than 

organic farms. 

With regard to fanning goals, willingness to make a profit out of farming and willingness 

to enjoy the fanning lifestyle were important to both organic and non-organic fam1ers in 

Devon. Organic fanners wanted to generate various public goods from farming, compared 

to their non-organic counterparts who were more willing to make a living out of fanning. 

Organic fanners took up orgamc fanning for several mmn reasons. The production of 

public goods associated with organic lnm1ing played an essential role, while only 8% of 

organic fam1ers in Devon mentioned the importance of the organic farming philosophy. As 

both subsidy and non-subsidy related financial motives were highly visible, this suggests 

that the loss of belief in core organic values among fam1ers may therefore become a risk in 

the future. For the vast majority of non-organic farmers, their lack of willingness to take 

what they perceived to be risks associated with organic techniques was a dominant factor 

in preventing them from converting to organic agriculture. 

The similarities and differences between organic and non-orgamc fam1ers have been 

shown in this chapter to be based on a range of different drivers. This finding confim1s the 

assumption that more than one factor controls individual decision-making. Chapter 5 will 

now focus on farmers' perceptions of, and attitudes towards, risk. 
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Chapter Five: Farmers' perceptions of, and attitudes towards, risk 

5.1 Introduction 

Having examined in Chapter 4 several socio-economic chamcteristics associated with 

orgamc and non-orgamc fatmers in Devon, and identified the mam reasons for their 

adoption or non-adoption of orgamc fam1ing techniques, this chapter will focus on 

farmers' perceptions about types and sources of risks in organic farming, and their attitudes 

towards risk. Section 5.2 will compare organic and non-organic fanners in terms of their 

perceptions of production risks in organic fanning. Section 5.3 will then focus on market 

risks in organic fanning. The institutional risks associated with organic fanning will be the 

subject of Section 5.4. Section 5.5 will analyse and interpret organic and non-organic 

famlers· perceptions of the personal risks associated with organic fanning and Section 5.6 

will compare risks in organic fanning with those in other fanning systems. Section 5.7 will 

discuss the willingness of both organic and non-organic fanners to take risk. This section 

will also assess the importance of farmers· willingness to take risk in terms of their 

decisions about whether or not to take up organic fanning. Section 5.8 concludes tllis 

chapter. 

5.2 Production risks 

The· purpose of this section is to describe and analyse farmers' perceptions of prududion 

risks in organic fanning. To this end, previous experience in different fanning systems will 
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be taken into account. Technical risks, farm-related risks and weather-based risks 

associated with organic farming methods will also be examined. Each of the perceived 

risks examined in this chapter (Sections 5.2, 5.3 , 5.4 and 5.5) were identified by organic 

farmers in response to the question: "Which risks in organicfarming are of concern to you 

now7 " and by non-organic fa1mers, who were asked: "In your opinion, which risks do 

organic.farmers(ace now?". As in C hapter 4, ' no ' in Tables 5.2-5. 10 refers to the fact that 

the relevant risks were not cited in response to these questions. 

According to Weber and Milliman (1997), practica l experience of a specific activity, such 

as the stock market, affects perceptions of risks associated with that activity. Therefore, in 

order to understand non-organic farmers· perceptions of organic fanning risks in this 

study, it is important first to briefly discuss whether or not these fanners had any prior 

involvement in the organic sector. Table 5.1 shows that a very low proportion of non-

organic farmers in tllis study (2%) had any previous practical experience of organic 

fanning 1
• Non-organic farmers ' perceptions of risks in organic farming were therefore not 

related to any previous involvement in organic farming. 

(%)of 153 Conventional 
Non-Organic Conventional lntegrated Organic 

Farmers* 
95% 3% 0% 

Table 5.1: Non-organic farmers · experience of farming systems 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

and 
Organic 

2% 

* Out of 155 non-organic fanners, only two had not been involved in any other type of 
farming before operating their current farms 

1 A large number of non-organic farmers identified farming systems in which they had been involved as 
conventional, a lthough IFS was described by the researcher - on request - and these farmers stated that these 
systems had, to some degree, reduced the use of chemicals. 
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5.2. 1 Technical risks 

The technical risks associated with organic fam1ing are related to problems with contro l of 

weeds, pests and diseases; difficulties in maintaining good soil quality; difficulties in 

maintaining enough livestock; and low yields. The ' technical risks' category did not 

significantly a ffect the status of fanners in this study. Both organic and non-organic 

fanners had fa irly similar thoughts about the technical risks associated with organic 

fam1ing (p=0.675, Table 5.2). This result agrees to some extent with Lockeretz ( 1995), 

who found that in Massachusetts, USA, non-organic farmers shared their orgamc 

counterparts' perceptions of the difficulties in controlling insects and diseases. 

Technical Risks Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 59 109 168 
Farmers Expected Count 57.2 11 0.8 168 

Non-Organic Count 51 104 !55 
Farmers Expected Count 52.8 102.2 !55 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.675 

Table 5.2: Chi-square test fo r technical risks and fa rmer status 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

N.S. 

As discussed in Section 2.6. 1, organic management brings with it a variety of technical 

concerns (see also Lee 1992; Strange 1993; Vaarst et al 2003; Park and Lohr 2005; Olesen 

et a l. 2007; Gardebroek et al. 20 I 0). Therefore, it should not be surprising that 65% of 

organic farmers in this study were fac ing a range of technical risks. These fanners saw 

organic production, fo r example, as "complex·· and/or "much more technically difficult ··. 

Further, it was stated during an · in-depth interview·, for example, that ·'with non-organic 

.fcmning !>ystems, the farmer can rectifY his mistakes with sprays and .fertilizers, but this is 

not so in the case of organic farming " (Organic Farmer 22). Such technical risks were also 
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perceived by 67% of non-organic fanners as being a concern in organic farming. These 

farmers cited their practical experience of farm ing, and knowledge of organic farming 

teclu1iques, to express the existence of these risks. Non-Organic Farmer 104, for example, 

who had tried to fann organically but did not continue to do so as he faced technical 

difficulties (see Section 4.6), stated during the ·i n-depth interview' that: "Weed and pest 

control are problems for organic farmers ....... Organic is too difficult ". Also, Non-

Organic Fann er I 03 , who was the fourth generation of his family to fann non-organically, 

stated during the ·in-depth interview': 

··o nce or rwice I hare missed spraying arable. (( rhat is my impression (~( 01ganic, rhat is 
enough (or me ....... . /lhink organic farmers face prohlems 11·ith 1reed comro/ 11·irh grass and 
arable ... 

5.2.2 Farm-related risks 

Farm-related risks refer to a range of fam1 characteristics, which were perceived to have an 

impact on ability to farm organjcally. Examples of these risks are; poor quality soil, small 

farm size and/or intensity of fam1ing system. Table 5.3 shows that in this study there was a 

significant relationship between fann-related risks and fanner status (p=O.OOO). Non-

organic fanners tended to mention these risks more than their organic counterpa1ts d id (see 

also Midmore et al. 2001). 

Farm-Related Risks Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 166 2 168 
Farmers Expected Count 151.4 16.6 168 

Non-Organic Count 125 30 155 
Farmers Expected Count 139.6 15.4 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.000 

Table 5.3: Clu-square test for farm-related risks and fam1er status 
(Source: Author ' s questionnaire 2008) 
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The results shown in Table 5.3 are explained by direct or indirect exposure to farn1-related 

risks (see Pennings and Wansink 2004). As a few of the organic farmers in this study were 

facing problems caused by their farms (see, for example, Section 4.5), it is not surprising to 

discover that only I% of these farmers mentioned farm-related risks (Table 5.3). On the 

other hand, non-organic farmers often linked their main reasons for not taking up organic 

farming (see Section 4.6) with their perceptions of the risks faced by organic fanners (see 

Pietola and Lansink 2001). For example, a 60 year-old non-organic respondent said during 

the ·in-depth interview': 

··1 did not convert to organic farming beca11se the land has low fertility; it is grade }o11r and 
.five. lt is poor q~taliZI': we co11ld not prod11ce anything here 11sing organic methods. If I hare 
anotherfarm •rith high q11ality soil. !wo11ld not go organic as lwo11ld get less produce .. 
Organic farming requires good quality land·· (Non-Organic Farmer 140). 

As some non-organic farn1ers in this study did not convert to organic systems because of 

their farn1 characteristics (see Section 4.6), the existence of farn1-related risks in organic 

fanning was cited by 19% of these farmers. This, in turn, may explain the results shown in 

Table 5.3. 

5.2.3 Weather-related risks 

According to the results from this study, there was no significant relationship between 

farmer status and perceptions of weather as a source of production risk in organic farming 

(p=0.817, Table 5.4). Weather-related risks were mentioned by 9% of organic farmers and 

10% of non-organic farmers. Some of these farmers pointed to their concern about the 

negative influence of unfavourable climate on agricultural production, irrespective of the 

applied tarming system (Hall et al. 2003; Hanson 2003; Lee et al. 2008). Further, others 
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suggested that unexpected weather conditions would be of greater concem to organic 

farmers than to non-organic farmers (Spoolder 2007). During the 'i n-depth interviews' . 

Non-Organic Fam1er I 03, for example, argued that: 

"Organicfarming ... ... is dependent on good weather. !fyou are groll'ing a crop. you hope the 
crop 1rill grou'fast. {(you have a Sll/1/lller like last Sllllllner [2007}. ll'hich 1ras l'ely 1ret, weed 
will take ol'er the crop since you cannot use extrafertili:er and herbicide ll'hcn nccessmJ·". 

Simi larly, an organic fam1er suggested that: 

.. You are re1~ · dependent on the weather, more so than with con l'entional farmers. !fyou hm•e 
got a field of com . and it goes all yellow with mildell', you do not illlen •ene; you ha Fe to be 
patient and al/01r nature to heal the damage .. (Organic Farmer 38). 

Weather-Related Risks T otal 
No Yes 

Organic Count 153 15 168 
Farmers Expected Count 152.4 15.6 168 

Non-Organic Count 140 15 155 
Farmers Expected Count 140.6 14.4 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.817 N.S . 

Table 5.4: Chi-square test fo r weather-related risks and farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Accordingly, this study suggests that specific weather conditions can have a more negative 

effect on organic fann ing, which mainly depends on cultural methods and on minimising 

the use o f chemica ls, than on other fanning systems (see also de Buck et al. 200 1 ). Here, it 

is important to note that the literature on organic farming suffers from a lack of possible 

explanations for th is effect. 

This section has shown that m this study, farm-related ri sks associated with orgamc 

production were perceived to be of concem by more non-organic than orgaruc fam1ers. 

Both groups, however, cited the existence of technical and of weather-related risks 
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associated with organic farming. As the existence of technical risks was mentioned by 65% 

of organic farmers and 67% of non-organic farmers, these risks were perceived as the 

greatest risks in terms of organic production. This finding reflects a growing consensus 

among farmers about the difficulties in implementing organic fanning teclmiques, 

particularly when chemical use is limited. Having analysed and explained fanners' 

perceptions of production risks in organic farming, this raises the question about farmers' 

perceptions of other types and sources of risk. Accordingly, market risks associated with 

organic fam1ing will be the focus of the next section. 

5.3 Market risks 

Market risks, which reflect the characteristics and power of the organic market, will be 

described and analysed in this section. Section 5.3.1 will focus on risks related to 

production inputs and facilities and Section 5.3.2 will investigate risks associated with 

financial returns. 

5.3.1 Risks related lo production inputs wulfaci/ities 

The results of a chi-square test, shown in Table 5.5 indicate that risks in organic farming 

related to production inputs and facilities are not associated with farmer status (p=0.090). 

The organic and non-organic farmers in this study expressed similar views about the costs 

and availability of organic feed, fuel, labour and organic slaughter (see also Lockeretz 

1995). 
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Risks Related to Production 
Inputs and Facilities Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 11 6 52 168 
Farmers Expected Count 122.7 45 .3 168 

Non-Organic Count 120 35 155 
Farmers Expected Count 113.3 41.7 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
1 0.090 N.S. 

Table 5.5: Chi-square test for risks related to production inputs and faciliti es, 
and fam1er status 

(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

According to the results from this study, non-orgamc fam1ers relied heavi ly on their 

practical experience of fam1ing, ta lking to organic fam1ers and/or observations, to assess 

the risks related to organic production inputs and fac ilities (see Section 5.4). Non-Organic 

Fam1er 114, for example, stated during the ' in-depth interview· : "Organic farmers now 

have ve1y high .feed costs because organic cereals have gone up. ThesefCmners cannot get 

enough organic cereals to feed their livestock ·· . The findings shown in Table 5.5 are 

closely tied to interactions between supply and demand, as well as inflation (Helmberger 

and Chavas 1996; llbery et al. 2004; DEFRA 2008c; Lobley et al. 2009c). These elements 

seem to strongly influence the cost and availability of organic feed, which was the main 

concern raised by both groups. Imported organic feed is not always available at reasonable 

prices. Organic farms in the VK cannot keep pace with growing demand since, for 

example, many specialist fanns have begun to adopt organic fa rming techniques (see, fo r 

example, Section 4.2 .2). This was also the view broadcasted, for example, by a number of 

key stakeholders, including Lawrence Woodward, on the ' Food Programme', Jth of 

October 2008 (see BBC Radio Four 2008i. Having more livestock than the farm is 

capable of growing feed for is also a key factor here. ·t n-depth i11terview' data provided 

evidence of this issue: 

2 Mr. Woodward is the di rector of EFRC (Elm Farm Research Centre) which is a centre for research and 
promotion of organic agricu lture. 
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"l.fitce problems getting winter fodder. I do not walll to reach a poilll where I am no longer 
self sufficielll. For my farm, I slwtdd l""'e a base of 8 cows, bw at the momelll I have /4 
cows. That means I have to buy in wimerfodder. it is very expensive and not easy to jind. it is 
also against organic principles. I should be se/f-st(f/icient" (Organic Farmer 83 ). 

Further, at the time of the questionnaire survey (i.e. early 2008), prices of organic feed had 

nsen. This was raised as an issue by many farmers during the 'in-depth interviews'. 

Richard, for example, who had not been involved in farming before (see Box 6.2), said: 

"The price I paid for feedftt({fs for sheep u·as £210 per ton last year; they are £3811 this year 
{2008}. /think /will pay mare in the.fwure" (Organic Farmer 43). 

Growing concern about prices, in particular for organic feed and fertilisers, was partly 

related to inflation (see also, for example, Sections 4.5 and 4.6). This economic 

phenomenon decreases purchasing power, brings a high level of uncertainty and affects 

economic activity (Hayford 2000; Wu et al. 2003). High inflation may force fanners to 

pass on these additional costs to consumers, who may then choose not to buy expensive 

organic produce and the net financial returns of organic farming are therefore likely to 

suffer. 

5.3.2 Risks related to financial returns 

Risks to financial returns refer to farmers' perceptions of elements which negatively affect 

the price of organic produce. Risks associated with financial returns were seen as more of 

a problem by non-organic farmers than their organic counterparts in this study (p=O.OOO, 

Table 5.6). This finding is consistent with some studies, such as Lockeretz ( 1995), but it 

runs counter to other studies. A Norwegian-based study by Flaten et al. (2005), for 

exumple, found that more organic thun non-organic farmers perceived instability in organic 
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premiums as a source of financial risk. In Flaten et al. 's (2005) work, it was suggested that 

non-organic famters had less knowledge of the unsteady organic market. 

Risks Related to Financial 
Returns Total 

No Yes 
Organic Count 101 67 168 
Farmers Expected Count 84.3 83.7 168 

Non-Organic Count 61 94 155 
Farmers Expected Count 77.7 77.3 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Si2nificance 
I 0.000 *** 

Table 5.6: Chi-square test for risks related to financial returns and fanner status 
(Source: Author·s questionnaire 2008) 

The result shown in Table 5.6 can be explained by an association between farm size and 

perception of risk related to the financial returns from organic fa rming (Meuwissen et al. 

200 1 ). ln tllis study, a significant relationship was found between fann size and perception 

of risk in the non-organic sample, but not in the organic sample (p=0.037, Table 5.7). Risks 

associated wi th potentially lower fmancial returns from organic fanning were cited by non-

organic fanners with farms over 99 hectares (it should be noted here that there were more 

non-organic farn1ers in this category compared to organic fanners (see Section 4.2. 1 )) . 

This may be a reflection of the higher sensitivity to risks of these individuals, as large 

frums are more likely to produce lligber quantities of products (Barrett 1996; Assuncao and 

Ghatak 2003; Sarker and ltohara 2010; see also Section 4.2 .3). In other words, non-organic 

farmers with large fanns would be subject to higher financial pressures than smaller non-

organic fanns. This, in turn, partly expla ins why several factors negatively affecting the 

price of organic farm produce were mentioned by non-organic fatmers Ln Devon. 
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Farm Size Total 
1-99 Over 99 (155) 

(hectares) (hectares) 
No Count 39 22 61 

Non- Risks Related Expected 32.7 28.3 61 
Organic to Financial Count 
Farmers Returns Yes Count 44 50 94 

Expected 50.3 43.7 94 
Count 

Cbi-Square Test DF p Sh~nificance 

I 0.037 * 

Table 5. 7: Chi-square test for fann size and risks related to financial returns 
for non-organic farmers 

(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

The results of chi-square tests did not suggest a significant re lat ionship between e ithe r 

dependency on farming income or the aim of ·making a profit ' (see Sections 4.2.3 and 

4.4.2), and organic and non-organic fam1ers· percept ions of risks re lated to financ ial 

returns of organic farming . Nevertheless, the result shown in Table 5.6 can be explained by 

non-organic farmers' interpretations and good knowledge o f several factors, including 

niche markets, rise in prices, unstable organic premiums, oversupply, imports, low 

production, regulations and organic husbandry, which can a ll have a potentia lly negative 

influence on the financia l returns of o rganic famling (see also Damh ofer et al. 2005). For 

example, Non-Organic Farmer 73 argued during the ' in-depth interview' that: "to be 

organic, you have got to lower your stock rate. And I do not think it is worth it. The extra 

money you get on the organic side would not save that. I do not th ink there is strong 

demand to reduce the stock amlto appreciate the financial returns you get with it. The only 

risk 1 can see is the niche market ". Further, Non-Organic Fanner 140, who was operating a 

dairy farm, stated during the · in-depth interview': "I think people will not be able to huy 

organic food. Food, in general, is going to be in short supply". [t should be reiterated here 

that the avoidance of potentially poor financia l returns from organic fanning played a key 

ro le in preventing fanners from convelting to organic methods (see Section 4.6). On the 
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other hand, the lower level of concern expressed by organic farmers over these risks is a 

reflection of their optimism, based on what they perceived as a growing organic market 

(see also Midmore et al. 2001 in contrast with Flaten et al. 2005). This optimism played a 

key role in their decision to adopt organic farming systems (see Section 4.5). Further, and 

as will be shown later in Chapter 7, the 'pragmatic organic farmers' in this study tended to 

be satisfied with their financial returns from organic farming. However, the results shown 

in Table 5.6 may be subject to change if farmers' perceptions of risk are assessed in times 

of recession. This is related to the fact that the organic market was perceived to be 

negatively affected by the recession which happened in the UK after the completion of the 

questionnaire survey (see Section 8.4). 

The analyses above have shown that orgamc and non-orgamc farmers had similar 

perceptions of organic market risks, which were related to the availability and costs of 

production inputs and facilities. In contrast, the two groups differed in tern1s of their 

perceptions of the risks associated with the potential financial returns from organic 

farming. This is partly attributed to their sensitivity to, and interpretations of, these risks. 

Perceptions of the institutional risks associated with organic farming are the subject of the 

next section. 

5.4 Institutional risks 

This section will examine the perceptions of organic and non-organic farmers in this study 

in terms of risks related to the institutional context of organic farming. 
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The statistical analysis in Table 5.8 shows that there are no significant differences between 

organic and non-organic farmers in terms of their perceptions of institutiona l risks 

(p=0.282). This finding concurs with other studies (see, for example, Midmore et al. 200 I). 

Institutional Risks Total 
No Yes 

Organic Count 11 9 49 168 
Farmers Expected Count 123.3 44.7 168 

Non-Organic Count 11 8 37 155 
Farmers Expected Count 11 3.7 41.3 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.282 

Table 5.8: C hi-square test for institutional risks and fanner stat11s 
(Source: Author· s questionnaire 2008) 

N.S. 

Organic farming regulations, agricultural po licy, relevant bureaucracy and certification 

costs - with which organic fanners should comply - are subject to change and deba te 

(Mansfield 2004; Vaarst et a l. 2004a; Gibbon 2008; SAO 2008). Therefore, it can be 

assumed that organic fam1ers who are directly exposed to this type of 1isk (see Section 

4.6), are more likely to assign higher importance to these •·isks than other fam1ers 

(Koesling et al. 2004). However, it is interesting to note that no organic fanner mentioned 

infonnation-related risks (see Section 2.6.3; see also Midmore et al. 200 I ). Stephen 

Roderick, the organic programme co-ordinator for OSC (see Table 3.3), commented in this 

respect: 

··1 am not surprised by this. I think there is more good general information about organic 
farming available through d(f!erent sources like this cemre. The Soil Association also provides 
quite a lot of practical information. I think that requests for information are nou• more 
derailed and more specific . ......... a goud example would be f ertility building ....... Farmers do 
pay for some information. but on a group basis u·e 1rere able to pro l'ide some subsidised 
i1!{ormation. so farmers receil'ing commercial i1!{ormation can be subsidised at a certain le1·el 
through the Regional Del'elopment Prugromme ... 

Further, urgamc fcumers were also satisft~::d with subsidies offe1t d to thefll (see Section 

4.5; see also Firth and Schmutz 2004; Paclel et al. 2004). Consequently, it was no surprise 
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·to find that only 29% (i.e. 49 respondents) of organic fanners mentioned institutional risks 

with regard to organic farming regulations, policy, etc. (see Table 5.8). However, it is 

important to note that non-organic fanners in this study demonstrated imperfect knowledge 

of organic policy (see Section 4.6). It appears that the different sources which provide 

information about organic policies are neither sufficient nor efficient. Non-Organic Fam1er 

I 03, for example, stated during the 'in-depth interview': 

"My kmmledge of organic farming is main(vfi"omwhatl hear real(v ..... talking Jo people and 
organic.fimners. What/ know about organic.fi1rming regulations is just general. I know sorls 
of things like you need two years 10 he organic. They are jus/ things you pick up from 
challing ··. 

Accordingly, certification bodies in the UK, for example, should do more to disseminate 

information to both organic and non-organic fam1ers: 

"In the standards department. we are regular(\' updating the slamlards. and we need to 
commw1icate this 10 our licensees. We do Jllis by consulting by email and /hen telling all 
affected licensees when neu· slandards h(ll'e been passed. lt is up to licensees Jo keep an eye 
on Jhe cerlijicalion wehsile far updates. and u·c also inform licensees Jhrough our licensee 
magazine called 'Cen!fication Neu·s ·. Our impectors al.m lu11·e a role to play in making sure 
that licensees are aware of new slandards that may ajfecl their business. Each licensee has a 
'Commilted CerJification Officer·. and they will also commw1icate anything they need to know 
to them"3 (Soil Association Organisation employee). 

The low score for perceived institutional risks in the non-organic sample (24%, Table 5.8) 

can therefore be related to imperfect knowledge of organic policies. 

This section has shown that few organic and non-organic farmers in this study perceived 

institutional risks to be an issue in organic farming. This was mainly related to organic 

farmers· satisfaction with the institutional context of organic farming, and to the imperfect 

knowledge of organic policy found within the non-organic sample. This enriches our 

understanding about farmers' perceptions of institutional risks in organic fimning, but what 

3 This quote came from the ·in-depth interview· with a stakeholder from the SAO. 
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about personal risks? The next section will describe and analyse these risks from the 

fmmer' s point of view. 

5.5 Personal risks 

Risks related to farmers ' skills and belief, and representations of personal risks in organic 

farming , will each be described and analysed in this section. Personal risks in organic 

fanning are connected with risks arising in the personal context of the individual fanner 

(see Section 2.6.4). 

5. 5.1 Risks related to farmers ' skills 

The data in Table 5.9 suggests that risks related to farmers· ski lls are not associated with 

fanner status (p=0.212). In other words, not meeting the high level of skills required for 

organic fanning did not seem to be a factor affecting organic/non-organic status. 

Risks Related to Farmers' 
Skills Total 

No Yes 
Organic Count 163 5 168 
Farmers Expected Count 160.7 7.3 168 

Non-Organic Count 146 9 !55 
Farmers Expected Count 148.3 6.7 !55 

-
Cbi-Square Test DF p Sienificance 

I 0.212 N.S. 

Table 5.9: Chi-square test for risks related to farmers ' ski lls and farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 
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According to Table 5.9, 3% of organic farmers acknowledged that their skills were not 

fully adequate for the requirements of organic fanning. These farmers emphasised "that 

organic fanning was a continual learning process and they had been learning from the start 

(see also Winter 1997). However, the low level of risk expressed suggests that almost all 

organic farmers were able to acquire the skills that they needed for organic farming (see, 

for example, Box 4.5; see also Midmore et al. 200 I). 

The data from this study suggests that the risks in organic fanning which non-organic 

farmers wanted to avoid by not converting to organic farming methods were often the risks 

which these fanners perceived to be of concern in organic farming (see also above). 

According to Section 4.6, lack of skills and/or inability to learn were the main reasons 

preventing some non-organic farn1ers from adopting organic farming methods. It is 

therefore not surprising to discover that only 6% of non-organic farn1ers in this study stated 

risks related to fanners' skills as a concern in organic farming. This percentage may also 

be attributed to the fact that the majority of non-organic farmers thought that organic 

farmers were learning by doing (de Buck et al 200 I; Burton 2004b). Consequently, this can 

explain why organic and non-organic farmers shared the same views on the risks related to 

skills (Table 5. 9). 

5. 5. 2 Risks related to j(mners ' belief 

Risks related to farmers' belief in organic farming are highlighted in the following quotes, 

'"/do no/ Jhink organic is !he best thing"; ··1 do no/ know if !here are any true organic 

syslems" and "/ am not convinced about organic··. In other words, these risks were 

connected with farmers' scepticism and criticism of organic farming philosophy and 
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principles. They also significantly affected organic/non-organic status (p=0.004, Table 

5. 10). Non-organic farmers cited the existence of ri sks associated with organic farmers' 

belief in the philosophy and principles o f organic fanning more than did their organic 

counterparts. 

Risks Related to Farmers' 
Belief Total 

No Yes 
Organic Count 166 2 168 
Farmers Expected Count 160.7 7.3 168 

Non-Organic Count 143 12 155 
Farmers Expected Count 148.3 6.7 155 

Chi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.004 ** 

Table 5.10: C hi-square test fo r risks related to farmers' be lie f and farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Organic farmers who did not mention these risks ei ther believed in, or had neutra l attitudes 

towards, the philosophy and principles of organic fanning (see Section 4.5). However, 

organic fanners may either lose their organic convictions or become antagonistic towards 

organic fanning under unfavourable circumstances (Schoon and Te Grotenhuis 2000; 

Lampkin 2002). G iven that the proportion of organic farmers in this study who fe lt tllis 

was an issue was extremely low ( I%, Table 5. 1 0), the results suggest that the perceived 

risks in organic fanning did not significantly affect organic farmers· attitudes towards 

organic philosophy and principles. This can be attributed to the fac t that there was a gap 

between perceived and acceptable levels of risk in organic fanning (see Section 5. 7. 1 ). 

Further, this gap tended to be wider for organic fmm ers who believed in organic fanning 

(see 'committed organic farmers' in the typology discussed in Chapter 7; see also 

Damhofer et a l. 2005), where this belief was more likely to be based on ecological and 

social responsibility (Goodpaster I Y78; Goodman and DuPuis 2002). 
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A number of non-organic fanners in this study argued against organic fanning (see Section 

4.6), and often repeated these attitudes when asked about risks in organic fanning, and it is 

not surprising that this group demonstrated a higher score (Table 5.10). For example, Non-

Organic Fam1er 132, who thought that "organic.farming is a .farce", stated during the 'in-

depth interview': 

"The organic system depends on s11ch things as TV advertising to convince the p11blic that 
organic is good. 7hey say organic tastes beuer ... IWt true. They say com•entional farming 
poll11teJ the atmo.1phere ... not true". 

This confinns that "conversion of the .farming system (i.e. to organicfimning) ha.1· to begin 

with a personal conversion. in terms of attitude and approach ... " (Lampkin 2002: 526). 

This implies that the organic system is not a question of "good" or "bad" (Reed et al. 

2008) although what is "good farming" differs among farmers (Burton 2004b; Wilson 

2007). 

Social risks (see Section 2.6.4) were not seen by either the organic or the non-orgamc 

fanners in this study as a concern in organic fanning. This is likely to be because organic 

fanning is well-established in Devon (see Section 4.2.2); the county has the highest 

number of organic farms in the UK that arc not clustered in specific districts (see Section 

3.2). Urban-rural migration and tourism in rural Devon (Winter 2002; CCD 2007) have 

helped to disseminate the concept of sustainable agriculture (Marsdcn 2003; Wilson 2007). 

These are key factors which have led to the acceptance of organic fanners among rural 

communities. Therefore, organic fanners in Devon are less likely to be isolated, in 

contrast, for example, to organic fanners in Flevoland, the Netherlands (see de Buck et al. 

2001). 
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This section has. discussed the personal risks associated with organic farming. Two types of 

personal risks were perceived by the organic and non-organic farmers in this study to be of 

concern. The first type (risks related to farmers' skills) was given equal weighting by both 

groups. The second type (risks related to farmers' belief) showed a marked difference. This 

difference was associated with farmers' convictions about the philosophy and principles of 

organic fanning and possible changes in those convictions. Further, it has been shown that 

social risks in organic farming were not a concern. However, do the perceived risks in 

organic fanning discussed in this chapter show that organic farming systems are riskier 

than others? This question will be answered in the next section. 

5.6 Is organic farming riskier than other farming systems? 

The nature and importance of farmers' perceptions of risk in organic farming will be 

highlighted in this section. These perceptions were expressed in response to a question 

which asked whether organic farming was riskier than other farming systems. 

When risk is assessed through assigning its probability (Dinwiddy and Teal 1996; Wright 

1984) by experts4 (Hardaker 2004), this judgment is seen as 'objective' because it should 

rely on precise knowledge (Siovic 1987; Kraus et al. 2000). Although, Slovic et al. 

(2000d), for example, argued that this judgment is not immune to bias and so it should be 

4 ""An expert is a person who. because of /mining and experience. is able to do things the rest of us mnnot: 
experts are not only projicient but also smooth and efficie/11 in the actions they take. Experts know a great 
llllliiY things and have tricks mrd caveats for applying what they know to problems and tasks. They are also 
good at ploughing through irrelevant informlllion in order to get at basic issues. and they are good at 
recognizing pm hi ems they face as instances of (vpes with which they are familiar. Under(ving the behaviour 
of experts is the body of operative knowledge we have termed expertise. it is reasonable to suppose. 
therefore. that experts are the ones to ask when we wish to represelll the expertise thlllmakes their behm•iour 
possible·· (Watennan 1986: 5). 
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considered to be 'subjective', it is also the ·basis of a 'risk analysis' tool (Curry and Weiss 

2000), based on 'sensitivity analysis' techniques (Fischhoff et al. 2000). Both analyses are 

used by ·cost-benefit analysis' theory to assess the merits of, for example, projects, and to 

serve descriptive and normative aims for individuals and society (Squire and Tak 1976; 

Stiglitz 1994; Temple et al. 2000). In 'risk analysis' techniques the views of experts on risk 

probability are sought using the 'Delphi method', which rely on a questionnaire (Fiorio et 

al. 1997). 

This study uses, to some extent, tools which are similar to elements of the 'Delphi method' 

in that the questionnaire allowed farmers to express their views on the existence of risk in 

organic fanning. A group of 'experts' can be identified amongst these farmers, as a number 

of them had been involved in farming for many years (see Section 4.3.4), and others had 

worked or were working in agricultural advisory and consultancy (see Section 4.2.3). 

Consequently, the risks perceived by this group can be considered as realistic (see 

Thompson and Mingay 1991; de Lauwere et al. 2004). Further, as a number of farmers in 

this study had only been involved in farming for a few years (see Section 4.3.4), and others 

were influenced by their sensitivity to financial loss and a lack of knowledge (see Section 

.5.3.2 and Section 5.4), these farmers' perceptions of risk can be thought of as subjective 

(see Padel and Lampkin 1994b). 

Whether the perceived risks in organic farming discussed in this chapter are characterised 

as 'subjective' or 'objective', they have been found to be of importance in influencing 

farmers' decisions on whether or not to adopt organic farming methods (see Sections 4.5 

and 4.6 and Section 5.7). This confirms that there is a need to consider farmers' beliefs, 

even though they may be fallible (Jacobsen 1994), to assess adoption decisions (see 

Adesina and Zinnah 1993; see also Section 8.2.1) and to inform existing theories, models 
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and programmes (Attonaty and Soler 199 1; Ohlmer et al. 1998; Kulak et a l. 2003; see also 

Section 8.2. 1). 

Fam1ers in this study were asked the following question: '·would you say that organic 

farming systems are riskier than other farming systems?". Table 5. 11 shows that of those 

who responded to the question, more non-organic farmers agreed with the statement than 

organic fam1ers (p=0.002). 

Is Organic Farming Riskier 
Than Other Farming Systems? Total5 

No Yes 
Organic Count 62 105 167 
Farmers Expected Count 49.4 117.6 167 

Non-Organic Count 33 12 1 !54 
Farmers Expected Count 45.6 108.4 154 

Cbi-Square Test DF p Significance 
I 0.002 ** 

Table 5.11: Chi-square test for 'is organic farming riskier than other fam1ing systems?· 
and farmer status 

(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

This result was related to the fact that more non-organic than organic fam1ers identified 

higher levels of several risks and/or some unique risks associated with organic farming. 

Input prices and changes in consumers ' preferences, for example, were seen to be of 

greater concem to organic fam1ers compared to other fanners. On the other hand, risks 

connected with those that mainly distinguish organic farming from other farming systems-

less reliance on chemicals, the need fo r premiums and organic regulations and laws, for 

example (Fiaten et al. 2005) - were reasons used by many non-organic fam1ers to argue 

that organic farming is riskier. Non-Organic Farmer 149, for example, whose life story is 

presented in Box 4.6, stated during the ·in-depth interview' : 

5 One farmer in each sample said '" /do no/ know ··. 

196 



Chapter l'ive: l'armers' perceptions of, and attitudes towards, risk 

"Organic farming sys1ems are riskier than other systems because organic farmers cannot use 
sprays 011 crops as 1hey ll'll/11, a111/ we call. If e1•etybody well/ organic. there would 1101 be 
eno11ghjood to feed the counlly ". 

However, and as suggested by many researchers (e.g. Dinwiddy and Teal 1996; Pennings 

and Wansink 2004), the findings shown in Table 5.11 reflect the fact that a considerable 

number of non-organic farmers in this study were not risk-seekers, as they did not actively 

pursue exposure to risk (see Section 5. 7.1 ). These findings also suggest that more non-

organic than organic farmers perceived several of these risks associated with organic 

farming to be of concem (see previous sections in this chapter). Further, Table 5.11 implies 

that both risk attitudes and perceptions are correlated (see Sections 5.7.1; 8.2.1; see also 

Pennings and Leuthold 2000). It also provides empirical evidence, from the views of 70% 

of the farmers in this study, which supports the assumption that organic farming is riskier 

than other fanning systems and that it is a 'risky activity' (see Section 2.6). 

This section has shown that however farmers' perceptions of risk in organic larming are 

characterised ('subjective' or 'objective'), they are important for many reasons. The 

perceptions played an essential role in comparing risks in organic fam1ing and other 

farming systems and concluded that organic farming was perceived to be riskier than other 

farming systems. This leads to the question 'why do some fanners adopt organic farming 

methods while others do not?' Accordingly, farmers' risk attitudes will be the focus of the 

next section. 
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5. 7 Farmers' risk attitudes 

This section will compare orgamc and non-organic farmers' attitudes towards risk in 

organic farming, risk in farming and 'playing it safe' respectively. The key implications of 

expressed attitudes will be discussed and the importance of farmers' attitudes towards risk 

in terms of their decisions whether or not to farm organically will be assessed. 

5. 7.1 Allitudes towards risk in organic/{nming 

As this thesis argues that there is a link between farmers' attitudes towards risk in organic 

farming and their adoption decisions (see Section 2.2.2), the farmers in this study were 

therefore asked to indicate whether they agreed with the following statement: .. For me. 

takinx risk in organicfarminx is excitinx ". Here, it is important to note that, in retrospect, 

it may have been more appropriate to ask non-organic fam1ers whether "For me. taking 

risk in organic farming could be exciting". I acknowledge that it may, therefore, have been 

difficult for non-organic fanners to have responded reliably to the original statement. 

Bearing this caveat in mind, Table 5.12 shows that in this study there was a clear 

relationship between willingness to take risk in organic farming and fam1er status 

(p=O.OOO). 60 % of organic farmers who responded to the question agreed that they were 

willing to take risk in organic farming, while 68% of non-organic fam1ers who responded 

disagreed. 

From the organic sample, and based on the stepwise model of multiple linear regression, 

no direct relationship was found between attitudes towards risk in organic fam1ing and key 

independent variables that have been found to affect risk acceptance (see Section 2.2.2). 

These key variables are; farm s1ze, fann type, farming income, gender, age, formal 
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uFor me, Taking Risk in Organic Farming 
is Exciting" Total 

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

Organic Count 4 15 18 100 31 168 
Farmers Expected 12.0 62.9 17.2 59.3 16.6 168 

Count 
Non- Count 19 106 15 14 I 155 

Organic Expected 11.0 58.1 15.8 54.7 15.4 155 
Farmers Count 

Cbi-Square Test DF I p I Significance 
4 I 0.000 I *** 

Table 5.12: Chi-square test for attih1des towards risk in organic farming and farmer stat11s 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

education, years spent in farming and fam1ing objectives (see Chapter 4 ). It can therefore 

be argued that these socio-economic variables may be less important in risk acceptance in 

organic farming although, for example, Damhofer et al. (2005) found that 82% of o rganic 

farmers in the Weinviertel, Austria, were willing to take economic risks in order to produce 

enviroru11ental benefits from organic fam1ing. [n addition, as the socio-economic variables 

stated above did not s ignificantly affect organic farmers' attitudes towards ri sk. it suggests 

that these variables may be weak direct predictors of tendency to take risk for organic 

fam1ers. 

On the other hand, the fann sr.ze profile of the non-organrc fanners in this srudy 

significantly affected their willingness to take risk in organic fanning (p=0.03 1, Table 

5.13). In this respect, risk acceptance decreased as non-organic farm size increased. This 

may be because non-organic fam1ers with large fanns prefened not to ri sk their fam1 

income (McEachern and Willock 2004). For example, the non-organic fam1ers in this 

study who operated farms over 99 hectares were unwilling to take market risks in organic 

farming (see Sections 4.2.1), and these fanners also identified the ex istence of risks related 

to the fmancial rehlms of organic farming (see Section 5.3.2). 
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"For me, Taking Risk in Organic 
Farming_ is Exciting" 

p l S!g_nificance 
Farm Size 0.03I I * 

Ad.iusted Coefficient of Determination 0.024 
DF I 

Table 5.13: Stepwise model of multiple linear regression for attitudes towards risk in 
organic farming and fann size for 155 non-organic fanners 

(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

However, the results suggested above are o f little help in explaining the variation 111 

attitudes towards risk in organic fanning between organic and non-organic farmers (Table 

5.1 2). Nevettheless, the difference between perceived and acceptable risk levels (Fischho fT 

et al. 1978; Wright 1984; Slovic 1987; Gough 1990; Slovic I996; Slovic et al 2000c; Fuller 

and Myerscough 200 I), which could play an essential role in possible future changes in 

attitudes towards risk in organic farming (see Section 7.2), is one of the possible reasons 

for the findings shown in Table 5. 12 (de Buck et al. 200 I). In othe r words, when the levels 

of acceptable risk outweigh the levels of perceived risk in organic fanning, individuals are 

more likely to be w illing to take the risk. Here, it is important to note that levels o f 

perceived and acceptable risk are affected by a variety of factors , including understanding 

of the severity of the risk and individua ls· characteristics and views on risk probability 

(Fischhoff et al. 1978; Gough 1990; Slovic 1999; de Buck et al. 200 I ; Jenkin 2006; among 

others). Organic Fanner 9, for example, identified during the · in-depth interv iew· a certain 

level of risk beyond which he was unwilling to go: 

.. We are taking risks in organicfarming. but we do no/tend /o lake high risks. So lum tld not 
say we strong(y agree as we are not ahmys prepared. but we agree. although ll'e do not get a 
great premium . 

In contrast, the level of acceptable risk in organic fanning of Non-Organic Fanner 140, for 

example, was below his level of perceived risk because of lack of familiarity and higher 
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skills levels. These limitations, however, did not prevent him from being willing to take 

risk in the fanning that he was practising: 

'"I agree to take risk in my business. I ha.-e beenfarming.for abo/11 60 years, so I am willing 10 

take the risks in the .farming that/ know, but not in organicfarming ...... I disagree 10 take risk 
in organic farming as it is something I cannot do. Basical(l'. I \HIS trained to use non-organic 
methods, and I will find it d{fficultto change to organicjimning·"'. 

Further, as the level of perceived risk in organic fanning changes (CRER 2002; see also 

Sections 5.6 and 7.2}, fam1ers may either regret or not regret taking up organic fanning 

(Lockeretz 1995; Winter 2003a; Harris et al. 2008). In this study, 11% of organic fanners 

regretted, or had at some time regretted, adopting organic methods because of the 

associated perceptions of low net financial returns and high technical and institutional 

risks. On the other hand, regret about not switching to organic fanning was expressed by 

8% of non-organic fam1ers in this study. Only two of these fanners mentioned the high 

cost of inputs - particularly of fet1ilisers - as reasons for this regret, while the rest pointed 

to the role of financial motives in organic fanning. Not SUflJrisingly, therefore, two of these 

fanners were considering organic fam1ing. This further supports the argument that the 

difference between fanners' levels of perceived and acceptable risk in organic farming 

plays a crucial role in their attitudes towards risk in organic fam1ing, and in turn these 

attitudes may affect the type of fam1ing system that they select (see Chapter 7; see also 

CRER 2002). 

5. 7.2 Attitudes towards risk inftmning 

Table 5.14 suggests that there was a significant difference between dispositions towards 

risk in fam1ing between the organic fanners and the non-organic farmers in this study 

6 This quote came from the ·in-depth interview with Non-Organic Farmer 140. 

201 



Chapl t>r Five: Farmers' perceptions of, and attitudes lowar·ds, risk 

(P=0.004). More organic fanners in this study tended to ' agree' that they were will ing to 

take risk in fa1ming compared to their non-organic counterparts. 

"In General, I am Willing to Take Risk 
in Farming" Total 

Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

Organic Count 2 14 14 110 28 168 
Farmers Expected 2. I 26.5 15. I 99.3 25 .0 168 

Count 
Non- Count 2 37 I 5 81 20 155 

Organic Expected 1.9 24.5 13.9 91.7 23.0 155 
Farmers Count 

Cbi-Square Test DF I p I Significance 
4 I 0.004 I ** 

Table 5.14: Chi-square test for attitudes towards risk in farming and farmer status 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Although farmers· preferences in tem1s of ri sk were not derived in an economic context in 

th is st11d y, the economic literature has provided evidence that organic fa rmers are less 1isk 

averse than their non-organic counterparts (see, for example, Koesling et al. 2004; Flaten et 

a l. 2005; Gardebroek 2006). In contrast, Serra et al. (2008) found that organic farmers and 

non-organic fa1mers are not risk takers. However, the result presented in Table 5. I 4 

confirms the relationship between farmers' attitudes towards risk in fa rming and organic 

adoption (see a lso Greiner et al. 2009). Further, findings - from the economic literature -

suggesting that fanners tend not to accept risk in fanning (see, for example, Is ik and 

Khanna 2003) are not in accord wi th the fi ndings from th is study, which showed that 59% 

of the farmers were willing to take risk in farming (Table 5.14 ). This suggests that farmers ' 

disposition towards risk in fam1 ing varies, whether the context in which their responses are 

being elic ited is economic or not. 

However, of the variablP.s mP.ntioned P.arlier (Section 2.2.2), and based on the stepwise 

model of multiple linear regression, fam1 size and fom1al education together positively 
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affected the risk preferences of organic fanners in th is study (p=0.033 and p=0.035 

respectively, Table 5.15). I.ncreased organic farm size implied less risk-averse attitudes. 

This may be related to the fact that larger fanns can afford higher fmancial burdens and so 

accept higher levels of ri sk in fatming (Serra et a l. 2008). As well-educated fam1ers seek 

out and use info rmation, and are willing to learn new techniques (Gasson 1998; Lunneryd 

2003), they are more likely to be proactive and to cope with problems in fam1 ing (see, for 

example, Warren 1989). This, in tum, can explain why more organic fam1ers in th.is study, 

who were well-educated (see Section 4.3.3), were wi lling to take risk in fanning. T his 

willingness was also found to be higher for younger, non-organic fanners in this study. 

This is based on the results o f a stepwise model of multiple linear regression used to test 

correlations between a variety of socio-economic variables (see Section 2.2.2.) and non-

organic farmers · dispositions towards 1isk in fam1ing. For the non-organic fanners, there 

was an inverse relationship between age and attitudes towards ti sk in farming (p=O.O 15, 

Table 5. 16). As age increased, risk acceptance in fam1ing decreased. This may be 

attributed to the fact that farming is physically hard work, and older fam1ers with 

insufficient physical help are less likely to accept risk in fanning (Pini 2002; Branclth 

2006). I.n this respect, and as observed during the interviews, older non-organic fanners 

employed fewer workers compared to their organic counterparts. 

"In General, I am Willing to Take Risk 
iu Farmin~" 

p Significance 
Farm Size 0.033 * 

Formal Education 0.035 * 
Adjusted Coefficient of Determination 0.038 

DF 2 

Table 5.15: Stepwise model of multiple linear regression for attitudes towards risk in 
fanning, farm size and formal education for 168 organic fann ers 

(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 
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"In General, I am Willing to Take Risk 
in Farming" 

p l Si_gnificance 
Aee 0.015 l * 

Adjusted Coefficient of Determination 0.03 1 
DF I 

Table 5.16: Stepwise model of multiple linear regression fo r attitudes towards risk in 
farm ing and age for 155 non-organic fam1ers 

(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Despite the impOit ance of the conelations found by the model in explaining the variation 

in attitudes towards risk in fam1ing, the gap between perceived and acceptable levels of 

risk (see above) can a lso provide a reason for this variation. In this study, it seems that the 

level of acceptable risk in fanning was above the level of perceived risk fo r more organic 

than non-organic farmers. This, in turn, meant that 65% of organic farmers and 52% of 

non-organic fanners were willing to take risk in fam1ing, and is one of the possible 

explanations for the findings shown in Table 5. 14. Organic Fam1er 38, for example, who 

adopted organic methods in 1988, stated during the ' in-depth interv iew' : 

"lll'ould not take exlra risks in f arming. Farming is a risk in ilself I j us/ agree. Risk should be 
measured, and .... ... l lhink it is reasonable. !lol'e !he counlryside. so I am prepared to take the 
risk in farming". 

Similarly Peter, who was managing a non-organic farm and whose life story is presented in 

Box 4. 1, mentioned also during the ·in-depth interview·: 

"I am not a greal risk-taker. I accept a degree of risk in farming. £l'e1:v time you plan anylhing 
011 the grou11d, you are taking a risk. /Vealher ..... . you might never har\'es/. I lhink farmers 
m us/ accept risks because f arming is a risky business " (Non-Organic Farmer 142). 

It is important to note here that dur ing both the questionnaire survey and ' in-depth 

interviews' most farmers expressed and explained their attitudes towards risk in fam1ing 

with an added comment, such as; ' farming is a gamble ": "every day is a risk in farming " 

and ' farming is a risky business". This supports the argument that a variety of risks are 
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associated with farming (Deary et al. 1997; Zentner et al. 2005; among others), and 

different types and sources of risks may vary based on the fa nning system adopted (see, fo r 

example, MoiTis and Winter 1999; Aemi 2002; Gardebroek et al. 20 I 0). 

5. 7.3 Attitudes towards 'playing. it safe · 

As discussed in Section 3 .5, the fanners who partic ipated in this study were asked about 

their general attitudes towards risk in order to develop a bette r understanding about the role 

of risk in decisions to adopt organic fmming systems. Table 5.1 7 shows the weakest 

correlation between willingness to take 1isk and farmer status (p:S5%; see also Tables 5.1 2 

and 5. 14). Table 5. 17 also shows that more organic fa rmers in this study tended to 

·disagree· with the statement tha t they pre fen·ed to ·play it safe · than did non-organic 

farmers (p=O.O I3). 

"In General, I Like to 'Play it Sa e"' 
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Total 
Disagree Agree 

Organic Count 15 95 26 27 5 168 
Farmers Expected 12.5 85.3 24.4 40 5.7 168 

Count 
Non- Count 9 69 21 50 6 155 

Organic Expected 11.5 78.7 22.6 37.0 5.3 155 
Farmers Count 

Chi-Square Test DF I p I Significance 
4 I 0.013 I * 

Table 5.17: Chi-square test for attitudes towards risk in general and farmer status 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

From the existing literature on this subject, it is hard to find any empirical evidence to 

compare with the results shown m Table 5. 17. However, the finding that the fanners in this 
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study tended to be unwilling to 'play it safe' (Table 5.17) is in line with Pennings and 

Leuthold's (2000) work. In this work, many Dutch hog farmers did not wish to 'play it 

safe'. Here, it is important to point out that the risks an individual may take can be divided 

into two distinct categories. The first includes risks such as firefighting, transportation and 

fam1ing, which are more likely to be socially acceptable (see Lange et al. 2004; Chong 

2005; Scholten 2006; Keraita et al. 2008). The second involves risks, such as HIV/AIDS 

(Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome), terrorism and 

smoking, which are unlikely to be socially acceptable (see Hall et al. 1992; Dewit et al. 

1994; Lagarde et al. 1998; Carbone et al. 2005; Jenkin 2006). 

In order to explain the results shown in Table 5.17, correlations were calculated between 

organic and non-organic fanners' preferences towards risk in general, and several 

independent factors. These factors - as suggested by the risk literature (see Slovic 1987; 

Adams 1999; Slovic 1999; Sjoberg 2000)- were income, age, gender, education and work 

experience. There was one statistically significant negative correlation between the 

willingness of organic farmers to ·play it safe', and their fmmal education (p=0.02, Table 

5.18). This can be explained by the reasons mentioned in the previous sub-section (see also 

Slovic 1986), and enables well-educated people to understand many technical aspects of a 

technologically developed society, which brings with it many types and sources of risks 

(Rahman 2003; Boyne 2003). Further, such people are more likely to deal with risk 

differently, and so it is not surprising that many organic farmers in this study who were 

well-educated (see Section 4.3.3) responded negatively to the statement eliciting their 

willingness to 'play it safe'. Their responses were qualified with the added comment "it 

slum Id be a measured/calculated risk". 
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"In General, I Like to 'Play it Safe m 

p I Significance 
Formal education 0.02 I * 

Adjusted Coefficient of Determination 0.026 
DF I 

Table 5.1 8: Stepwise model of multiple linear regression for att itudes towards risk in 
general and fonnal education for 186 organic fanners 

(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008 ) 

On the other hand, for the non-organic fam1ers no direct correlations were found. This 

suggests that the independent e lements stated above may be less important in these fanners 

responses to risk in general , and are there fore weak direct predictors o f att itudes towards 

· playing it sa fe· fo r this group. 

evertheless, the qua litative data collected in the course of the · in-depth in terviews · wi th 

twenty fi ve fanners (see Appendix Two) have provided evidence for the gap between 

levels of acceptable and perceived risk in general. According to Table 5. 17, 32% o f non-

organic farmers agreed that they were wil ling to ' play it sa fe '. This is more likely to be 

because their levels of perceived risk outweighed their levels of acceptability. N on-Organic 

Fanner 147 and his w ife, for example, said : 

.. lwam to be awayfrom things I do not knOll' [wife i111errup1ed and added:} life is f ull of risks, 
we want to play il sr1(e and simple. Life is complicated enough ··. 

Similarly, Non-Organic Farmer L04 reported: 

.. Anything you do is a risk on the farm. I am a risk-(ll·erse person. I am not tllal sort of person 
who wants to take risks to make more money, or climb a mountain or anything like that. I am 
consen ·ative, and l1rant a safer route ". 

Further, John, whose life s tory is presented in Box 4.6, mentioned: 

.. I agree. I play it sc1(e. We do eve1y thing by the book as far as we can. lll'ould not take a risk 
if I kneu· I could get ow of it, if you know what I mean. I am not a risk-taker .. . lll'ould not risk 
the farm or anything. like buying land or anything like that .. (Non-Organic Farmer 149). 
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In contrast, it seems that the level of acceptable risk was above the level of perceived risk 

for many organic farmers in this study, who disagreed that they were willing to 'play it 

safe' (Table 5.17). Organic Fanner 12, for example, who was running a 46 hectare organic 

farm, said: 

··1 am a calc11laled risk-taker. I like to think that I am a risk-taker, b111 I do no/ like lo risk 
ereiJ'Ihing. I calc11la/e I he risk. a ne/ if il fails. it is okay as we do 1101 risk el'elylhing ". 

Also, Matthew, whose life story is shown in Box 4.5, stated: 

''lt depend' what you mean by yvnr q11es1ion. I wo11ld no/ place liS in a position where we 
might lose v11r !rouse, for example .... . I lrm·e a posilil'e a11i111de 10 life, .1·a u·lw/ may be seen 
risky la others is no/ a risk la me ...... In general. I do no/ like to play it safe" (Organic Farmer 
83) 

Accordingly. it can be concluded that farmers, who are not willing to 'play it safe', are 

more likely to be prepared to take up organic fanning, which was perceived to be riskier 

than other farming systems (see Section 5.6). 

5. 7.4 Key implication.\· of farmers' risk allitudes 

Speculation on farmers' responses to the statements regarding attitudes towards risk in 

organic farming, risk in farming and risk in general (see Sections 5.7.1, 5.7.2 and 5.7.3) 

supports assumptions associated with 'reasoned action' theory which forms the theoretical 

framework for this thesis (see Section 2.2.2). These responses, to a large extent, confirm 

the attitude-behaviour link where, for example, 74% of all fanners in this study were, to 

different degrees, willing to take risk in farming (Table 5.14). In other words, there was 
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consistency between two cognitive elements expressed by these fam1ers (desire to take risk 

in farming and operating a farm)7
. 

Allitudes towards risk can be collective rather than individual (Hillson and Murray-

Webster 2005). In other words, farmers can be clustered based on their attitude towards 

risk. These attitudes may range between the two extremes of strongly risk averse and 

strongly attracted to risk, for example (Thurstone 1931 ). Chapter 7 supports this notion, 

where a typology is produced on the basis of similarity in farmers' attitudes towards risk in 

organic farming. 

The final key conclusion drawn from a deeper analysis of farmers' attitudes towards risk in 

organic farming, risk in farming and 'playing it safe' (sec Sections 5.7.1, 5.7.2 and 5.7.3) is 

that farmers who want to adopt organic farming should be willing to take risk in organic 

farming, no matter what the motives for adoption may be. In other words, risk acceptance 

in organic farming is a dominant precondition for the uptake of organic farming (see 

Figure 5.1 )8 Here, it is important to note that this key conclusion is also based on other 

results from this study. However, the key findings which inform this key conclusion are: 

• 13% of the organic farmers in this study said that seeking oul more risk in farming 

was one of the main reasons why they adopted organic farming techniques (see 

Section 4.5). 

• 92% of the non-organic fanners in this study did not convert to organic fanning 

hecause they wanted to avoid at least one of the perceived risks associated with 

organic farming (see Section 4.6). 

7 Consistency between farming decisions and willingness to take risk in organic farming is also discussed in 
Section 7.2. 
8 The importance of willingness to take risk (i.e. attitudes towards risk) in individuals' decisions and 
behaviours under risk will also be subject of a deeper discussion in Section 8.2 .I. 
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• Organic farmers in this study tended to 'agree· that they were wi lling to take risk in 

organic fatming compared to their non-organic counterparts (see Section 5.7. 1). 

Further, higher percentages of organic than non-organic fanners in this study 

tended to ' agree' that they were willing to take risk in farming and to take risk in 

general (see Sections 5.7.2 and 5.7.3). Accordingly, the three statements measuring 

farmers· 1isk attitudes (see Sections 5.7. 1, 5.7.2 and 5.7.3) can be used for deriving 

general risk attitudes for organic fanners, but not fo r non-organic fa1mers. In other 

words, these statements ca1mot work as items measuring a single construct (general 

risk attitudes) for non-organic farmers (see also Heong and Escalada 1999 for 

umeliability of different indicators measunng attitudes towards the use of 

insecticides for stem borer control). 

• Possible future changes in farmers· attitudes towards risk in organic fann ing ma, 

affect future conversion to organic farming and future reconversion to non-organic 

fanning (see Section 7.2). 

Willingness to 
take risk in 

Organic Fanning 

Figure 5.1: The importance of farmers ' willingness to take risk Ln organic farming in 
relation to their decision to adopt organic fatmi.ng systems 

(Source: Author) 
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This section has shown that attitudes towards risk of organic and non-orgamc farmers 

varied significantly. Organic farmers tended to 'agree' that they were willing to take risk in 

organic farming, risk in fanning and risk in general. This section has also shown that risk 

attitudes of farmers in this study, to a large extent, support the hypothesised link between 

attitudes and actions. Finally, this section has provided evidence that willingness to take 

risk in organic fanning is a necessary precondition for the adoption of organic farming 

systems. 

5.8 Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter was to analyse and explain the data on organic and non-organic 

farmers' perceptions of risk in organic farming, and on their attitudes towards risk. In this 

respect, organic and non-organic farmers who participated in this study were equally aware 

of the existence of technical and institutional risks associated with organic farming. 

Further, these farmers shared similar views about risks related to production inputs and 

facilities, and risks related .to farmers' skills, as well as weather-related risks. Farm-related 

risks and risks related to farmers' belief were perceived to be of concem by more non

organic than organic farmers. Further, non-organic farmers mentioned risks related to 

financial retums of organic fanning more often than their organic counterparts. The 

significant differences between non-organic and organic farmers in terms of their 

perceptions about types and sources of risks associated with organic farming were often 

related to the fact that non-organic farmers generally had good knowledge of the potential 

ri:;ks associated with organic farming, and these risks were often perceived to be of 
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concem·by this group. As a result, these fanners tended to view organic fanning as riskier 

than did their organic counterparts. 

Compared to their orgamc counterparts, non-orgamc farmers in this study tended to 

'disagree' with the statement that they were willing to take risk in orgaruc fanning. 

Further, lower percentages of non-organic farmers tended to 'agree' that they were willing 

to take risk in fam1ing and risk in general. According to the significant differences between 

non-organic and organic farmers in tenns of their risk attitudes, and linked to other 

findings in this research project, it can be concluded that willingness to take risk in organic 

fanning acts as a very important trigger for the uptake of organic fanning. 

The results discussed in this chapter suggest that the organic and non-organic fanners in 

this study did not have significantly different perceptions about sources and types of risks 

associated with organic fanning. However, these fam1ers showed significant differences in 

tem1s of their willingness to take risk in organic fanning, risk in fam1ing and risk in 

general. As the organic sample included a number of organic fanners from NFBs, this 

raises questions about these specific farmers' perceptions of risk and about their attitudes 

towards risk. These issues are discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Organic farmers from NFBs: perceptions of, and attitudes 

towards, risk 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5 assessed the first and second objectives of this thesis. This chapter will now 

address the third objective, which is to focus on organic fanners from NFBs, in order to 

analyse their risk perceptions, and their willingness to take risk in organic fanning. To do 

so, it is important to examine a suite of variables associated with these organic fanners. 

These variables include fam1 size, farm type, fanning income, gender, age, fom1al 

education, years spent in fam1ing and fanning objectives. lt is important to examine these 

variables as they may have a significant influence on fanners' attitudes towards risk (see 

Section 2.2.2). Section 6.2 will analyse fann stmcture profiles of organic fanners from 

NFBs. Section 6.3 will then focus on gender, age, formal education and years spent in 

fanning and Section 6.4 will examine the fanning objectives of this group. The main 

reasons for the adoption of organic fanning methods will be discussed in Section 6.5. 

Section 6.6 will then consider perceptions of different types and sources of risks in organic 

fanning, whilst Section 6. 7 will describe and analyse the risk attitudes of this group of 

organic farmers. Finally, Section 6.8 will conclude the chapter. 
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6.2 Farm structure profiles 

This section will analyse farm size, farm type and the farming income of the orgamc 

farmers from NFBs who participated in this study. Analysis of these variables will help 

provide a better understanding of this group's risk attitudes (see Section 2.2.2). These 

variables will also be compared to the results from the sub-set of organic farmers from FBs 

who also participated in this study. 

Of the 168 organic farmers who participated in this study, 15 (9%) were from NFBs in that 

they had not previously been involved in farming elsewhere 1
• Comparison of this result 

with similar studies elsewhere is problematic because of dissimilarities in definitions of 

'NFBs' (e.g. McCann et al. 1997; Burton et al. 1999; Roderick and Burke 2004; see also 

Section 2.5.2). Nevertheless, Lobley et al. (2005) found that 31% of organic farmers in 

Northem England, Eastem England and Devon had not been involved in fanning before 

running their current farms. According to Dr. Matt Lobley, there are some key reasons why 

there may be a difference between the findings in this research project and those found in 

other studies: 

"Depends on where your sample mme .fi"om. Recommendations mil!,lll aj}ect this. You had 
many established fimners who recommended other farmers .... .people who they knew. They 
probabl1• did not have contacts with newcomers. This might have skewed your sample. Also. 
some differences might hat•e arisen through your focus on Demn an~\'··. 

Sizes of farms within this subset ranged from I to 72 hectares, with the average farm size 

being 19 hectares. In comparison, the typical farm size of organic fam1ers with FBs in this 

study was 95 hectares. This provides evidence that the farm profiles of organic farmers 

from NFBs and FBs were different. The organic farmers with NFBs were mainly from 

1 Of the 155 non-organic farmers who participated in this study, only two were rrom NFBs (see Table 5.2). 
This supports the idea that farmers with NFBs are more likely to be involved in sustainable agricultural 
models, such as organic farming (see, for example, Bohnet et al. 2003; see also Section 2.5.2). 
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urban areas (Table 6.1 )2 and had moved to rural Devon for a variety of reasons (see, for 

example, Boxes 6.1 and 6.2; see also Bolton and Chalkley 1990; Halliday and Coombes 

1995). These individuals were not from farming families; they had not inherited large land 

holdings built up by previous generations. The size of these farms was also limited as a 

result of a lack of capital (see Padel 200la). Organic Farn1er 72, for example, who was 

running a 4 hectare organic farn1, stated during the 'in-depth interview': 

··out of four hectares. one is cultivated ..... This 1ms whmll·as here when we bought tire /rouse 
and land. This •ms just wlrm 11·e could afford. /mean. I'Ou know. tlrm •ms tire right decision. 
We houglrtthis place with tire money I inherited when my father died"". 

Likewise, Simon, who moved to Devon and started to farm organically m 1998, was not 

able to buy more than 42 hectares: 

"I studied c:iril engineering tll Bristol Uni,~ersity. I had a conrentional career as a ci1·il 
engineer for consulting engineers and intemational contmc/Ors. Attire age of thirty I setup 
my on·n business a.l· a consulting engineer, and that \I'CIS !iel up in Bristol. I am lW\\' 70 
years old. and I lrad that business until I was probab~v 66 years old. I /rave been jimuing 
for I I years. so there •ms a short o••erlap of about 7 years when I was nnming d01m mv 
business. I worked on construction projects in quite a lot of differelll coulllries. such as 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan. I bought the farm when I 1ms 59vears old. in /998, and I started 
the jinming slow~v. I enjoyed being a civil engineer. and I had a ••e1y mccessful business. 
but it required a lot of travelling around the world and. ajier 40 years. I 11'1111/ed to gil'e up. 
One day. /was going 10 Trinidad. and on the way 10 the airport I said 10 my wife. wlw is a 
doctor. I would not do this anymore ........ it was a 15 hour .flight ...... I was in Wi/tshireji>r 
5 years before moving to Devon. it was not ajimn. hill a small house right in the middle of 
the cowlllyside near a tiny l'illage. I wanted to jium. I tried. hut it was l'CI)' expensil'e to 
buy a jimn there with the money I had. Elel'en years ago Demn •ms much cheaper. and I 
11·as able to buy this(arm" (Organic Farmer 60). 

Box 6.1: Simon's life story3 

Accordingly, and consistent with a report by Dart (2009) in the Western Morning News, 

21 51 January 2009, the rise in the price of land is likely to deter potential new entrants to the 

organic sector. Also, the closed nature of the Agricultural Tenancies Acts can make entry 

' According to Table 6.1, 73% of organic farmers with NFBs were from urban areas. This was expected, 
based on the organic literature (see Section 2.5.2). it also affected a number of the other variables discussed 
in this chapter (see, for example, Section 6.4). 
3 This life story was told by Simon to the researcher during the 'in-depth interview'. 
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into organtc fam1ing difficult (see Whitehead et al. 2002). Therefore, the future of 

agticulture and the percentage of farmers wi th NFBs are likely to be influenced negatively 

(Gasson and Winter 1993; Williams and Fanington 2006). 

Organic Farmers Area of Origin 
from NFBs 

Urban Rural (NIS) 
(N i l ) (N4) 

Organic Farmer 14 Toronto, Canada. 
Organic Farmer 43 Manchester, Greater 

Manchester. 
Or2anic Farmer 46 Wiltshire. 
Organic Farmer 51 Newton Abbot, Devon. 
Organic Farmer 60 Outskirts of Leicester. 

Leicestershire. 
Or2anic Farmer 61 Wools~, Devon. 
Organic Farmer 69 Exmouth, Devon. 
Organic Farmer 72 London. 

Organic Farmer 105 Wolverhampton. 
Organic Farmer 121 London. 
Organic Farmer 129 Potters Bar, 

Hertfordshire. 
Organic Farmer 130 Gilllngham, Kent. 
Organic Farmer 150 Portsmouth, Hampshire. 
Organic Farmer 156 Exmouth, Devon. 
Organic Farmer 166 Exeter, Devon. 

Table 6.1: Area of origin of organic fanners from NFBs 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

In addition to a lack of inherited land and financial limitations, the main reasons behind the 

uptake of organic fanning techniques played an essential role in the farm size profile of 

organic farmers from NFBs. For example, 27% of these farmers adopted organic methods 

because of financial motives other than farm payments (see Section 6.5). All of these 

farmers were fanning 21 hectares or less. This category of farm size included 7 1% of the 

14 organic fanners who were from NFBs, and who were attracted to the various 
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environmental and social benefits o f organic farming4
. Accordingly, it should not be 

surprising that the average farm size of organic fanners with NFBs was very small (see 

above), as the perceived benefits o f organic fanning were more like ly to be attractive to 

those with a farm size of 2 1 hectares or less, rather than to those who were able to operate 

more than 2 1 hectares (see Bohnet et al. 2003; Lobley et al. 2009a). 

Another dis tinc tive characteristic o f the fam1 s in this group is farm type. Table 6.2 shows 

that the organic farmers from NFBs in this research project were mainly running mixed 

and horticulture farms . This was distinctly different from the typical farm type of organic 

fmmers from FBs. For example, all of the organic dairy fan11S in this study (23 farms) were 

operated by organic fanners from FBs (see a lso Section 4.2.2). 

Farm Type 
Grazing Grazing 

Livestock Livestock Mixed Horticulture 
Lowland LFA 

(%)ofl5 
Organic Farmers 7 13 33 40 

from NFBs 

Table 6.2: Farm type o f organic farmers from NFBs 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

Spec ialist 
Pigs 

7 

As horticultural farms are usually smaller and cheaper, newcomers to fanning w ith less 

avai lable capital and resources are more like ly to operate such farms (Padel and Lampkin 

1994a). This trend was supported by the findings o f this st11dy where all organic 

hmticultural farms were l 0 hectares or less (see also comments above made by Organic 

Fanner 72). As o rganic farmers from NFBs suffered from a lack of capital, and horticultu re 

4 93% of organic fa rmers from NF Bs posi tioned them elves in the ·public goods related moti, ·es· category, 
which is one o f two sets showing the main reasons for adopting organic farming systems (see Section 6.5). 
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fanns were smaller and cheaper, it was no surprise to find that 40% of these organic 

fanners were operating h011iculture fanns (Table 6.2; see Smith 1972). 

Another interpretation of the results shown in Table 6.2 is connected with the main reasons 

for adoption of organic fanning techniques (see Section 6.5). Of the 14 organic fanners, 

who were from NFBs, and who entered organic fanning because of their perceptions of 

produced public goods, 79% were operating horticultural and mixed farms. Further, 75% 

of the four organic fanners, who were from NFBs and who adopted organic fanning 

because of financial motives other than farm payments, were managing horticultural and 

mixed fanns. Consequently, and as assumed by Padel (200 I b), the main reasons for the 

uptake of organic fanning and farm type were somehow linked for newcomers to organic 

fanning. This, in turn, partly explains why the organic farmers with NFBs in this study 

were mainly managing horticulture and mixed farn1s. 

Demand for organically produced food in Devon also affected the farm type of organic 

fanners from NFBs. Richard, for example, whose life story is shown in Box 6.2, 

mentioned during the 'in-depth interview': 

··,\~v farm is mixed. I have go/ pigs. hens. sheep and grass .... . I adapllo I he organic markel in 
selling. If/he markel changes. I hm•e lo change wilh I he markei" (Organic Farmer 43 ). 

This, in turn, provides a possible explanation for the high proportion of mixed fanns 

operated by organic fanners with NFBs (Table 6.2). Further, it is possible that this 

proportion is a reflection of one of the key principles of organic fanning, (running self-

contained farms) which is more likely to be achieved by mixed rather than specialist farms, 

which depend on external inputs (Padel2001 b; Vaarst et al. 2004b). 
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Turning to farming income, the average dependency on farming income for organic 

farmers from NFBs was 21% and for those with FBs was 63%. This suggests that these 

groups varied in terms of their reliance on agricultural income, with income contributing 

less, in percentage terms, to the total household income of organic farmers from NFBs than 

those from FBs. As a result, it can be surmised that the market risks associated with 

organic fanning would be of lesser concern to these farmers (see Section 6.6). 

The average dependency on farming income for organic farmers with NFBs is partly 

attributed to the farn1 size profile. Of the 15 organic farn1ers from NFBs in this study only 

one, who was running the largest farm (72 hectares), gained all of his total household 

income from farming. On the other hand, 70% of the ten organic farmers who were from 

NFBs, and who were managing 21 hectares or less, earned less than 21% of their total 

household income from farming. Because of the very small average fann size of organic 

farmers from NFBs, the average reliance on agricultural income was very small. 

According to Wilson (2007), entry into farming for non-financial reasons is often 

connected with a non-productivist approach to farming (see also Bohnet et al. 2003). The 

results from this study support that assertion. Of the 11 organic farmers who were from 

NFBs and who did not take up organic farming techniques because they wanted to make 

money from it, 73% earned less than 21% of their entire household income from farn1ing. 

Consequently, it was no surprise to find that the average dependency on farn1 income for 

organic farmers with NFBs in this research project was very small. This average was also 

affected by a number of additional circumstances, such as inflation and being in the 
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conversion period5
, which negatively influenced organic farm incomes in this study (see 

Section4.2.3). 

Based on the data collected in this research project, 14 organic fanners with NFBs had 

other sources of income, and only one fanner earned his total household income from 

farn1ing. Table 6.3 shows that 'off-farm employment outside of agriculture· and 'ofT-farm 

business' were the most important sources of additional income for this group (see also 

Lockeretz 1995). These categories are likely to be a reflection of the need for well-paid 

work, not only to enable individuals to enter organic fanning (see above), but also to 

remain within it. In this respect, it is important to note that organic fanners from NFBs will 

be identified as 'hobby' or 'lifestyle' fam1ers, as 73% of these fanners were motivated by 

their desire to produce public goods and did not mention any other key reasons for 

adopting organic fanning methods (see Section 6.5). Further, as a high proportion of 

organic farmers from NFBs, and their families, had higher levels of education in subjects 

outside of agriculture (see Section 6.3 and, for example, Box 6.1), it is not surprising that 

these fanners received money from well-paid employment such as teaching, management, 

consultancy and medical work. This, in turn, partly explains why the highest percentage of 

organic fanners who were from NFBs, were in the 'off-farm employment outside of 

agriculture' category (Table 6.3). 

This section has shown that organic fam1ers with NFBs mainly operated horticulture and 

mixed farms. lt was also found that organic fam1ers from NFBs, on average, had very 

small farms and were less dependent on farm income than their counterparts with FBs. The 

main reasons for the uptake of organic fanning systems affected farm structure profiles. 

5 The survey data showed that 27% of organic farmers with NFBs were in the process of shifting their farms 
to organic status. 
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(%)of 14 Organic Farmers 
fromNFBs* 

Off-Farm Business 28 
Off-Farm Employment in Agriculture 7 

Off-Farm Employment outside of Agriculture 57 
Social Security and/or Private Payments 14 

Table 6.3: Other income sources of organic farmers from NFBs 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

* Figures were not mutually exclusive 

Fmt her, the farm size, fam1 type and fa rming income of organic farmers with NFBs were 

also affected by interrelations between these variables. This section has analysed and 

interpreted the key characteristics of the fann s of organic fa rmers with N FBs. The next 

section will focus on several dimensions of these fatmers themselves. 

6.3 What about farmer characteristics? 

As gender, age, fo rmal education and years spent in fanning have been shown in the 

literature to have potential effects on farmers· risk attitudes (see Section 2.2.2) this section 

will examine these variables in relation to the organic fa rmers from NFBs who pa.ticipated 

in this study. This section will also compare the profiles of organic farmers from NFBs 

with the profi les of organic farmers from FBs. 

According to the results from this study, a higher percentage of organic fanners from 

NFBs were women, compared to organic fam1ers from FBs (27% versus 20%). All fema le 

organic farmers from NFBs had entered organic farming because they wanted to change 

their lifestyles, and because of their perceptions of the different public goods generated. 

22 1 



Chapter Six: Organic farmers from NI'Bs: perceptions of, and attitudes towards, risk 

These decisions were made jointly with their husbands (see also Ka ltoft 1999). It is 

therefore not surprising to find that the female organic farmers from NFBs were not the 

pri.nciple decision-makers on their fam1s. Organic Fam1er 12 1, for example, who made 

fanning decisions jointly w ith her husba.nd, stated during the ' in-depth interview' : 

"The imerest in organic farming appeared later in life. We [!he farmer and her husband] 
wamed to change our l((eslyle. I am a city person real()'. ! was born in London ... We wanted 
to mol'e ou1 some11•here qui le remo1e. We lil'ed in a semi-rural place before we came to DeFon. 
/think ifyou live some11·here like north Del'on. you become imegrated into the community. In 
the city, ifyou want your children to go to a good school, you hal'e 10 spend hours in lrajJic IV 
gel them !here, things like t/f(l/. /think 1re have a bel/er quality of life and, in some way s. more 
choices.. . ... I ha11e persona/~y been Fegetarian for 20 years, so I do not agree with other 
fanning techniques, neither does my husband. What 1re em is Fe1y importam, not j ust to 
physical health. but a! o to men/Ill health. I! is also importalll that animals live a good l(fe and 
that ... .... the leas/ amoum of pollulion. Organic f arming is good for your hea/th ..... lhe 
counnyside ... ... 

In this study, 73% of organic fanners from NFBs were men, who alone made the decision 

to look for a better quality o f life and enter into organic farming (see, for example, Boxes 

6. 1 and 6.2). These men, therefore, showed that they were the sole decision-makers on 

the ir fa rms. T his, in turn , rest1icted the opport1mities for the organic sample to contain 

more female organic fa rmers from N FBs (see above). These opportunities were a lso 

a ffected by the tendency that women from N FBs would not take up organic farming on 

their own account (see Slovic 1999). O rganic Fanner 12 1, for example, said during the · in-

depth interview': "If I was on my own, I do not think I would do organic farming. It is ve1y 

difficult. I pref er not to be alone. I need my husband". 

W ith regard to the age profile for organic fam1ers from NFBs, Table 6.4 suggests that these 

fa rmers are rela tively old (80% were in the ca teg01y 41 + years). Therefore, as 90% of 

organic fam1ers fro m FBs were in the ca tegory 41 + years, it is clear that organic farmers 

w ith NFBs were not necessari ly older than their organic counterparts from FBs. 
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Age 
26-40 41-65 

(%)of 15 
Organic Farmers 20 67 

from NFBs 

Table 6.4: Age of organic farmers from NFBs 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

Over 65 

13 

As the majority of organic fanners from NFBs had changed their previous lifestyles and 

entered into organic farming later in life, for a variety of reasons, it is not surprising to find 

that the majority of organic fanners from NFBs were relatively old (see also Kaltoft 1999). 

Richard , fo r example, who was 65, mentioned: 

··twas born in .1/anchesler. My higher degree H'as in chemislry. I did if a/ Oxford. When I 
s tarted 1rork in !he oil indusu:l'. l11·as a technical !miner. and !ha! em h ·ed Ol'er the years 
inlo general human resources lll fllwgemenl. !mining wul de l'elopme/11. !ll"e/11 all Ol'er !he 
1rorld. I hal'e been in 30 or 40 differelll countries.. .... When /was in my 30s. for a nwnber 
of reasons.. .. clwnging my life.l"lyle ..... doing some1hing more illlere.l"ling. I decided 1luu I 
11 ·ou/d change my job 1rhen I reach !he ay,e of 50. L(1fer. 11 ·hen I came back to !he UK from 
Vene:::uela 11·here I 1ms leaching a/ a unil•ersiiF. I did 1101 kno w whm I ll"as going 10 do. 
Organic farming 11·as always a po. sibili~l'. 01hers 11 ·ere sailing around !he II"Orld and 
running a hole/ in Sc01/and. but I hm •e chosen organic fanning. I wan1ed a .farm near 
motllllains, !he sea and a wtiversitl' 11-here I could II"O rk (!h e fa rmer 11·orked.for Plvmo111h 
Uni, ·ersi~l'}. so lmo1•ed 10 Dem n in 1996 and conren ed lhe.farm "" (Organic Farmer 43). 

Box 6.2: Richard's life torl 

Also, when Simon was 59 years old, he changed his li festyle and took up organic farming 

(see Box 6. 1). At the time of the · in-depth interview· , Simon was a 70 year-old. His wife 

stated that Simon was making greater use of his two workers. 

""I and my h11sband H'Ork 1oge1her on !he farm. Organic: farming is hard work. The only filing I 
notice abo111 my husband is 1hm he is gelling slo11·er. My husband employs t11·o 1rorkers. and 
he is gradually using !hem a hit more ... 

Prior to embarking on orgamc fam1ing, 87% of the organic farmers from NFBs 111 this 

study had achieved a higher level of formal education (see also Kaltoft 1999) . 

6 In the course of the · in-depth interviews· , Richard told the researcher his life story. 
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Consequently, organic farn1ers with NFBs tended to be better educated than their organic 

counterparts from FBs, as only 52% of this group had obtained a higher level of fo rmal 

education. 

ln addition to the reasons which explained why the organic farmers in this study were 

better-educated than their non-organic counterparts (see Section 4.3.3), it seems that the 

public goods that were perceived to be produced by organic fanning played an essential 

role in the fonnal education profile o f organic farmers from N FBs. Table 6.5 shows that 

86% of the 14 organic fanners who were from NFBs and who adopted organic fanning for 

its perceived public goods, bad a higher level o f formal educationa l. This is a reflection of 

the fact that education raises awareness of, and concern for, the public costs associated 

with fa rming (Rahman 2003), which is consistent with the uptake of organic farm ing 

(CRER 2002). 

Organic 
Farmer 
From 
NFBs 

Public Goods 
Related Motives 

No Yes 
Count 0 I 

Full %within Public 
Secondary Goods Related 0 7 

Motives 
Count 0 I 

Formal Further % within Public 
Education Goods Related 0 7 

Motives 
Count l 12 

Higher % within Public 
Goods Related 100 86 
Motives 
Count 1 14 

Total % within public 
goods related lOO% 100% 
motives 

Table 6.5: Public goods related motives and fonnal education 
for organic farmers from NFBs 

(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 
* Percentages do not sum exactly to 100% due to rounding 
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As the vast majori ty of organic fa rmers from NFBs were well-educated, they would have 

spent many years in fom1al education. It should not be surprising, therefore, to find that the 

mean duration of involvement in farming was nine years for the organic fanners with 

NFBs in this study. This very small average was also affected by two facts . First, changing 

li festyles and adopting organic farming did not happen in their earl iest years (see above; 

see also Holloway 2002). Second, 93% of organic fanners from NFBs had at some time 

worked outside of farming (see, for example, Box 6.1 ). Since organic fann ers from NFBs 

had been engaged in farming on average for nine years, these fanners had spent fewer 

years in fam1ing than had the ir organic counterparts from FBs who had been involved in 

fam1ing on average for 31 years. 

This sec tion has reported that a high proportion of organic fanners from NFBs in this 

research project were women, and that the majority of organic fanners from NFBs were 

relatively old . It has also shown that a higher level o f fonnal education had been achieved 

by the vast majority of organic fam1ers from NFBs, who had spent on average fewer years 

in farm ing. These demographic profiles were attributed to, for example, changing lifestyles 

and taking up organic farm ing later in life. They were also different from organic fanners 

from FBs. This suggests that organic fam1ers from NFBs may be distinct in terms of their 

perceptions of risk in organic fam1ing, and in term s o f their willingness to accept risk (see 

Sections 6 .6 and 6 .7; see also Section 2.5 .2). As farmers ' attitudes towards risk may be 

affected by their fanning objectives (see Section 2.2.2), the next section wi ll focus on the 

fanning aims of organic fanners from NFBs, in order to analyse and interpret thei r 

dispositions towards risk (Section 6.7). 
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6.4 Wby farming? 

This section will answer questions regarding the most important fanning goals for the 

organic fanners from N FBs in this study. The aims of 'creating public goods' , 'enjoying 

the lifestyle ', ·making a profit ' and ' making a living· will each be discussed. 

T he desire to generate public goods was the most significant aim in this group 's approach 

to farming, and was mentioned by 87% of organic fam1ers in this study who were from 

NFBs (see Table 6.6). This desire stemmed from a number of sources, including parental 

inOuences. 

" ,\/y .family had a hisiOIJI of conscience. Quakers is a seC/ of Chrislianily. They do no/ 
drink. .... anli alcoholic.. .. . This was myfmher ·s side. and my mo1her ·s side 11·as liberal. My 
fami(v 11·as no11hm polilical. Btll l j usJIItink also, I grell' up in London in !he 1970s and 1980s. 
and Ilwt 11 ·as a vel)' political tim e. In !he 1970s. tltere 1rere many wlks. but l 'el:r liule change. 
Tlt er used 10 burn and wke nuclear 1mste lo !he sea. All these lwve affected my aims and 
needs. (( you are a farmer and poisoning people and 1he counu:vside. you get persecuted .. 7 

(Organic farmer 72) . 

Also, Organic Farmer 46 stated during the ·in-depth interview': 

.. This is because of a mixlure of things .... . tlly mother 11·as ahrays I 'CJIY keen on sor/ 
of .... a!lmys wanted to gro11· our food pure(v because site did 110t like not kno11'i11g 1rlwt 
farmers do . Also. from my /rm•els ...... being in the USA and £urope ...... j11St seeing how 
different people ltm ·e difFerent atlitudes abolll intensive .farming .. _ 

It has been hypothesised that organic fam1ers with NFBs are more likely to be from urban 

origins and they therefore have a distinct interest in producing public goods from fanning 

(see Section 2.5.2). This hypothesis was supported by the data from this research project, 

where willingness to generate public goods from fanning was mentioned by 9 1% of e leven 

of these organic farmers from NFBs, who grew up in urban areas (see Table 6. 1; see also 

Holloway 2002). This can be attributed to the fact that non-rura l dwellers are more aware 

7 This quote came from the ·in-depth interview ' with Organic f armer 72 . 
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of, for example, enviromnental problems (Wilson 1992; see also, for example, the 

comments made by Organic Farmer 72, above). 

Since awareness of the importance of creating public goods from fatming increases 

because of a higher level of fom1al education (Gasson 1998), it was not surprising that 

85% of the thirteen organic farmers in this study, who were from NFBs and who were 

well-educated, wanted to create public goods from fanning (see also Kaltoft 1999). This, in 

turn, partly expla ins the finding that 87% of organic fann ers from NFBs in this study were 

willing to produce public goods fro m fanning. 

As with higher levels of formal education, previous work experience outside of farming 

also resulted in the desire among organic fanners from NFBs to create public goods from 

fmming. In this respect, 86% of foutteen organic fanners who were from NFBs and who 

had at some time worked outside of farming, a imed to produce public goods from farming 

(see also repott by Brown (2005) in The Independent, 18111 of October 2005). This may be a 

reflection that these fa rmers missed the beautiful aspects of farming whilst they were 

involved in other industries such as construction (see, for example, Box 6. 1 ). 

From Table 6.6, it can be seen that the lifestyle facets associated with farmi ng, such as 

being in the countryside and being independent, fulfilled objectives for a better quality of 

life for 60% of organic fam1ers from NFBs (see also Bohnet et a l. 2003). Accordingly, the 

organic fam1ers from NFBs in this study stated the aim of ·enjoying the lifestyle' second 

among key fanning objectives (Table 6.6). Since the majority of these fam1ers wanted to 

experience what they thought of as the 'good life· (fanning) in the ir later years (see 

Section 6.3), re lative old age resulted in a desire to enjoy the farm lifestyle. In tlus respect, 
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67% of the twelve organic fanners who were from NFBs and who were over 40 years old 

(see Table 6.4), wanted to live the lifestyle provided by fanning. 

This objective was also innuenced by the area of o rigin of fanners, where 64% of the 

eleven organic fanners who were from NFBs and who grew up in urban areas (see Table 

6. 1 ), wanted to enjoy the li festyle aspects of farming (see also Holloway 2002). Tltis can 

be seen as a ren ection of the need, for example, for the peace and quiet which accompanies 

farming, in particular by people from urban origins (Maybe1y et al. 2005; Wilson 1992; see 

also, for example, the comments made by Organic Farmer 12 1, Section 6.3). 

(% )of 15 
Organic Farmers 

from NFBs* 
Creating Public Goods 87 
Enjoying the Lifestyle 60 

Making a Profit 20 
Making a Living 13 

Table 6.6: Most important objectives in the approach to fa rming 
of organic fanners from NFBs 

(Source: Author s questionnaire 2008) 
* Responses were not muntally exclusive 

Despite the notion that the main a im of fanning is to produce food , few of the organic 

fam1ers fro m NFBs in this study needed to provide their household income from fann ing 

(see also Holloway 2002). Based on Table 6.6, only 20% of organic fanners from NFBs 

aimed to make a profi t and 13% aimed to make a living from fann ing. These relatively low 

percentages resulted from the fact that the majority of organic fann ers from NFBs chose 

the good li fe later in life and after working in other industries (see, for example, Boxes 6. 1 

and 6.2; see also Lockeretz 1995). However, organic fanners, who were from NFBs and 

who mentioned the objectives of ' making a profit ' and ' making a li ving' , had d ifferent 
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needs as well as different philosophies and ideologies about fanning as a production 

system. Organic Respondent 61, for example, who had another business, saw farming 

simply as a job to make a profit (see Section 4.5), while Organic Farmer 46, who wanted to 

make a profit from fam1ing, said during the 'in-depth interview': 

"AI lhe momenl I do lms of differe/11 lhings 10 make ends mee1. I on~v make £3,000 .from I he 
.farm. bullhe res/ o.fmy work makes £40,000 pounds. /would /ol'e 10 earn all my money .from 
lhejitrm. /hen/ cwt gil'e up 1he olher work I do". 

On the other hand, one of two organic farmers, who were from NFBs, and who were keen 

to make a living from fanning, stated during the 'in-depth interview': 

.. I hare gol six children I ll'a/11 lo hm•e lime wilh /hem. If you .,·ani lo have more money. you 
mus/ •mrk more. ljyou •rork more, you ll'i/1 hal'e less lime for 01her lhing.r'' (Organic Farmer 
72). 

Altruistic, intangible and financial objectives have been shown in this section to be the 

most significant farming aims for organic fam1ers from NFBs. These goals were mainly 

based on the distinct nature of this group of organic farmers, breathing new life into 

farming and the countryside. They also differed from their counterparts from FBs. The aim 

of 'creating public goods', for example, was mentioned by more organic fam1ers from 

NFBs (87%) than organic farmers from FBs (58%). This poses the question about the main 

reasons for the uptake of organic farming systems by the organic farmers from NFBs in 

this study. The next section will therefore discuss the reasons why these farmers entered 

into organic fanning. 
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6.5 Why organic farming? 

The main reasons given by the organic farmers from NFBs in this study for their use of 

organic farming methods will be analysed in this section. Perceived incentives related to 

public goods and non-subsidy related financial motives will be the focus of the discussion. 

Table 6.7 shows that there are only two categories which describe why the organic farmers 

from NFBs in this study entered into organic fam1ing. The results show that the main 

reasons for adopting organic farming techniques varied based on whether or not the 

individual came from a fam1ing background. The organic farmers from FBs in this 

research project mentioned reasons such as 'challenge acceptance related motives' (see 

Section 4.5). Further, although organic farmers from NFBs and their organic counterparts 

fi·om FBs mentioned 'public goods related motives' first among reasons for the uptake of 

organic farming methods, a higher percentage of the former cited these motives (93% 

against 62%). In this respect, therefore, almost all organic farmers from NFBs were willing 

to protect the environment, to ensure animal welfare and to produce healthy and safe food. 

This desire was based on a variety of factors and was satisfied by the uptake of organic 

farming methods, which were perceived to deliver these public goods (see Section 6.4 and 

the comments made by Organic Fam1er 121, Section 6.3; see also Kaltoft 1999; Padel 

200 I a). 

Because 73% of organic farmers from NFBs in this research project mentioned 'public 

goods related motives' as the only main reason for the adoption of organic farming systems 

(Table 6.7), organic farmers with NFBs can, to a large extent, be identified as "hobby" or 
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Public Goods Related Non-Subsidy Related 
Motives* Financial Motives* 

Organic Farmer 14 X 
Organic Farmer 43 X X 
Organic Farmer 46 X X 
Organic Farmer 51 X 
Organic Farmer 60 X 
Organic Farmer 61 X 
Organic Farmer 69 X 
Organic Farmer 72 X X 

Organic Farmer 105 X 
Organic Farmer 121 X 
Organic Farmer 129 X 
Organic Farmer 130 X 
Organic Farmer 150 X 
Organic Farmer 156 X 
Organic Farmer 166 X 

(%)of 15 Organic Farmers from 93 27 
NFBs** 

Table 6.7: Main reasons for the adoption of organic farmin g systems 
by organic fanners from NFBs 

(Source: Author' s questionnai re 2008) 
* X means the fam1er mentioned the relevant main reason 
** Responses were not mutually exclusive 

"lifestyle., fann ers (Wilson 2007). This matches what was expected by Dr. Matt Loble/ 

who thought that organic farm ers from NFBs reflect "an increasingly popular l~festyle 

trend" (BBC news 2005a). It may also explain why some people consider organic farmers 

from NFBs not to be "real farmers " (Lockeretz 1995). This, in turn, can be unfair because 

of a number of reasons. First, the organic farmers from NFBs in this study appeared to be 

working hard to achieve their objectives. For example, Simon (see Box 6. 1) mentioned 

during the ' in-depth interview' : 

"If we fttce problems and need help, we consult people who have been ftmning for 
generations and have experienced all these problems befo re. When 111e swrted. there 1ws 
one farm er who we used to ask for advice. But now we have enough knowledge ourselves to 
see that he was not a good.farmer ·· (Organic Farmer 60). 

8 See Sections 4.2.1 and 6.2. 
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Second, these fanners also tended, on a number of occasions, to speak like 'real fanners' 9 

(see also Bohnet et al. 2003). Organic Fanner 72, for example, who had been fanning for 

eleven years, stated during the 'in-depth interview': 

''I am proud of being a farmer ..... We are locally and unil'ersally li••ing unsustainably. We 
do notli••e in a way that ....... especially u·ith the explasion of population. We hal'e to he able 
to support Olll'seh·es...tv feed oursel1•es ... 

Third, the organic fanners in this research project who were from NFBs and who were 

unwilling to make money from organic fanning, tended not to accept losing much fann 

income (see Section 6.6). This suggests that these farmers may be, to a specific extent, 

willing to take risk in organic farming (see Section 6.7). 

Finally, orgamc fanners from NFBs have potential impacts on fanning and rural areas 

(Bohnet et al. 2003). Organic fanners from NFBs are seen as driving agricultural change as 

they restructure organic farming (see Williams and Farrington 2006; Winter 2009). They 

also embed organic farming in a strong multifunctional agricultural model (see Potter and 

Burney 2002; Wilson 2007; Wilson 2010) through generating different public goods that 

are more likely to require sympathy towards, for example, society (Castle 2003). This, in 

tum, maintains the amenity and beauty of the countryside (Savills 200 I). It is not 

surprising, therefore, that attractive farn1houses and gardens with ornamental plants were 

observed during interviews with a number of organic fanners from NFBs in this study. 

Further, the ideas about a life in contact with nature, farming in a healthy way and animal 

welfare, which are held by organic fanners from NFBs, are more likely to ensure the 

ethical base of organic farming (McEachern and Willock 2004). As migrants to rural areas, 

these fanners and their families may introduce different lifestyles which influence these 

9 Regardless of whether farmers are from FBs or not, it is very common to find that fanners hold multiple 
identities affecting their behaviours (Burton and Wilson 2006; Kaljonen 2006). 
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areas and may change the fam1ing ideologies and philosophies of existing local fanners 

(Kaltoft 1999; Savills 200 I; Winter 2003a; Stockdale 2006; Paniagua 2008). 

According to Table 6.7, and compared to 'public goods related motives', financial motives 

other than farm payments were one of the main reasons for the uptake of organic farming 

techniques for a relatively low percentage of organic farmers from NFBs (see also Savills 

2001). These motives were mentioned by 27% of organic farmers from NFBs; of these 

farmers, 25% did not cite any other main reason (see also Holloway 2002; Bohnet et al. 

2003). This is closely related to the fact that few organic farmers from NFBs were willing 

to make money from farming (see Section 6.4), and that these farmers perceived the 

demand for organically produced food in Devon to be strong (see Sections 4.2.2 and 4.5). 

Accordingly, it should not be surprising that Richard (see Box 6.2), for example, who took 

up organic farming to make money, had changed his cm1ification body in order to improve 

his management skills and farm income 10
• 

·· 1/te farm ll"tiS registered with Organic Farmers and Gra•ret:,. Later. I registered it with the 
Soil Association for tu·o reasons. One 1ras that the Soil Association gm·e much bel/er technical 
support. Am/ second~v. some of the standards for Organic Farmers and Growers ll"ere a lot 
•rorse than the Soil Associmion. For example. with Organic Farmers and Grawers you could 
have a flock of hens. up to 5,000 birds, hill with the Soil Association it is 500. So !(you are 
looking for a premium on your egg.,, you can say look, these are ••e1:1' good swndartl' '" 11 

(Organic Fanner 43). 

According to the data from this study, 54% of organic fanners from FBs adopted organic 

farming methods because of 'non-subsidy related financial motives', while only 27% of 

organic fanners from NFBs mentioned these motives. It can therefore be argued that 'non-

subsidy related financial motives' played different roles in the adoption decisions of the 

organic farmers from NFBs compared with those from FBs in this research project. 

10 Of the 15 organic farmers from NFBs in this study, 14 farmers (93%) were with the SAO, while only one 
farmer (7%) was with Organic Farmers and Growers. 
11 The source of these qualitative data is the ·in-depth interview· with Richard. 
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This section has shown that the organic farmers from NFBs in this study entered into 

organic farming for only two main reasons. 'Public goods related motives' were mentioned 

by almost all of these farmers, while 'non-subsidy related financial motives' were cited by 

few. Therefore, the adoption of organic farming methods for altruistic reasons associated 

with creating different public goods did not preclude the uptake of these methods for 

financial reasons. 

So far, this chapter has highlighted and analysed a variety of socio-economic 

characteristics that may influence the risk attitudes of the organic farmers from NFBs in 

this research project. lt has also identified the main reasons why these fanners adopted 

organic farming systems, in order to understand their tendency to take risk in organic 

farn1ing. The next two sections will focus on the risk attitudes of the organic farmers from 

NFBs in this study, and their perceptions about the types and sources of risks in organic 

farming. 

6.6 Risk perceptions 

This section will present and analyse the risks in organic farming that were of concern to 

the organic farmers from NFBs in this research project. Technical, market and institutional 

risks associated with organic farming will all be discussed. This, in turn, will infonn the 

literature, which currently suffers from a lack of empirical data specifically on the 

perceptions about the types and sources of risks in organic farming held by organic 

farmers' from NFBs. This section will also compare risks in organic farn1ing with those in 

other farming systems from the viewpoint of the organic farmers from NFBs in this study. 
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The data from this study suggests that organic fanners from both NFBs and from FBs 

were, to a large extent, similar in relation to their concerns over the production risks 

associated with organic fmming (see Section 5.2). In this respect, no-farm related risk (see 

Section 5.2.2) was mentioned by organic farmers from NFBs (see Serra et al. 2008), and 

only 7% of these farmers were concerned with weather-related risks. Technical risks 

associated with organic farming, on the other hand, were of concern to 60% of the organic 

farmers from NFBs (Table 6.8). Avoidance of the use of permissible chemicals is a 

possible explanation for this percentage. Organic Farmer 46, for example, who faced 

problems related to disease control, did not want to use any chemicals for two reasons: 

""The Sui/ A.rsociation allows some chemicals for msl. hill I prefer nol la use any. 7his is 
because my jimn is •·erv small .... jinancial~v 1101 •mrth doing. To save one free tluumay give 
me 200 pounds. lll<ll"e to spend 400 p,owrd.1· on chemicals. Also. I j1<st reallv do not like the 
risk as.·wciated with using chemicals·· 2. 

Years spent in farming were also a factor, where 70% of the ten organic fanners who were 

from NFBs and who had been farming for less than ll years, were concerned with 

technical risks. This can be attributed to their lack of practical experience of farming 

(Trauger et al. 2008; sec also Section 2.5.2). However, the organic farmers from NFBs in 

this study seemed to use different sources of technical information (see, for example, the 

comments made by Organic Farmers 60 and 43, Section 6.5). As a result, it is not 

surprising that technical risks associated with organic fanning were of concern to 60% of 

these farmers (Table 6.8). This, in turn, does not support the hypothesis that organic 

farmers from NFBs will have particular concerns associated with different production risks 

(see Section 2.7). 

12 This quote came rrom the 'in-depth interview' with Organic Farmer 46. 
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(%)of 15 Organic Farmers 
from NFBs* 

Technical Risks 60 
Market Risks 53 

Institutional Risks 27 

Table 6.8: Risk perceptions o f organic fam1ers from NFBs 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

* Responses were not mutually exclusive 

As wi th production risks, the market risks associated with organic fam1ing were of equa l 

concern to organic farmers from both FBs and NFBs. For example, 56% of organic farmers 

from FBs were concem ed with market ri sks in organic fa1ming, while these risks were of 

concern to 53% o f organic fam1ers from NFBs. 

Surp1isingly, the data collected in this research project showed that the perceptions o f 

market risks of organic fanners from FBs were not affected by farm income (see Section 

6.2) or willingness to make money from farming (see Sectio n 6.4). However a 

considerable number of these fanners had a positive attitude towards the organic market in 

the UK. Simon, for example, whose life story is shown in Box 6. 1 mentioned during the 

· in-depth interview· that: 

''The demand is ,·et)' good. If is easy noli" to .find a markel. When we .sumed. !he oplionsfor 
sale were narrow·· (Organic Farmer 60). 

As a result, market risks associated with organic fanning were not o f great concern to 

organic farmers from NFBs (Table 6.8). However, the organic fanners in this study who 

were from NFBs and who were concemed with a variety of market ri sks associated with 

organic fam1ing were mindful that the organic market in the UK remained unstable and 

was sensitive to a broad range of factors, including shortages of organic feed (see Sections 

4 .5 and 5.3 .1 ). A lthough Organic Fanner 12 1, for example, did not enter into organic 
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fanning to make money, she did not accept losing much income as a result of the volatile 

nature of the organic market in the UK. 

"11 is difficullto make e•·en a lil•ingfrom organic farming .... . There is a risk that you are not 
going to get feed for animals at reasonable prices. They have increased ........ . The price you 
get is not guaranteed. l'ou do not knou• the profit you can make "13 (Organic Farmer t2t ). 

Similarly, Richard, whose life story is shown in Box 6.2 and who wanted to make money 

from organic fanning, faced problems related to the high prices for organic feed (see the 

comments made by him, Section 5.3.1), and he was concerned with lower returns. It can 

therefore be argued that the volatile nature of the organic market in the UK played an 

important role, in that nearly half of the organic fanners from NFBs in this research project 

were concerned about the market risks associated with organic farn1ing (Table 6.8). 

From Table 6.8, it can be seen that the institutional risks associated with organic farn1ing 

were of concern to 27% of the organic fanners from NFBs in this study. As these risks 

were of concern to 29% of the organic fanners from FBs in this research project, it is clear 

that organic fanners from both NFBs and FBs shared the same concerns over the 

institutional risks associated with organic fanning. 

According to the results from this study, there was relative satisfaction with the 

institutional context of organic fanning among organic fanners from NFBs (see Section 

5.4). Organic Fanner 72, for example, stated during the 'in-depth interview': "/am okay 

with the Soil Association; they work very well .... . If there is any problem, we ring the Soil 

Associatio11: they are vet)' good, very reasonable and vety sensible". It was therefore not 

surprising to find that only a few organic fanners from NFBs were concerned about the 

institutional risks associated with organic fanning (Table 6.8). Here, it is important to note 

13 These qualitative data were gathered in the course of the 'in-depth interview' with Organic Farmer t2t. 
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that the institutional context of organic fanning, which includes policies and regulations, 

for example, (see Section 2.6.3), can cause different levels of concern to organic fanners 

(see McEachern and Willock 2004; Roderick and Burke 2004; Hampshire and Riggulsford 

2006; Gibbon 2008; Harris et al. 2008). This argument was supported by key stakeholders 

from two certification bodies in Devon (Bio-Dynamic Agricultural Association and the 

SAO, Table 3.3), who agreed that organic fanners should accept the different institutional 

risks associated with organic farming (attitudes towards risk in organic fanning will be 

discussed in detail in the next section): 

··our registration ami inspe.:tion fees are e.1pensive, but I lri/SI the authority is not being 
greedy ....... If you believe in the philosophy and knoll'ledge of Bio-Dynamic. then you accept 
all the difficulties of organic regulations. bureaucracy .... , (Dcrck Lapwonh). 

""Some standarcl< can be di[ticult bill they are not impossible. and we would not puhlislr them 
if our experts and our licemees didn "t think tlrey were achiel'ahle. Soil Association standards 
are the highest in the IIDrld mul 11·e pride oursef•·e.< on that. Also. organic farmers are 
required to complete papenmrk. keep records, etc. This is part of the requirements of meeting 
the standards and ensuring that tmceability and integrity are maintained"" (Soil Association 
Organisation employee). 

Table 6.8 suggests that risks which are specific to organic systems, such as restrictions on 

the use of chemicals for example (see Section 5.6), were of concern to organic fanners 

from NFBs. This concern was a key reason cited by 53% of organic farmers from NFBs 

when arguing that organic fanning is riskier than other farn1ing systems. From the data, 

88% of these fanners saw themselves as exposed to these additional risks when compared 

to other fanners. Although a lower percentage of organic farn1ers from NFBs in this study 

agreed that organic fanning is riskier than other fanning systems compared to those from 

FBs (53% versus 63%), there is little difference between these two groups (see also 

Section 6.5). 
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The analyses above have shown that organic farmers from NFBs were concerned with 

technical, market and institutional risks associated with organic farming. Fann-related 

risks, weather-based risks and personal and social risks associated with organic fam1ing, on 

the other hand, were not of concern to these farmers (see Sections 2.5.2, 2.6.4, 5.2.2 and 

5.2.3). As technical risks, for example, were not of particular concern, the survey data do 

not, to any great extent, suppor1 the hypothesis that organic farn1ers from NFBs will have 

distinct perceptions of risk in organic farming (see Section 2.7). Tltis, in turn, poses a 

question about these farmers' willingness to take risk, which will be addressed in the next 

section. 

6. 7 Risk attitudes 

Organic farmers from NFBs' attitudes towards risk associated with organic farming, risk in 

farming in general and 'playing it safe' will be discussed in this section. As with risk 

perceptions in the previous section, this can be seen as one of the unique contributions of 

this research project to the literature (see Section 2.5.2). 

According to the results from this study, organic fanners from NFBs differed from their 

counterparts from FBs in tenns of their disposition towards taking risk in organic farming. 

More farmers from NFBs (73%, compared to 58% from FBs) agreed that they were willing 

to take risk in organic farming. 
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uFor me, Taking Risk in Organic Farming is ExcithrJ(' 
Strongly Disagree Neutra l Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

(%)of 15 
Organic Farmers 0 7 7 73 13 

from NFBs 

Table 6.9: Attitudes towards risk in organic fanning of organic fanners from NFBs 
(Source: Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

The result, shown in Table 6. 9, matches the expectations about attitudes towards risk in 

organic fa rming o f organic farmers from NFBs (see, for example, Reed e t al. 2008). It was 

a lso closely re lated to age, the aim of 'creating public goods' and forma l education. 83% o f 

the twelve organic fanners who were from NFBs and who were aged 41 years or more, 

accepted risk in organic fam1ing. This can be attributed to the fact that these farmers had 

sufficient physical help (see, for example, the comments made by the wife of Organic 

Farmer 60, Section 6.3) and used the skills acquired through their long life experience. 

Richard, for example, who was willing to take ri sk in organic fanning and whose life s tory 

is shown in Box 6.2, indicated during the ·in-depth intervie\ · that his pas t experiences had 

helped him: 

"M1• previous experience affects my managemenT. I hm·e u·orked in many counrries: I have 
had 10 be Fe1:v flex ible. So I am flexible and 11'illing ro t1y ne111 rhings on rhe farm. One year. I 
decided to keep p igs. I knou· nothing ahour p igs. I keep geese. I knoll' norhing about geese, bur 
I can learn ·· (Organic Farmer 43 ). 

According to McCann et al. ( 1997), achieving different altruistic fanning objectives (sec 

Section 6.4) does not require the avoidance of risk in sustainable agricultural models, such 

as the organic farming model, for example. It is therefore not surprising to find that 77% of 

thirteen organic fam1ers in this research project who were from NFBs and who were 

willing to create public goods from fam1ing, accepted risk in organic fam1ing. The 

acceptance of risk in organic fan11ing was also affected by fonnal education. 77 % of the 

thirteen organic farmers who were from NFBs and who were well-educated, were wi lling 
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to take risk in organic fanning. This is explained by the fact that higher levels of formal 

education, for example, help in understanding the teclmical elements of organic fanning 

and allow the management of relevant risks (Genius et al. 2006). 

The survey data showed that 27% of organic farmers from NFBs regretted, or had at some 

time regretted, adopting organic methods. As a result o f some early adoption difficulties, 

the level of perceived ri sk in organic farming of Organic Farmer 12 1, for example, was 

above her level of acceptable risk. This fanner, therefore, regretted entering into o rganic 

farming and was not willing to take ri sk in organic fa rming. 

'"I disagree to lake risk in organic farming. We struggle: 11·e hm·e been organic for just one 
year. Weed comrol is rile biggest risk...... The paperwork is also a pain. If 1re 1rere nor 
fanning organically, we would not change very much u-Jwr 1re do ..... Oh yeah. I ha1·e 
regreued taking up organic farming. We do not ha1•e to stay organic although f arming is 
practical~\' difficult. We can change ... .... organic is a free choice so I agree to take risk in 
farming ··14 (Organic Farmer 121 ). 

It seems that the level of perceived risk in organtc fam1ing was below the level of 

acceptable risk for most of the other organic farmers from NFBs in this s tudy, who agreed 

that they were willing to take risk in organic fam1ing (Table 6.9). These positions are 

therefore one possible interpretation of the findi ngs shown in Table 6.9. 

As shown in some studies (e.g. Savills 200 I ; Reed at al. 2002; Mai l fert 2007), but in 

contrast with others (e.g. Shrapnel and Davie 200 I), the vast majority of organic fam1ers 

from NFBs in this research project were willing to take risk in fa rming (87%, shown in 

Table 6.1 0). Organic farmers from NFBs therefore differed from their organic counterparts 

from FBs in relation to their attitudes towards risk in fam1ing, as only 63% o f organic 

farmers from FBs in this study were willing to take risk in farming. 

14 This quote came from the ·in-depth interview· with Organic Farmer 12 1. 
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"In General, I am Willing to Take Risk in Farming_" 
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

(%)of 15 
Organic Farmers 0 0 0 87 13 

from NFBs 

Table 6.10: Attitudes towards risk in fanning of organic fmmers from NFBs 
(Source: Author 's questionnaire 2008) 

The extreme skewness shown in Table 6.10 is partly related to the fact that the two organic 

farmers who were from NFBs and who were unwilling to take risk, or had a neutral 

attitude towards risk in organic farming (Table 6.9), accepted risk in fam1ing. According to 

the comments cited and made by Organic Farmer 121 above, it appears that the difference 

between dispositions towards risk in organic fanning and risk in farming in general was 

closely related to a variety of 1isks which were specific to organic fanning. The results 

shown in Table 6.1 0, however, were also affected by other variables inc luding the aim of 

·creating public goods·. formal education and age. 85% of the thirteen organic fam1ers 

who were from NFBs and who wanted to generate di fferent public goods from fanning, 

accepted risk in fanning. This is connected with the fact that producing such goods entails 

exposure to high risk (Greiner at al. 2009). 

The data collected in this study showed that 92% of the thirteen organic fanners who were 

from NFBs and who were well-educated, agreed that they were willing to take risk in 

fam1ing. The data also indicated that all organic fanners who were from NFBs and who 

were aged 41 years or more, accepted risk in fanning. These positive relationships between 

attitudes towards risk in fanning, formal education and age not only explain the result 

shown in Table 6. 1 0, but can also be attributed to a variety of reasons. For example, well-

educated fam1ers are more likely to cope with the difficulties associated with farming and 

it was therefore not surprising that these farmers tended to be willing to take risk in 
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fanning (see also Section 5.7.2 and the discussion above about the positive relationship 

between age and willingness to take tisk in organic farming). 

In contrast to attitudes towards risk in organic farming and ri sk in fann ing in general , 

attitudes to\ ards 'playing it safe' d id not vary whether the farmer had a farming 

background or no t. From Table 6. 11 , it can be seen that 53% of organic fanners from 

NFBs d isagreed that they were w illing to ' play it sa fe ' . 

u111 General, I Like to {Piav it Safe"' 
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

(%)of 15 
Organic Farmers 7 53 27 13 0 

from NFBs 

Table 6.1 1: Att itudes towards risk in general of organic fa rmers from NFBs 
(Source: Author' s quest ionna ire 2008) 

Based on the survey data, the w illingness of organic farmers from NFBs to ·play it safe' 

was influenced by farm income. O f the five organic farmers who were from NFBs and who 

earned more than 21% o f their entire househo ld income from fatming, 80% were willing to 

take risk in general. This can be seen as a reflection of the fact that less mistakes and 

inappropriate practices in organic farming which is a ·risky activity' g ive confidence in 

abili ty to develop management skills that increase willingness to take ri sk in general (see 

Pennings and Wansink 2004). Accordingly, fam1ing income partly explains the result 

shown in Table 6.1 1. This result a lso appeared to be related to the finding that the level of 

acceptable risk in genera l was above the perceived one. Due to his concem for his fam ily, 

Organic Farmer 46, for example, had changed his attitude towards risk in general and 

became a risk-taker (see also Sjoberg 2000). In other words, the gap between acceptable 

and perceived levels of risk in general fo r Organic Fmmer 46 became narrower: 
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"Although my wife does not wall/ me to take risks in our life, I do because I have ne1•er been 
somebody else. fused to enjoy lots of dangerous sports ..... canoeing and climbing, but I do not 
do these to any great extent nou• ..... I still walk in the moull/ains. lwillltot do things that will 
risk my fami~l'. It is no longer just me who will be affected. I do not strong~v agree about 
taking risk inm)·l!(e: I just agree. Now. I ham got children" 15 (Organic Farmer 46). 

This section has shown that the organic fanners from NFBs in this study tended to be 

willing to take risk in organic fam1ing, risk in fanning and risk in general. These desires, 

which varied in tem1s of their strength, were affected by a variety of factors including age 

and fam1 income. However, as a relatively low percentage of organic fanners from NFBs 

agreed strongly that they were willing to take risk in organic fanning ( 13%, Table 6.9), 

they cannot necessarily be identified as 'committed organic farmers' (see Section 7.2). 

This is also because these fanners saw organic fanning solely as a production system (see 

Section 6.5), rather than as a combination of a production system and a philosophy (see 

Section 7.2; see also Damhofer et al. 2005). None of the organic fanners from NFBs in this 

study mentioned 'organic philosophy related motives' as a main reason for the adoption of 

organic fanning methods (see Sections 4.5 and 6.5). 

6.8 Conclusions 

This chapter has shown the existence of a relatively small, but largely distinct group of 

organic fam1ers. As with the average farm size and years spent in fanning, the average 

dependency on fanning income for organic farmers from NFBs was very small. These 

fanners were mainly operating horticulture and mixed farms. Further, the vast majority of 

organic fanners from NFBs (87%) were well-educated, 73% of these fanners were male 

and 80% were aged 41 years or more. 

15 The source of these qualitative data is the 'in-depth interview' with Organic Farmer 46. 
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'Creating public goods', 'enjoying the lifestyle', 'making a profit' and 'making a living' 

were stated as the most important objectives for the organic fanners from NFBs in this 

research project. These farmers ranked the creation of public goods first. while ·making a 

living' was ranked last. These farmers also highly valued the altruistic and intangible aims 

of producing public goods and enjoying the fanning lifestyle. The main reasons for the 

adoption of organic fanning techniques fell within two key categories. Whilst almost all 

organic fanners from NFBs entered into organic fanning because of their perceptions of 

this system ·s ability to deliver public goods, a relatively low percentage of organic fanners 

from NFBs (27%) adopted organic fam1ing methods because of financial motives other 

than fann payments. 

This chapter has also reported that the technical, market and institutional risks associated 

with organic fanning were of concern to organic fanners from NFBs in this study. 60% of 

these fam1ers were concemed with technical risks and 53% were concemed with market 

risks, whilst 27% mentioned institutional risks. These results, to a large extent, run 

contrary to the hypothesis that organic fanners from NFBs will have distinct perceptions 

about types and sources of risks in organic fam1ing. In contrast, this thesis has provided 

evidence which supports the hypothesis that organic fanners from NFBs have a distinct 

willingness to take risk in organic fanning. Most organic fanners from NFBs (73%) agreed 

that they were willing to take risk in organic fanning, while only 58% of organic fanners 

from FBs accepted risk in organic fanning. Further, the vast majority of organic fanners 

from NFBs (87%) accepted risk in farming and nearly half (53%) accepted risk in general. 

Nevertheless, according to the attitudes of organic fanners from NFBs towards risk in 

organic fanning and qualitative data collected in the course of this study, organic farmers 

from NFBs cannot necessarily be identified as 'committed organic farmers'. This, in turn, 
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Chapter Seven: Farmer typology 

7.1 Introduction 

The main purpose of this chapter is to produce a typology and to provide policy guidance 

that may help to increase future organic adoption. Based on the framework developed by 

Morris and Potter ( 1995), Section 7.2, will place surveyed eligible fam1ers in Devon on a 

·risk-spectrum· according to their attitudes towards risk in organic farming and to 

qualitative information gathered mainly in the course of the 'in-depth interviews·. The 

findings from the application of this typology, which categorises farmers along a spectrum 

from 'resistant non-organic fanners' to 'committed organic farmers', will be used to derive 

a set of policy recommendations which, it is hoped, will contribute to the future 

development of the organic sector in the UK (Section 7.3). Section 7.3 will also analyse 

changes in organic respondents' perceptions of risks in organic farming over time (the fifth 

objective of this thesis). Section 7.4 draws this chapter to its conclusion. 

7.2 Farmer types 

In this section, 256 of the farmers who participated in this study will be categorised using 

Morris and Potter's ( 1995) typology. The spectrum of farmer types within this framework 

ranges from 'resistant non-organic farmers' to 'committed organic farmers'. 
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In an investigation into participation in agri-environmental schemes in the UK, Morris and 

Potter ( 1995) have suggested a typology in which adapters and non-adapters can be 

categorised. The 'participation spectrum' included types such as 'resistant non-adapters' 

who would not take part in agri-environmental schemes under any circumstances. On the 

other hand, and subject to possible future changes in dilferent elements of these schemes, 

·conditional non-adapters' might participate. Likewise, 'passive adapters', whose financial 

objectives took a front seat, might move across the spectrum as their attitudes change. Such 

changes in position were more difficult for 'active adapters' who reflected commitment to 

environmental principles. 

As the ·participation spectrum· clearly and directly linked the attitudes and motivations 

which explained adapters' and non-adapters' existing behaviour with possible future 

changes in behaviour, a 'risk-spectrum' can be produced which can be used to help 

increase future organic adoption (Table 7.3). This spectrum is based on fam1ers in Devon 

who were operating organic/non-organic farms and were/were not, to different degrees, 

willing to take risk in organic fam1ing (Tables 7. I and 7.2). This is based on the fact that 

these farmers were consistent in terms of their farming system and their attitudes towards 

risk in organic farming (see Sections 2.2.2) 1
• Here, it is important to note that no statistical 

association was evident between the degree to which fam1ers were willing to take risk in 

organic farming (Tables 7.1 and 7.2) and other factors that were thought to have an 

influence on their attitudes to risk (see Section 2.2.2). A detailed discussion of farmers' 

attitudes towards risk in organic farming is included in Section 5. 7. I. 

1 Accordingly. of all farmers in rh is study 79% were included in lhe 'risk-spectrum· while 21% were 
excluded. Data related to the !alter were inconclusive with regard to the linkage between altitudes towards 
risk in organic farming and farming decisions (see also Damhofer er al. 2005). 
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"For me, Taking Risk in 
OrKanic Fftrming is ExcitinK" Total 

Agree Strongly Agree 

Organic I Count 100 31 13 1 
Farmers 

Table 7.1: Favourable responses to risk in organic fanning and organic fam1ers 
(Source: Author's questi01maire 2008) 

"For me, Taking Risk in 
OrKanic FarminK is ExcitiiiK" Total 

Strongly Disagree Disagree 
Non-Organic I Count 19 106 125 

Farmers 

Table 7.2: Unfavourable responses to risk in organic fam1ing and non-organic farmers 
(Source: Author's questionnaire 2008) 

The association between negative and positive attitudes towards accepting risk in organic 

fanning and possible future changes in fanning systems was discussed in detai l with 

interviewees. Qualitative information derived from, for example, questions, such as 

··would you continue to .farm(/arm organicallylnon-organica/ly in the f uture ·· and "(/the 

organic market decreases/increases in the .future, would you change your attitude 10111ards 

risk in organic farming· · (see Appendix Two), showed important dissimilarities (see 

below). This, in tum, allowed the respondents (presented in Tables 7. 1 and 7.2) to be 

categorised into a typology (Table 7.3). In other words, the non-quantitative approach used 

by many researchers (e.g. MorTis and Potter 1995; Fair-weather and Campbell 1996; 

Damhofer et al. 2005) was employed for clusterin g. Here, it is important to note that this 

approach, in contrast to multivariate statistical analyses, such as ·c luster ana lys is' (Everitt 

et al. 200 1; Chan 2005; Schneider et al. 2009), can use both quantitative and qualitative 

information to c lassify respondents on the basis of thei r a llegiance to the dimensions under 

consideration (Bailey 1983; Morris and Potter 1995). 
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(%)of131 
Or ic Farmers 

Pragmatic 
Organic Farmers 

Table 7.3: Typology of 256 fanners in Devon 
(Source: Author) 

Table 7.3 shows the breakdown of respondents (as a percentage of a ll respondents) within 

each category. The categories were taken from Morris and Potter ( 1995) and Fairweather 

and Campbell ( 1996). The latter has defined organic and non-organic farmers based on 

their positions to organic fam1ing by applying a ' decision tree· (see Section 2.2 .2). Taking 

the ' resistant non-organic farmers · first , this category represents 15% of the total number 

of non-organic fam1ers having unfavourable responses to risk in organic fam1ing (Table 

7.3). Strong aversion to taking risk in organic farming was expressed. In other words, the 

level of perceived risk in organic fam1ing largely exceeded the level of risk that they were 

prepared to take for these farmers. These extremely negative positions to accepting risk in 

organic farming were also likely to be combined with stances opposing organic fam1ing. 

Therefore, as Figure 7 . I shows. ·resistant non-organic fa rmers' , characterised by the 

comment "I would not ever go organic .. were adamant that they would not implement 

organic methods at any point in the future, regardless of the future conditions of the 

organic sector (see also Lockeretz 1995). 

It is important to note here that imperfect knowledge about organic fanning policy was 

noticeable amongst these farmers, although the majority of non-o rganic respondents in 

Devon were, as expected (see Section 3.2), well-infom1ed about other aspects of organic 

farming (see Chapter 5). This, in turn, explained why most non-organic farmers became 
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less committed to non-organic practices and techniques, as organic farming was a possible 

future option only for the ·conditional non-organic farmers· (Figure 7 . I ; see also Mon·is 

and Potter 1995). 

Very Likely 
to Maintain 

Non-Organi c 
Methods 
in Future 

Conditional 
Non-Organic 

Farmers 

May 
Adopt 

Organic 
Methods 
in Future 

Pragmatic 
Organic 
Farmers 

May 
Reconvert to 
Non-Organic 

Methods 
in Future 

Committed 
Organic 
Farmers 

to Maintain 
Organic 
Methods 
in Future 

Figure 7.1: Typology of 256 fanners in Devon and expressed future fanning options 
(Source: Author) 

T he 'condi tiona l non-organic farmers' (representing 85% of the tota l non-organic fam1ers 

that expressed negative attitudes towards accepting risk in organic farming {Table 7.3)) 

were not strongly risk-avoidant ; they merely chose not to take this risk in organic fam1ing 

at tlus point in time. Tlus changeable att itude was a lso reflected in a number of comments 

which po inted out that future conversion to organic methods would depend on changes in 

the future risky enviromnent of organic fanning (see also Damhofer et al. 2005; Acs et al. 

2009): 

"lll'illnot say lwillnever be organic. but at the moment1re are not ....... . Organic .farming is 
quite like a challenge. I may com·ert to organic if the fees of being OJ~anic are loll'er and 
regulations become less demanding ..... . I will consider it cen ainly "- (Conditional Non
Organic Farmer 104). 

2 This quote came from the ·in-depth intervie,,·' with Conditional Non-Organic Fanner I 04. 
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Also, another conditional non-organic fanner said during the ' in-depth interview': 

"I am not against orr,anic farming. !have not said I would never do it. I could be persuaded 
depending on prices and n·hat n·e are going to have in the next few years. At the moment. 
changing to organic farming is notjinancially worth it. bill maybe in the f uture ·· (Conditional 
Non-Organic Farmer 103). 

In other words, the ·conditional non-organic farmers' wi ll not be eager to take up organic 

techniques and practices unless the level of perceived risk in organic fam1ing drops below 

the level which is acceptable to them (Figure 7.2). This would allow them to achieve their 

farming aims through organic farming. Here, and similar to the ' conditional non-ada pters' 

identified by Morris and Potter ( 1995}, it should be noted that despite the existence of 

various farming objectives, economic obj ectives played an important role in future 

adoption decisions (see above). 

The 
Gap between 

Perceived 
and 

Acceptable 
Risk Levels 

' 
' I 

' 

,' 
'' 

>I 

The Current Level of 
Perceived Risk in Organic 
Farming (Currently Non

Organic Methods) 

The Current Level of 
Acceptable Risk in Organic 

Farming 

The New Level of 
Perceived Risk in Organic 

Farmi ng 
(Possible Adoption of 

Organic Methods in Future) 

l< 
Figure 7.2: Levels of risk in organic farmjng and 'conditional non-organic farmers· 

(Source: Author) 
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Along with the ·conditiona l non-organtc farmers', the ' pragmatic organic farmers ' also 

appeared less than fully committed to their current fam1ing systems. Even though 

economic considerations were not a significant e lement for the latter, they were, 

nonetheless, an impot1ant driver in shaping their fu ture decision-making in organic fanning 

(see also Lobley et al. 2005). In o ther words, belief in the principles of organic farming and 

its philosophy were not strong enough to prevent possible future reconversion to non-

organic methods, a lthough this was not a decision that would be made easily (see also 

Fairweather and Campbell 1996). 

··1 do no I know ... .. . I H"i/1 no/ know ... I( 1hrre is no slrong organic mar kef, no point. I should 
1101 hal'e said 1ha1. should I? because I do heliel"e ill organic fanning .. .. . Ohhh, !f I hm·e 10 
pay too much lo lhe Soil Associmion 10 br organic. and I cannol se/11he s lack as organic, lhen 
maybe I hare 10 gu .. J (Pragmat ic Organic Farmer 78). 

During the ' in-depth interview', Pragmatic Organic Fanner 11 6 expressed a similar view: 

··1 also farm as a husiness. I am no/ here fu r a holiday. If I suddenlv decide if is not fensible 10 
be orga11ic any longer, for example. iflhere is no urwmic market, I will .farm i11 the same way 
I hat I hm•e .farmed before (non-organical~l). IV!re11 I l llll nut comfortable 1ri1h orga11ic. l ll'i!l 
change the way I am(urming ··. 

Undoubtedly, the ' pragmatic organic fanners ' were w illing to take a considerable amount 

of risk in organic fanning (Tables 7 . I and 7.3) and yet they still might take the decision to 

leave organic fanning at any point in the future if the level of perceived risk was to change 

beyond their individual level of acceptabi lity (Figures 7. 1 and 7.3). 

In contrast, changes in the future risky environment of organic farming was less likely to 

push the 'committed organic farmers ' to revet1 to non-organic methods. In o ther words, 

perceiving more risk in organic farming in the future, these farmers would not apply non-

3 These qualitati,·e data \\"Cre co ll ected in the course or the ·in-depth intervie\\"· with Pragmatic Organic 
Farmer 78. 
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Figure 7.3: Levels of risk in organic fam1ing and ·pragmat ic organic farm ers' 
(Source: Author) 

organic techniques and practices to manage their fanns at any po int in the future (Figure 

7. 1): 

··1 ll'il! no/ change. I ll'il! risk some of my farming income if !he premium decreases in 
f uture ..... . If regulations become more difficult, ...... maybe !will cancel my registration, and 
I do itunoj]icial~v. To be hones/. I rh ink you need ro be o1ganic ifyou want to change the way 
farming practices are done. There is no olher ll'ay"4 (Committed Organic Farmer 46). 

Similarly, Committed Organic Fam1er 38, who was nmmng a mixed fann that was 

registered with the SAO since 1988, stated during the ' in-depth interview': 

"For me raking risk in organic farming is \'ely exciling; I strongly agree. I very much believe 
in organic. I would still do if el'en when if does no/ go ve1y well. IVhen I was a sludenl ... . a 
young man. I thought organic.farming is 1he only ll'a)' lll'ant to farm ... 

4 This quote came from the ·in-depth intervie\\ ·with Committed Organic Farmer 46. 
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ln total , 24% of the organic fanners mentioning favourable responses to risk in organic 

farming (Table 7.3) strongly accepted this risk. In the future, the 'committed organic 

farmers ' would adapt their approach to fam1ing as necessary to cope with a more high risk 

environment. Seeing organic farming as an agricultural system delivering public goods and 

a philosophy took a front seat in this segment ' s attitude to its future in organic farming (see 

also Fairweather and Campbell 1996; Damhofer et al. 2005). However, it is tempting to 

speculate that the absence of more individuals who were resistant to a shift away from 

organic techniques and practices could, as argued by Winter (2003a), be related to the 

important role played by financial motives in adoption decisions (see Section 4.5). 

In line with Morris and Potter' s ( 1995) study, this section has used a set of qualitative 

survey data to categorise fanners' attitudes towards risk in organic fanning in Devon. 

These attitudes were heterogeneous and were linked to their individual fam1ing system. 

The ·conditional non-organic farmers · and ·pragmatic organic farmers ' were open to future 

adoption of organic/non-organic methods, subject to possible changes in the future risky 

environment of organic fam1ing. On the other hand. ·resistant non-organic farmers · and 

' committed organic farmers ' were very likely to maintain their current farming systems; 

they were opposed to a shift between organic and non-organic techniques and practices in 

the future. The application of this typology therefore provides an insight into fam1er 

attitudes towards risk in organic fam1ing, which may help policy-makers to increase future 

organic adoption not only in Devon, but in the wider context of agriculture within the UK. 
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7.3 Policy implications 

This section wi ll discuss the policy implications o f the findings from the previous section. 

The discussion will focus on the tisky environment of organic fa1ming and the variation in 

this risk environment over time. 

It has been assumed (see Section 2.6) that farmers' perceptions of ri sk in organic farming 

may change over time. Therefore, organic fa rmers in Devon were asked "which risks in 

organic farming were concerning you when the adoption decision was made?". Answers 

to this question were compared with responses to a similar question which asked fanners 

which risks in organic farn1ing were of concern to them now (see Chapter 5). 

From Table 7.4, it can be seen that apart from personal risks, productio n, market and 

institutional ri sks confronted organic farn1ers in 2008 (the time of the questiotmaire 

survey). When compared with the percentages of fatmers concerned about similar risks at 

the point of conversion, it is clear that perceptions of risk in organic farn1ing had increased 

over time. This was affected by the overall recent ri sky environment of organic farming 

which can be perceived to include higher levels of tisks (see, for example, Tranter et al. 

2007b; FMMRs 2008; Gibbon 2008)5
. 'In-depth interview· data provided evidence for this 

assertion. For example, Organic Respondent 39, who convetted his conventional farm in 

1998, said : "In the 1990s, there were no problems at all in the market. It was new and 

more stable". Also, the organic farn1er whose life history is presented in Box 4.3 indicated: 

··We were allowed to use some non-organic feed, but the Soil Association has changed its 

regulations. Now, I can only use organic concentrates" (Organic Farmer I 0). 

5 Years in which the adoption decis ions were made ranged between 1968 of an unofficia l organic farm and 
2007 of a registered one. 
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(%) of 168 Organic Farmers* 
"Which risks in organic "Which risks in organic 

farming were concerning you fimning are o.f co11Cern 
when the adoption decision to you now?" 

was made?" 
Production Risks 34 70 

Market Risks 26 55 
Institutional Risks 7 29 

Personal Risks 16 4 

Table 7.4: Changes over time in organic farmers ' perceptions of risk 
(Source : Author' s questionnaire 2008) 

* Responses were not mutually exclusive 

Further, it should be noted that lack of knowledge about potential ri sks in organic fam1ing, 

such as when the adoption decis ions were made, a lso helps to expla in why perceptions of 

ri sk have changed over time. This is supported by the fact that only 36 out of 168 organic 

respondents in Devon (21 %) had prior practical experience o f organic methods when they 

embarked on organic techniques and practices on the ir cuncnt fam1s. This, in turn 

suggests why only personal risks in organic farming were of grea ter concem at the time o f 

taking up organic fanning on these fann s: 

··When I converted the farm. I did not knull' as much as I knoll' 11011'. I ll'as aware of some of 
the problems, but, for sure, / was not a11·are ufa /1 of them ..... . Actuallv. the main concern ll'liS 

11'/rether or not I would be able to farm organicallv ..... lo produce enough food for my 
animals· <> (Organic Farmer 116). 

Table 7.4 thus provides evidence that fa rmers ' perceptions of risk in organic fanning are 

subject to change over time. Farmers' perceptions of future risk in organic fam1ing in 

Devon are the core of a clear recommendation for po licy-makers in the UK which arises 

from tltis thesis. This recommendation, based on the results of this study may help to 

expand the fu ture uptake of organic fam1ing, and suggests that a targeted approach of 

policies supporting the organic sector is needed. In this respect, it is important to highlight 

6 T he source o f this quote is the ·in-depth interview· \\ith Organic Farmer 11 6. 
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that DEFRA (see Table 3.3) equally targets all fanners and is open to the possible need to 

adapt its policy in the future: 

""DEFRA pro•·ides considerable support for the organic sector .......... . lt is open to all 
farmers so DEFRA does 110t target specific groups of farmers. The mechanism for supporting 
orgm1ic farmers is under regular review and if it is decided that more targeted support 10 

specific groups of farmers would be more e.[(ectil•e. DEFRA would consider this" (Organic 
team, DEFRA). 

A similar suggestion has also been made by Kourouxou et al. (2008) in Greece, where it 

has been suggested that organic fanners in southern and northern Thassos should be guided 

by different policies. Further, Morris and Potter (1995) have advocated that ·passive 

adopters' could be specially targeted by policy-makers to move them to the active end of 

the 'participation spectrum' (see Section 7.2). On the other hand Wilson ( 1996), expanding 

this spectrum, has recommended that policy-makers specially target the 'conditional non-

adopters·. 'passive adopters' and 'conservation oriented farmers on holdings of marginal 

ESA eligibility' for inclusion and continued participation in the Environmentally Sensitive 

Area (ESA) scheme.· 

This research (see Figure 7.4) suggests that the 'resistant non-organtc farmers' and 

'committed organic farmers' should not receive special attention by policy-makers in the 

UK, as they are very unlikely to leave their current fanning systems (see Section 7.2). 

Thus, these two clusters ensure the existence of different fanning systems that are actually 

needed. Awareness and support of this issue by policy makers can be seen, for example, 

through the identification of a specific quantitative target for the national area of land 

under organic cultivation (see Section 2.3.2). Indeed, since organic fanning is unlikely to 

produce the same yields as other fanning systems, particularly conventional fanning, and 

to meet the needs of a growing global population, not all fanners should go organic 

(Nieberg and Offennann 2003; Kirchmann et al. 2008; see also Section 2.6.1 ). Further, it is 
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important to remember that organic fanning cannot alone satisfy a ll consumers, given that 

they are not homogenous in terms of their purchasing atti tudes and abilities and, therefore, 

markets should provide food and drink produced using a variety of farming methods (see 

Section 2.4). 

Pragmatic 
Organic 
Frumers Farmers to 

Receive Special 
Attention by 

Policy-Makers 

Figure 7.4: Farmer types to be specially targeted by policy-makers 
(Source: Author) 

This thesis also recommends that policy-makers in the UK should particularly focus on the 

·conditional non-organic farmers' and ' pragmatic organic farmers ' to support the organic 

sector. As the 'conditional non-organic farmers' may enter into organic fam1ing when 

more net financial returns are seen (see Section 7.2; see also Acs et al. 2009), they should 

be specially made aware of policies which aim to improve current perceptions of the 

fmancial performance of organic fam1ing. This reflects the fac t that these farmers, who 
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may become either pragmatic or committed organic farmers due to their stances to organic 

farming after adoption, need strong efforts from policy-makers wishing to expand the 

organic sector (see Figure 7.4). However, and compared to the 'conditional non-organic 

farmers', the 'pragmatic organic farmers' do not need the same encouragement to maintain 

organic fanning methods in the future (see Figure 7.4), given that they may stay in this 

system as long as current seen financial viability remains the same (see Section 7 .2). 

Therefore, these fanners should specially be supported by policies which aim to sustain 

this viability. This, in tum, may result in more committed organic farmers in the future as 

the ·pragmatic organic farmers' continue to farm organically (see Figure 7.4). 

Policies which are aimed at maintaining and improving the perceived current financial 

performance of organic fanning in the future, should further exploit research on risks 

which influence this performance from the point of view of farmers (ESG 200 I). Here, this 

thesis suggests that models from economic psychology such as van Raaij's ( 1981) model, 

for example, could be used to address farmers' perceptions of risk in organic fanning in an 

economic context (see van Raaij 1981; Flaten et al. 2005; Lien et al. 2006a). Identified 

risks should then be subject to thorough analyses and evaluations (see Casley and Kumar 

1987), and action taken to mitigate these risks (Hardaker 2004). Thus, policy-makers in the 

UK can encourage future conversion to, and continued adoption of, organic farming. Here, 

it is expected that promotion and information campaigns about organic products targeted at 

consumers will be particularly important. This expectation is related to current changes in 

demand for organic food and drink, as well as the recent recession, which are assumed to 

have had a negative effect on the financial viability of organic farming (see Sections 6.6 

and 8.4 ). Further, it is also based on the issues that Stolze et al. (2007) and Schmid et al. 

(2008) have highlighted, namely that organic farming policy instruments in the UK suffer 
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from a lack of consumer promotion and knowledge campaigns about organic products (see 

also Section 2.4). 

It is essential to note that the message delivered by this thesis is based on the assumption 

that the organic sector would continue to be of particular interest to policy-makers in the 

UK. This assumption, based on the 'in-depth interviews' (see Table 3.3), has been found to 

be true: 

·'DEFRA believes that organic farming and food can make a signilicant contribution to 
helping it achieve its sustainability objectives and is committed to supporting the development 
of a strong sustainable and viable organic sector ....... DEFRA continues to support and 
maintain an interest in the development of the organic sector. ll frequently liaises with 
stakeholdcrs in the organic sector and continues to support its expansion and devclopmcnr· 
(Organic team, DEFRA). 

Nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that policies supporting organic farming may be 

limited in future as different factors, such as farmers' aims and budget (e.g. cun·ent 

discussions about budget cuts to DEFRA), affect these policies (see, for example, CRER 

2002; Tomlinson 2008; Reed 2009; Stolze and Lampkin 2009). Further, as the priorities of 

agricultural policy change over time (Winter 1996), possible future changes in the level of 

govenunent interest and intervention in the organic fanning sector in the UK should be 

kept in mind. Whatever the level of and obstacles to policies supporting the organic sector 

in the UK are, they should be regularly evaluated and analysed, as this can only improve 

their perfom1ance (see, for example, Wilson 1997b; Winter 1997; CRER 2002; Whitehead 

et al. 2002). 

The risky environment of orgamc fanning as perceived by orgamc fanners and 

documented in this section has been shown to be subject to change over time. For example, 

despite rapid growth, the volatile nature of the organic market has resulted in an increase in 

perceived risk by fanners at the time of the questionnaire survey, compared to the point at 
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which they made their adoption decisions. In this section, and based on the generated 

typology, policy guidance has been suggested to help increase future levels of organic 

adoption. Policy-makers in the UK should not specially focus on 'resistant non-organic 

larn1ers' and 'committed organic farmers' in their support for the organic sector. The 

'conditional non-organic farmers' and ·pragmatic organic farmers', in contrast, should 

receive particular attention. As the perceived financia,l perfornmnce of organic farming 

takes a front seat in these farmers' attitudes to their future in organic farming, a clear 

picture of fi.Jture organic adoption behaviour can be drawn. 

7.4 Conclusions 

This chapter has thrown new light on the literature concerning the future uptake of organic 

farming. Possible future changes in attitudes towards risk in organic fanning, based on its 

future risky environment which may be subject to changes over time, may be fundamental 

driving forces in this respect. This was expressed by 'conditional non-organic farmers' and 

'pragmatic organic farmers'. While the former might adopt organic farming when more net 

ftnancial returns are seen, the latter would not leave organic farn1ing as long as its current 

financial performance remains favorable. Therefore, these farmers should particularly be 

targeted by policy-makers in the UK looking to support a well-developed organic sector. It 

is also suggested that more research is needed to encourage continued adoption of organic 

farming methods and organic conversion. These policy implications are based on a 

typology developed from Morris and Potter's ( 1995) notion of a 'participation spectrum' 

which also included 're~istant non-organic farmers' and 'committed organic farmers': 

These two fanner types are very likely to resist leaving their current farming systems and it 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusions 

8.1 Introduction 

This thesis aimed to analyse the importance of farmers' willingness to take risk in organic 

farming in their decisions whether or not to farm organically. It had five specific 

objectives: 

I. Using Devon, to assess non-organic and organic farmers' perceptions about sources 

and types of risks associated with organic farming. 

2. To assess the importance of willingness to take risk with regard to non-organic and 

organic farmers· decisions to larm/not to farm organically or to consider 

conversion to organic fanning. 

3. To analyse risk perceptions and willingness to take risk in organic adoption of 

organic f.1rmcrs from NFBs. 

4. Based on Morris and Potter's (1995) notion of a 'participation spectrum', to 

categorise farmers into a typology based on a 'risk-spectrum' 111 order to help 

increase future organic adoption and to provide policy guidance. 
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5. To analyse possible changes m risk perceptions over time once farmers have 

entered into organic furming. 

Section 8.2 will discuss the key conclusions of tllis study linked to risk theory and how 

evidence from organic fanning adoption in Devon can be used to improve theorizations of 

individuals' risk attitudes. Section 8.3 will then re-engage with the important issue of 

positionality of the researcher in the context of this study, while Section 8.4 will discuss 

how this thesis can be used as a platfom1 for future research, with speci fie emphasis on 

future research that could be conducted in Syria (the home country of the researcher). 

8.2 Theorising individuals' risk 1>erceptions and attitudes: evidence from organic 

farming adoption in Devon 

This section will discuss the key conclusions that emerge from the analysis of data 

collected in this thesis, with a specific focus on how this thesis has highlighted issues 

linked to risk theory in the context of organic farming adoption. More generally, the key 

contributions made by this research project on orgmlic farming will also be discussed. 

8.2.1 Contributions of this study to debates on risk the01y 

One of the key theoretical findings from this study relates to the important distinction 

between 'risk altitudes/willingness to take risk' and 'risk perceptions' (see Chapter 2). 

Some commentators have argued that "risk altitude and risk perception are two different 

concepts" (Pcnnings and Wansink 2004: 699; sec also Curry and Weiss 2000; Pcnnings 
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and Leuthold 2000; de Buck et al. 200 I; Serra et al. 2008), and this statement was 

endorsed by the results of this thesis. Results on organic farrning adoption and non-

adoption highlighted in tllis study have particularly shown that risk atlitude/willingness lo 

lake risk can be defined as a chosen response to risk (see, for example, Pennings and 

Wansink 2004; Hillson and Mum1y-Webster 2005), while risk perception only reflects an 

individual"s view on the existence of risk (see, for example, Slovic 1987; Curry and Weiss 

2000; de Buck et al. 2001; Saba and Messina 2003; Hardaker 2004: Pennings and Wansink 

2004; Riihr et al. 2005; Jenkin 2006). Based on evidence from this study, Figure 8.1 

highlights that risk all ill/des and risk perceptions are intricately linked, as "risk 1111/St firs/ 

be perceived before a farmer is able lo respond lo il" (Pennings and Leuthold 2000: 91 0). 

Further, :·whether perceived risks have an imporlalll :mpact on swi1ching decisions of 

indi\·idualjarmers ... depends on !he risk allitudes of.fiumers" (Gardebroek 2006: 486). 

The results of this study (discussed in particular in Chapters 5 and 6), therefore, suggest 

that a focus on risk perceptions alone is a relatively unreliable indicator of the influence of 

risk on people's decisions and behaviours in relation to a 'risky activity" such as organic 

farming (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; de Buck et al. 2001). Indeed, only by understanding 

individuals' willingness to take risks - as highlighted in Chapters 5 and 6 - does a full 

picture oft he risky nature of an activity (e.g. orga1lic fanning adoption) emerge. 

Evidence from this study further suggests that the role of risk in individuals' decisions and 

behaviours can best be understood by adopting an analytical framework linked to 

'reasoned action' theory, which was the basis of the conceptual framework or the present 

research. 'Reasoned action' theory, based on Fishbein and Ajzen's model ( 1975), assumes 

that allitudes and behaviours are linked and that such behaviours are directly related to 

attitudes. It also argues that attitudes work as a latent variable (as they are not directly 

observed) and that attitudes are driven by beliefs. 
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Risky 
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(Source: Author) 

Nevertheless, Selfa et al. (2008: 263) argued that "the linkages betlreen a ffitudes and 

behaviours are complex ·· (see also Ajzen anJ Fishbein 2008; Khanna e t a l. 2009), and 

findings fi·om this study a lso confi rm tltis. In other words, it may be difficult a lways to 

accurately explain the assoc ia tion between attitudes and behaviours since many factors are 

at play (Flaten et a l. 2005; Bergfjord 2009). Further, Sjoberg (2000) suggested that 

attitudes are detenninants of be liefs, while Festinger (1957) argued with reference to what 

has been termed ·cognitive dissonance· theory that attitudes and behaviours are not a lways 

linked. For example. results in Chapters 5 highlighted that if a farmer accepts ri sk in 

organic fanning, this does not necessarily mean that the farmer is running an organic farm. 

As a result, as ·reasoned action ' theory takes into account only one of the decisive factors 

(attitudes), it may not a lways help in understanding and expla ining people' s actions 

(Wilson 1996). This study argues, therefore, that future studies on, for exa mple, 

understanding and explaining individuals· decisions a nd behaviours under risk, should take 

into account not only risk attitudes but also individua ls· ability to implement change under 
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risky conditions (Morris and Winter 1999). This suggests that while 'reasoned action' 

theory continues to provide a robust analytical framework for future studies on farmers' 

(and other actors') risk behaviour, it also has some disadvantages that were evident when 

this study's data were being analysed (see Chapters 5-7). Nonetheless, as Chapter 2 

highlighted 'reasoned action' theory has been applied successfully in many different 

domains (see, for example, Pennings and Leuthold 2000; Khanna et al. 2009), and this 

study suggests that, on the whole, · reasoned action theory provides a robust 

conceptual/framework that could be used in future studies on risk perceptions and 

attitudes. 

With these caveats in mind, the main findings of this thesis related to risk theory are as 

follows: 

(I) Willingness to take risk in organic farming is a dominant precondition for the 

uptake of organic farming. Thus, understanding farmers' willingness to take risk is 

crucial for understanding farmers· decisions under risky conditions - a key issue 

that future studies on risk should take into account. 

(2) Non-organic and organic t:1rmers were different in relation to their willingness to 

take risk associated with organic farming. This has partly explained the complex 

organic adoption processes witnessed in Devon. 

(3) Allilltdes towards risk in organic farming varied, although non-organic and organic 

farmers were similar in terms of their perceptions about risks associated with 

organic t:1rming. This reinforces the point made above about the crucial need for 
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understanding both attitudes towards risk and risk perceptions as two separate, but 

interrelated, processes explaining risk behaviour. 

(4) Organic limncrs' perceptions of risk in organic farming were subject to change 

over time (i.e. views on the existence of risks in organic farming changed). This 

was a key explanation for changes observed on farms that had been organic for a 

long time. 

What implications do these key findings have for wider academic debates on risk theory 

and individuals' risk behaviour? As highlighted, this thesis has found that willingness to 

take risk in organic farming is an important precondition for the adoption of organic 

farming methods. This key conclusion re-emphasises findings in the risk literature that 

suggest that attitudes towards risk in an activity considered 'risky' play a central role in 

understanding and explaining people's decisions and behaviours in relation to this activity 

(see, for example, Sjoberg 1999b; Hardaker 2004; Serra et al. 2008). This study, therefore, 

contributes to debates in the wider literature on risk concerning (a) factors affecting 

individuals' decisions and behaviours under risk, for example with regard to the 

willingness to take risk in certain professions in generdl (e.g. farming) or for understanding 

farmers' uptake of IFS or organic farming more specifically; and (b) this study has shed 

further light on the importance of each of the different and complex f.1ctors influencing risk 

behaviour (see Salamon et al. 1997; Morris and Winter 1999; Lange et al. 2004; Hattam 

2006; Scholten 2006; Selfa et al. 2008; Ahnstrom et al. 2009). On the basis of these results 

and building further on work by de Buck et al. ( 1999), Morris and Winter ( 1999), Serra et 

al. (2008) and Gabriel et al. (2009), it is recommended, therefore, that investigations into, 

for example, f.1rmers' decisions whether or not to farm sustainably should particularly take 

into account farmers' dispositions towards risk. This study, therefore, suggests that such 
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investigations should not rely on farmers' perceptions of types and sources of risks 

associated with specific sustainable f.1rrning systems, and that such investigations should 

be particularly careful not to use risk perceptions as an alternative or mrrogate for 

understanding farmers' risk attitudes, as is still often the case in existing literature on 

organic farming adoption and risk (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Midmore et al. 200; Sclmeeberger 

and Kirner 200 I; de Lauwere et al. 2004 ). 

This study has also shed important light on different attitudes towards risk in organic 

farming between organic and non-organic fanners. It pa11icularly highlighted that organic 

farmers tended to 'agree' that they were willing to take risk in organic farming when 

compared to their non-organic counterparts. This different willingness to take risk 

associated with org;mic farming was, thus, a key explanation why some farmers were 

willing to take up organic farming while others were not. The analysis of perceptions of 

types and sources of risks associated with organic farming (views on the existence of risks 

in organic farming) of both organic and non-organic fanners also showed that more non-

organic than organic furmers cited the existence of farm-related risks, risks related to 

farmers' beliefs, and risks related to financial returns (see also Midmore et al. 200 I; 

Damhofer et al. 2005). As a result, the sub-hypothesis suggesting that risks associated with 

organic farming will be differently perceived by non-organic and organic farmers was 

accepted (at least for some types of risks) (see Section 1.6.1 ). On the other hand, and 

consistent with other studies (e.g. Lockeretz 1995; Fairweather and Campbell 1996), 

weather-related risks, risks related to production inputs and facilities, and risks related to 

farmers· skills, as well as technical and institutional risks, were assigned equal weighting 

by both non-organic and organic farmers. Findings from this study also suggested that a 

more nuanced approach is needed to fully understand farmers' risk behaviour, as many 

non-organic farmers both showed imperfect knowledge of organic policy and had high 
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sensitivity to financial loss. Ultimately, the complex combination of available knowledge 

and risk attitudes/perceptions highlights that wc need to better understand farmers' 

individual circumstances in order to fully grasp farmers' risk behaviour. 

Finally, the sub-hypothesis that organic farmers' perceptions about types and sources of 

risks in organic fanning will be .wb;ect to change across time (see Section 1.6.1) was 

supported in this research project. For example, production and market risks associated 

with organic farming were of particular concem to organic fanners at the time of the 

questionnaire survey (2008) but not at the time of (earlier) adoption. Further, at the time of 

the questionnaire survey more organic farmers were concerned with institutional risks, but 

not with personal risks, dmn at· the time of uptake of organic farming. This could be 

explained through recent changes in the 'risky enviromnent' of organic fimning, especially 

current concerns over the instability of the organic market (see, for example, Tranter el al. 

2007b; FMMRs 2008; Gibbon 2008). Lack of practical experience of organic practices and 

techniques when organic farmers started to f.1m1 organically was also a key explanation in 

changing risk perceptions. This thesis, therefore, also suggests that risk perceptions should 

be a1mlysed over longer time periods (i.e. not just as a snapshot in lime), in order to 

provide a full picture of f.1r1ners' perceptions of risk (see also CRER 2002; Rohr et al. 

2005). 

8.2.2 Towards a typology of risk and organic farming adoption 

A main outcome of this study was the creation of a typology of farmers based on above-

mentioned findings related to farmers' risk attitudes/willingness to take risk. In accordance 

with Morris and Potter's (1995) work, this thesis has, therefore, created a typology based 
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on attitudes towards risk in organic f.1nning. This was based on 79% of the farmers who 

participated in this study and who provided consistent infonnation on risk that could be 

used for the typology (see Chapter 7) and on quantitative infommtion showing these 

farmers' stances to their future in organic farming in relation to their willingness to lake 

risk in organic fanning. Tllis typology can be used to provide policy guidance that may 

help increase future organic adoption. The typology not only supported Lhe sub-hypothesis 

suggesting tlmt farmers can be grouped into specitic 'clusters' on the basis of their risk 

attitudes (see Section 1.6.1), but may also be seen as a unique contribution towards better 

understanding of different types of risk attitudes among farmers (organic and non-organic). 

The typology consisted of 'resistant non-organic tanners· who were very likely to maintain 

non-organic methods in the future. These farmers were unwilling to take risk in organic 

farming and were against organic farming as a production system and a philosophy. 

·Conditional non-organic farmers'. on the other hand, were generally unwilling to take risk 

in orgattic farming but might adopt organic methods in the future if conditions related to 

financial returns of organic f.1nning ·change. Likewise, 'pragmatic organic farmers· were 

not entirely committed to their fanning system and might cease organic practices and 

teclmiques in the future if the financial performance of the organic market becomes 

unfavorable. These f.1rmers merely 'agreed' that they were willing to take risk in organic 

farming. 'Committed organic farmers·, meanwhile, ·strongly agreed' that they were 

willing to take risk in organic fanning, non-financial aims took a front seat for them, and 

they were also very likely to resist leaving organic farnling in the future. 

According to the typology, a number of policy recommendations were suggested. For 

example, as the 'conditional non-orgattic farmers' and 'pragmatic organic farmers' can be 

seen as a pool of farmers who may expand and maintain the orgattic fam1ing sector in the 
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UK in the future, Chapter 7 recommended that policy-makers should specially target these 

two clusters. Policies improving the perceived financial performance of organic fanning 

should be particularly targeted towards 'conditional non-organic f.1rmers', while policies 

aimed at sustaining the current financial viability of organic fam1ing should specifically 

target 'pragmatic organic farmers'. However, at this juncture it is also important to 

emphasise that, although this research project delivered a clear message to policy-makers 

in the UK looking to support a well-developed organic sector, this message is contingent 

upon the willingness of both society and policy-makers to continue support for an 

expansion of the organic farming sector in the UK (see Winter 1996; Winter 2002; 

Whitehead et al. 2002; Tomlinson 2008; Stolze and Lampkin 2009). Indeed, the currently 

precarious financial position of the UK and of many of its citizens may mean that the near 

fi.tture may necessitate entirely different pathways for organic farming in the UK - policy 

pathways that may mean a reduction in organic f.1rming in the long term (see also Section 

8.4). 

8.2.3 Organicfarmersji"Otn NFBs: an 'untypical' sub-group of organic fanners? 

Building on UK-based studies such as Bohnet et al. (2003) or Lobley et al. (2005), a key 

hypothesis in this study was related to the question whether fanners from NFBs had 

different approaches- and indeed risk perceptions and attitudes- towards organic farming 

than farmers from NBs. Interestingly, but not entirely unexpected, 9% of the 168 organic 

farmers who participated in this study had not had previous practical experience of farming 

(see Lobley et al. 2005). Tltis points towards the growing interest among individuals from 

NFBs in 'going back to the land' in search of the good life and in creating public goods 

from farming later in life (sees also Bohnet et al. 2003). Farmers from NFBs, therefore, can 
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be seen to inject new life into the countryside and farming (see also Kaltoft 1999; Savills 

200 I), and can be labeled .. hobby" or "lifestyle" funners (Wilson 2007) with distinct socio

economic profiles (see also Padel 200 I a). The typical farm size of organic farmers from 

NFBs in Devon was very small ( 19 hectares), while their organic counterparts with FBs on 

average managed 95 hectares. Similarity, whereas the average dependency on farming 

income for the fom1er was only 21 %, for the latter it was 63%. 

The data collected in tltis study showed that a ltigher percentage of organic farmers with 

NFBs (73%) than organic fanners from FBs (58%) accepted risk in organic farming (see 

Section 8.2.1 ). This, in turn, supported the sub-hypothesis that organic f.1rmers with NFBs 

have a distinct willingness to take risk in orgartic farming (see Section 1.6.1 ). With regard 

to risk perceptions (views on the existence of risk, see Section 8.2.1 ), technical, market and 

institutional risks associated with organic f.1m1ing were of concern to organic f.1nners from 

NFBs. However, personal and social risks associated with organic fanning were not of 

concern to these farmers, and orga1tic farmers from both NFBs and FBs also had, to a large 

extent, similar perceptions of risks in orga1tic fam1ing. The latter suggests that the sub

hypothesis that organic farmers with NFBs will have distinct perceptions about the types 

and sources of risks in organic farming was not, to any great extent, supported (see Section 

1.6.1 ). 

Overall, these fmdings suggest subtle differences with regard to risk perceptions and 

willingness to take risk in orga1tic farming across both organic/non-organic farmer clusters 

and within the group of orga1tic farmers investigated in this study. This suggests that future 

work on f.1rming and risk will need to investigate in more detail these subtleties, especially 

in view of the fact that many studies on f.1rming and risk still tend to brand individual 
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farmer groups/clusters as having relatively 'homogenous' risk perceptions and attitudes 

(see Chapter 2). 

8.3 Researcher's positionality 

Chapter 3 already highlighted that positionality is a particularly important issue to consider 

in this thesis, as the researcher is from Syria which has a very different socio-economic, 

political and agricultural/rural structure to that of ·the UK. In the following, I will, 

therefore, focus first on what it meant doing research in the UK as a Syrian PhD student 

(Section 8.3.1) and, second. on the possible role that 'Syrian factors' may have played in 

understanding and interpreting research results from Devon (Section 8.3.2). Section 8.3.3 

will then briefly discuss implications of this for researcher-farmer interactions, while 

Section 8.3.4 will highlight what effects my Syrian background may have had for the 

interpretation ofUK-based research data. 

8.3.1 Doing research in the UK as a Syrian PhD student 

"Recognising your positionality and being refle.\"il'l' .. (Valentine 2005: 113) is crucial in 

any research about human subjects, and especially involving issues such as organic 

farming that can be deeply laden with political and moral baggage. ln this respect, England 

( 1994: 82) defines reflexivity as ··self-critical .\ympathetic introspection and the se((-

conscious ww~vtical scmtiny of the se({ as researcher". In the context of tllis study, 

reflecting critically on issues linked to my positionality was particularly important as I 

came to the UK from a developing country (Syria) and with limited English skills and 
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limited knowledge and experience of research (see Section 3.9). I started working on my 

thesis three days after arrival when I felt lost due to 'culture shock' and needed to attend a 

foundation programme. All these· limitations, which, at several times, prevented good 

pro~:,'Tess to be made, resulted in stress and trepidation particularly at the onset of my 

research (Valentine 2005; Watt 2007). They also meant that the challenge of doing my 

PhD in the UK would be more difficult than, for example, for a native English-speaking 

student. Although conducting research in the UK had been my choice from the start, at 

many times I felt that this decision (taken back in Syria) may have been over-ambitious, 

and that I should have· prepared myself more. However, despite all difficulties, my 

ambition, confidence and notion that 'the biggest risk in this life is taking no risk' (i.e. 

linked to the theme of this PhD) drove me from the beginning. Reflecting critically -

particularly !Tom the onset- on my limitations particularly helped me develop strategies to 

minimise negative impacts on my thesis (Hoggart et al. 2002). 

In this context, it may be useful to note some of the key steps undertaken (sec also Chapter 

3). Not long after my arrival in the UK, for example, I used pre-existing relationships with 

other Syrian PhD students to find my way around and to familiarise myself with the new 

culture. Through these relationships I obtained access to different social networks 

including UK people. I also spent as much time as I could socialising in leisure time 

activities, talking to academic and postgraduate research staff and housemates, and 

observing people (see Section 3.9). However, despite all my efforts to overcome my 

limitations, I am aware of the fact that, for example, my knowledge of the culture of the 

UK and of the fanning culture of Devon (the study area) is not perfect and whole (Hoggart 

et al. 2002; Valentine 2005)- even after nearly 6 years spent in the UK. 
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This lack of knowledge, as well as being a Syrian PhD student, of course, have posed a 

number of questions and raised other challenges. On the whole, doing my PhD in the UK 

has been an unforgettable and challenging experience culturally as well as academically. 

The rewards of this experience are many and diverse. My efforts have been worthwhile, 

and my confidence and my ability to overcome many challenges have been strengthened. It 

is, nonetheless, important to ask in the following section how the 'objectivity' of my thesis 

might have been influenced by my background. 

8.3.2 'Svrianfhctors 'and the 'objectil•ity' of my research 

Having grown up in a developing country (Syria), and having studied agriculture and 

agricultural economics for five years in my undergraduate study at Damascus University, 

clearly shaped my views and thoughts about factors affecting farmers· decisions and 

behaviours in risky enviromnents. On ·the whole, farmers in Syria have low living 

standards and lack subsidies and opportunities for diversifying their income sources 

available to UK farmers (see Section 8.4). Therefore, as an agricultural economist with a 

Syrian background, brought up in a relatively poor country, I incorrectly assumed that 

farmers arc always driven only by profit maximisation. This assumption - especially 

prominent at the onset of my PhD - made it difficult (at least initially) to understand the 

intangible factors in farmers' decisions and behaviours (see Chapter 2). For a long time, I 

also resisted accepting the idea that, for example, philosophical and altruistic elements may 

take a front seat in f.1rmers' decisions to adopt organic fanning and, thereby, possibly to 

forego income maximisation (see also Valentine 2005). The one-sidedness of my 

economistic assumptions became particularly obvious when I started to critically read 

about organic farming adoption (see Chapter 2), and I started to become acutely aware of 
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the need to recognize the importance of non-financial drivers in farmers' decisions and 

behaviours (see also Neuman 2006; Valentine 2005; Crang and Cook 2007). 

In order to familiarise myself with UK rural and farming culture, I took as many 

opportunities as I could to be in the UK countryside, to talk to farmers, and to read books 

and articles on rural issues, particularly before data collection and analysis began (see, for 

example, Sections 3.6 and 3.9). Overall, I tried my best to keep my Syrian views and 

thoughts 'outside' of my research project process, although this was not always possible. 

All these actions played a crucial role in maximising my understanding and acceptance of 

the intangible signs and infonnation provided by £1nners who participated in my PhD. 

Being aware of my positionality also helped with regard to interpreting my PhD results as 

objectively as possible (see also Section 8.3.4). Thus, my thesis has changed my 

preconceived views and thoughts about factors iniluencing f.1rmers' decisions and 

behaviours, which, in itself, provides an interesting agenda lor future work on risk and 

organic farming in my home country of Syria (see Section 8.4). 

8.3.3 Researcher-fimner in/eraclion 

Linked to issues of my positionality discussed in Sections 8.3.1 and 8.3.2, researcher-

farmer interaction was an important aspect that needed to be taken into consideration due 

to my less conventional background as a Syrian researcher. According to Schoenberger 

(1992), there are many factors, such as gender, race and nationality, influencing 

relationships between the researcher and people to be studied (see also Parfitt 2005; 

Neuman 2006). Lack of confidence in these relationships may result in low response rates 

and poor quality research, as respondents may limit information they give (see Valentine 
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2005). As a result, it was important for me to gain the confidence of the fanners whom I 

asked to contribute to my PhD when I first contacted them, since I may have been 

perceived as a 'strange Syrian'. In this respect, I, for example, ensured these farmers' 

rights, such as their right to withdraw from the study at any time (see Appendix One) -

actions that were also linked to my ethical approach, which also necessitated the revealing 

of my positionality (Neuman 2006). Therefore, I also introduced myself to all respondents 

as a Syrian PhD student at the University of Plymouth (see, for example, Appendix One). 

This introduction was, therefore, essential not only for ethical reasons, but also for putting 

the targeted farmers at comfort about the telephone contact and the questionnaire. 

Contrary to my expectations, I was not treated negatively because of my identity, and I did 

not receive any offensive reactions and/or responses during initial telephone contact and 

subsequent data collection from the fc1nners who took part in my research project. At many 

times, I was surprised how positively these fanners reacted to my identity. For example, 

when Organic Farmer 121, whom I visited in person, completed the questionnaire, she 

said: "lfyou do not have enough people, then e-nwilme and let me knoll' .... / will IIJ' to 

help. I have been in your position". Further, Peter (see Box 4.1) asked me for advice in 

relation to his two small olive trees, as I told him- in response to a question about fimning 

in Syria- that my family has an olive farm (sec Section 8.4). Many farmers, who gave me 

guided tours of their farms, mentioned explicitly that they wanted all people to know what 

they are doing. I was also, at many times, told that I was welcome to "call again .. and/or 

to "revisit .. if I needed further information. 

Of the 323 fanners who participated in the questionnaire survey 7% asked me about 

myself, my country and/or its agriculture sector, and 2% said explicitly that they would 

like to know more about, for example, myself when I visit them to collect qualitative data. 
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Questions frequently asked by the twenty five fanners I visited personally (see Section 3.9) 

related to information about my Christian background (in a Muslim part of the world) and 

about the fact that many Syrian farmers can be considered as organic (see Section 8.4). 

This not only satisfied the curiosity .about myself and/or my country, but also might have 

changed many pre-existing ideas and opinions by the fanners themselves. 

Although May ( 1998) suggested that strangers as researchers may not connect well with 

participants, I think that my identity may have positively helped with farmers' participation 

and data provision (see also Rose 1997). My identity may, therefore, have contributed to 

the high response rates for the study (see Section 3.8). However, the possibility should also 

be considered that f.1rmers may not have always have told me their acwal thoughts and 

beliefs in order to maintain an image of the UK as a cultural and economic ·power' while 

speaking to me as a person from a developing country (Syria). England ( 1994) and 

Valentine (2005) have highlighted how such f.1ctors can skew research data (especially 

qualitative interview data), although it is argued here that this did not greatly influence the 

'objectivity' of my PhD (see also Section 8.3.4). Ultimately, it is impossible to gauge 

whether the same questions asked by another researcher (say, a white male from the UK) 

would have been answered differently by my respondents. With these caveats in mind, the 

next section will briefly discuss how my positionality may have affected interpretation of 

(some of) my PhD results. 

8.3.4 My Syrian background and implications for the interpretation of research results 

Interpretation of results contained in this study should provide an important platfonn for 

knowledge sharing with the wider academic and f.1nning communities associated with this 
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research (see, for example, Section 8.2). Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that the 

'objectivity' in social science research is not easy or even possible to be actually achieved 

(England 1994; de Vaus 2002; Parfitt 2005; Valentine 2005; Crang and Cook 2007). This 

is because ''we are people doing research and that questions of gender, class, race. 

nationality, politics, hist01y, and experience shape our research and our interpretations of 

the world, however much we are supposed to deny it. l11e task, then, is not to do away with 

these things, but 10 know them and to learn .fi'Oin them" (Schoenberger 1992: 218; see also 

England 1994; Neuman 2006; Valentine 2005; Watt 2007; Zagefka 2009). 

According to Watt (2007: 82), "each proiect is unique and ultimately it is up to the 

individual to determine what works best". This implies that I, in some way, influenced the 

interpretation of my PhD findings linked to my personal background (see above) and, 

consequently, through selected methods for data analysis (see Section 3.11). Thus, 

researcher impact on the interpretation of his/her research findings is probably inescapable 

as the researcher's knowledge, thoughts, views, etc. ea n play a role in reducing the 

'objectivity' of the interpretation of the research results (Schoenberger 1992; England 

1994; Valentine 2005; Zagefka 2009). As a result, I adopted an approach to maximise the 

chances of maintaining tltis objectivity in my thesis. I, for example, tried my best to keep 

my views and thoughts - regardless of what they are based on my socio-cultural 

background (see Section 8.3.2)- out of the interpretation process, to take a neutral stance, 

and, most importantly, to familiarise myself with the farming culture of Devon (see 

Sections 3.6 and 3.9). Wltilc interpreting my PhD findings, it was, therefore, very 

important to remind myself continuously that my thesis should not be based on my 

preconceived desires and agendas. Yet, despite all my efforts, I am aware that, at times, I 

in one way or another may have affected 'objective' interpretation of my research results. 

Tltis became particularly evident during the writing up stages of my thesis, when I had to 
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acknowledge that my knowledge of the farming culture of Devon remains imperfect and 

incomplete compared to the knowledge held by 'local' or more 'culturally embedded' 

researchers (see also Hoggart et al. 2002; Valentine 2005). This, of course, influenced my 

research project conclusions in some way, especially with regard to what have inevitably 

been, at times, relatively simplistic interpretations of complex culturally embedded 

processes linked to Devon farmers' approaches to risk in organic farming. In this respect, I 

probably have to acknowledge that if someone else was to interpret my PhD findings, 

conclusions may, at times, be slightly different. As Schoenberger (1992) and England 

(1994) emphasised, this is because the impacts of the individual's identity, culture, race, 

etc. on the interpretation of research results ca1mot be fully removed. However; as the final 

section will highlight, it is nonetheless assumed that general conceptual and theoretical 

questions related to ·risk' arc applicable in any cultural context and by researchers from 

varied cultural backgrounds, wherever their case studies are located. 

8.4 How this thesis can act as a platform for future research 

This thesis has already pointed towards several topics for future research in general (see, 

for example, Chapters 2 and 7). In this concluding section, I wish to highlight two further 

arenas for research based on findings from this study about understanding farmers' 

behaviour under risk in organic farming: the first relates to the possible impacts that the 

recent/current economic recession (both in the UK and beyond) may have on changing the 

risk environment for farmers; the second relates to how I myself as a researcher could use 

this study as a pial form for further work in the context of my home country Syria. 
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As Chapter 3 highlighted, the cut-off point for quantitative data collection for tltis study 

was just before the recent recession began affecting the UK (see below). How could the 

recent/current economic recession, therefore, affect pattems of risk perceptions, attitudes 

and behaviour with regard to organic farnting adoption beyond those factors analysed in 

this study? According to Gardebroek (2006), demand for organic produce is likely to be 

reduced by recessions. A 'recession' in this context is defined as two consecutive quarters 

of fall in businesses activities (Childe 2008), often caused by inadequate policies that fail 

to regulate markets (Honkapohja et al. 1999), and resulting in several undesirable 

outcomes such as ltigh unemployment and bankruptcy (Khang et al. 2005; Martikainen et 

al. 2007). Recessions, thus, are likely to result in more consumer caution about 

expenditure, which will directly affect organic farnting as it produces 'luxury' premium 

products (Lien et al. 2006b; Childe 2008). This affect was supported by the 'in-depth 

interview' data, where a number of organic f.1rmers mentioned a decline in their net 

financial retums after the onset of the UK's recession in 2008 1
: 

"We are a niche market. People noli' do not hCI\·e much money to spend. ami this lws a direct 
effect on any product I might make the11. Ac11wllv. 1ve are Jecli11g the pinch. I tbi11k I am 
<!(fected b)·the credit cmnch ...... yeah" (Organic Farmer 9). 

In contrast, some non-organic farmers stated: 

''Xow. H'e tll"e nolmakins.: as much money as in prel"ious years. lVc see jus/ .'iOrt of ....... steady 
i11crease i11 demand. >'ou kt/011'. you get a lot ofmolleyji'{)/11 your cattle. but also a lot ojmo11ey 
is going out onfertili=ers; that is the main cost real(r" (Non-Organic Farmer I 03 ). 

It could be hypothesised that this recession, starting after the completion of the 

questionnaire survey (see Section 3.8), could be one of the maJor future market risks 

1 The UK was officially in recession between November 2008 and March 2009 (BBC news 2009). which 
was the worst recession (globally) since the early 1930s, with after-eiTects possibly lasting for over 15 years 
(Morris and O'Grady 2009). Since late 2009, UK economic recovery has been sluggish and there is a distinct 
possibility of a ·double-dip- recession' \\1tich could further affect UK consumers· organic produce 
purchasing patterns. 
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affecting the financial vitality of orgamc farming, especially if weak economic 

perfom1ance of the UK continues. This highlights that studying the impact ofthe recession 

on farmers' risk behaviour with regard to organic farming could be an interesting subject 

for further research. Tllis may, in turn, help answer the key question about what the future 

holds for the organic sector in the UK (FMMRs 2008). Previous research points to the fact 

that that farmers and consumers vary in terms of their sensitivity and reaction to recessions 

(Wilitehead et al. 2002; Winter 2003a; Childe 2008). Indeed, some key stakeholders, such 

as Peter Melchett the Soil Association policy director, have doubted that the UK's credit 

crunch/recession will severely affect the organic market (Stocks 2008). 

Yet, opportunities for conducting further research on this subject in the UK are limited for 

me, as I am sponsored by Damascus University and have to go back to my home country 

(Syria) when I finish the thesis. This may, however, open up new opportunities for myself 

for using this present study as a platform for future work in Syria. Thus, an investigation 

into risk and larmers' decisions whether or not to take up organic farnling in Syria appears 

an attractive topic, especially as there ·is at present no information at all on this topic in my 

home country. This topic is particularly likely to enrich our understanding of the 

importance of risk in farmers' behaviours in relation to organic farming adoption in an 

environment that is very different from the UK and other advanced economies. Indeed, 

Syria, as a developing country, does not have a specific policy directly or indirectly 

supporting its organic sector (Malki 2007; Santucci 20 I 0). Orga1lic farming in Syria can, 

thus, be seen as an infant industry (Wilier and Yussefi-Menzler 2005; FiBL Survey 2008), 

and many key questions regarding the willingness of Syrian fanners to convert to organic 

farming are still unanswered. Despite the essential role of foreign certification bodies, 

many farmers in Syria farm 'organically' but do so unofficially since they have been used 

to farming this way for generations. My family, for example, has an inherited 'organic' 
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olive fanu, but although we cultivate the area, apply manure and harvest the olives, we 

have not yet attempted to implement (accredited) organic farming principles associated 

with those analysed in tlus thesis. Our ·organic' oil and olives are sold for an additional 

premium with difficulty as our customers cannot always pay a lugher premium. Overall, 

the distinct social, economical :md political Syrian context surrounding the organic sector 

forms an interesting background for fi.tture research on the relationslup between risk and 

famers' adoption decisions- a relationslup that is likely to vary between countries (see, for 

example, Padel2008). 

The methodologies I have adopted in the course oftlus thesis will, therefore, form the basis 

for research about risk and Syrian farmers· decisions to adopt organic famung. A key 

'learning outcome' from this study (for myself) is that data source triangulation techniques 

will be particularly useful, as they will enable the gathering of broad-based data where the 

strengths of one methodology can outweigh the weakness of another (see Section 3.4). 

Building on my personal specialist academic training, I plan to use 'cost-benefit analysis" 

approaches to describe observed behaviours under risk in relation to the adoption of 

organic farming methods in Syria. However, it is likely that the cost-benefit analysis will 

not lead to a full description of behaviours under risk - a problem already reported in 

several studies (see Section 2.2.1 ). Tllis means that other approaches and models based on 

this study will have to be used. For example, both 'reasoned action· theory (the conceptual 

framework of tllis study) and van Raaij's (1981) model on adoption behaviour in risky 

environments will further help understand the importance of risk in Syrian farmers· 

decision-making processes (see, for example, van Raaij 1981; Flaten et al. 2005). In 

conclusion, it is hoped, therefore, that future work in Syria will help both better understand 

the complex interactions of factors affecting organic farmers' risk behaviour in general, 
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Appendix One: Questionnaire survey used in this thesis 

Risk and Farmers' Decisions to Farm Organically: 
The Case of Devon (UK) 

Questionnaire about Organic Farming Adoption 

Saer Barhoum 

Geography School 

Faculty of Social Science and Business 

Plymouth University 

Farmer ......................... . 

Identification number .................... . 

Source ......................................... . 

Serial number .................. . 

Date .................. . 

Time ............... . 
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•:• Introduction: 

Good morning I afternoon. Sony to bother you. I am calling from the University of 
Plymouth. Could I please speak to the farmer, manager or anyone else who is concerned 
with the running of the farm? 

o If no, thank you and close. 
o If yes, read. 

I am Saer Barhoum a Syrian postgraduate student, and I am doing my Ph.D. on risk and 
tanners' decisions to adopt or not to adopt organic farming. The basis of this research is 
my interest in factors affecting uptake of organic farming. Investigating these decisions 
might help me to understand the limited use of organic farming methods in my home 
country. 

I would be very grateful if you could participate in this study and spare about 10 minutes 
of your time to answer some questions. 

o If yes, your· answers will remain confidential and anonymous and will be 
recorded if you have no objection otherwise notes will be written down. It will 
not be possible to identify your responses in any published material. You have the 
right to withdraw at any time. Go to Ql. 

o If yes but not now, when would it be more suitable to call you back? 
o If no, thank you for your time and close. 

I. Are you the principal decision-maker on this farm? 

DYes ONo 

If no, please specify .......................................................................... . 

2. Where did you grow up? 

DUrban Area DRural Area DOt her (please specify) ......................... . 

Could you please tell me the name of the city/ the rural area? 

3. 3.a) Is your farm a Registered Organic Farm? 

DYes ONo 

3.b) If no, is your farm using Organic methods even though it is not officially 
registered as an organic fann? 

DYes ONo 
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3.c) If no, is you f.·mn using Integrated Farming methods? 

DYes ONo 

3.d) If no, how would you describe the methods that are being used by your farm? 

(please specify) ....................................................................................................... . 

4. How many years have you been fanning the present farm system? 
................. Years 

5. How many years have you been involved in farming? 
................. Years 

6. If answers on Q4 and QS arc different, this question should be asked. 

Would you mind telling me about the farming system/systems practised before 
running the present farm system? 

7. Have you been farming tor all your life? 

DYes ONo 

8. What is the total area of your fann? ................ Hectares 

Has your fann size changed over the past 20 years? 

DYes ONo 

Please tell me more (reasons, how, etc.): 
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9. Which category best describes your fam1 type? 

DCereals 

OSpccialist Pigs 

DGrazing Livestock (LF A) 

DGeneral Cropping 

OSpecialist Poultry 

DGrazing Livestock (Lowland) 

DOthers, including non-classifiable (Please specify) 
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Part A 

Organic Farmers' 

I. For Registered Organic Farms only: 

When did you register your f.1rm? ................ (Year) 

What is your certi lication body? 

2. Could you please tell me the main reasons for organic farming adoption? 

3. Please indicate your opinion about the following statement? 

~ For me, taking risk in organic farming is exciting: 

Strongly disagree 
I 

0 

Disagree 
2 

0 

Neutral 
3 

0 

4. Have you ever regretted taking up organic famting? 

DYes ONo 

Why? 

1 This part is designed for farmers answering yes on Q3.a or Q3.b. 
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Agree 
4 

0 

Strongly agree 
5 

0 



5. Which risks in organic farming are of concern to you now? 

6. Which risks in organic farming were conceming you when the adoption decision 
was made? 
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7. Would you say that Organic Farming Systems are riskier than other farming 
systems? 

DYes ONo 

Why? 

8. Please indicate your opinion about the following statements: 

~ In general, I am willing to take risk in farming: 

Strongly disagree 
I 

0 

Disagree 
2 

0 

Neutral 
3 

0 

;,. In general, I like to 'play it safe': 

Strongly disagree 
5 

0 

Disagree 
4 

D 

Neutral 
3 

D 

Agree 
4 

0 

Agree 
2 

D 

Strongly agree 
5 

0 

Strongly agree 
I 

D 

9. Could you please describe the most important objectives in your approach to 
farming? 
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I 0. Please indicate the level of formal education you have received: 

D Full Secondary Education (up to 16 years old) 

D Further Education ( 16 years old plus) (BTEC, City and Guilds, NVQ 3+ or HNC) 

D Higher Education ( 18 years old plus) (HND, NDE, Degree, Masters and PhD) 

11. In which age band do you fall? 

D 18-25 D 26-40 041-65 DOver65 

12. How much does your farming income contribute to the household income? 
.................... Percent 

If there are other income sources, could you please describe them? 

13. Could you recommend any other organic fanners in this county who would be 
interested in taking part in my survey? 

DYes ONo 

If yes, I would be grateful if you could provide me with details: 
Name: ................................................ . 
Farm Name: ......................................... . 
Phone: ................................................ . 

Name: ................................................ . 
Farm Name: ......................................... . 
Phone: ................................................ . 
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14. Would you like to make any additional comments on any of the issues mentioned 
above? 

.................................................................................................................................................. 

15. Would you agree to being contacted by the researcher in order to take part in a 
personal interview in the next few months (interviews will take about 60 minutes of 
your time)? 

DYes ONo 

If yes: 
Name: ............................................... . 
Address: ............................................ . 
Postcode: ............................................ . 
Phone: ............................................... . 

The researcher is interested in familiarising himself with the farming culture and in 
collecting notes on the subject at hand, so would it be possible to spend a day on 
the farm at the time of the interview? 

DYes ONo 

16. Would you like to receive a summary of my research results? 

OYes 

If yes, how should I send the results? 

OPost 

DE-mail 
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17. Farmer's gender: DMale DFemale 

Thank you very much for your co-operation, time and efforts in completing this 
questionnaire. The results will help me to have a better understanding 

of farmers' decisions on organic adoption. 
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Part 8 

Non-Organic Farmers2 

I. Please give the main reasons for not converting to organic f.1rming? 

2. Please indicate your opinion about the following statement? 

:;;.. For me, taking risk in organic farming is exciting: 

Strongly disagree 
I 

D 

Disagree 
2 

D 

Neutral 
3 

D 

Agree 
4 

D 

3. Have· you ever regretted not converting the farm to organic? 

DYes ONo 

Why? 

1 This pa1t is designed for farmers answering no on Q3.a and Q3.b. 
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Strongly agree 
5 

D 



4. In your opinion, which risks do organic farmers face now? 

5: Would you. say that Organic Fa•:ming Systems arc riskier than other farming 
systems? 

DYes ONo 

Why? 
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6. Please indicate your opinion about the following statements: 

> In general, I am willing to take risk in farming: 

Strongly disagree 
I 

D 

Disagree 
2 

D 

Neutral 
3 

D 

~ In general, I like to ·play it safe': 

Strongly disagree 
5 

D 

Disagree 
4 

D 

Neutral 
3 

D 

Agree 
4 

D 

Agree 
2 

D 

Strongly agree 
5 

D 

Strongly agree 
I 

D 

7. Could you please .describe the most important objectives in your approach to 

fanning? 

8. Please indicate the level of formal education you have received: 

D Full Seconda1y Education (up to 16 years old) 

D Further Education ( 16 yea~s old plus) (BTEC, City and Guilds, NVQ 3+ or HNC) 

D Higher Education (18 years old plus) (r-IND, NDE, Degree, Masters and PhD) 

9. In which age band do you fall? 

D 18-25 D 26-40 041-65 D0ver65 

10. How much does your fam1ing income contribute to the household income? 
.................... Percent 

If there are other income sources, could you please describe them? 
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11. Would you like to make any additional comments on any of the issues mentioned 
above? 

12. Would you agree to being contacted by the researcher in order to take part in 11 
person11l interview in the next few months (interviews will take about 60 minutes of 
your time)? 

DYes ONo 

lfyes: 
Name: ............................................... . 
Address: ............................................ . 
Postcode: ............................................ . 
Phone: ............................................... . 

The rese11rcher is interested-in familiarising himself with the fimning culture 11nd in 
collecting notes on the subject at hand, so would it be possible to spend a day on 
the farm at the time of the interview? 

DYes ONo 

13. Would you like to receive 11 summary of my research results'1 

DYes 

If yes, how should I send the results? 

DPost 
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i'4. Farmer'~:gender<· DM<il'e 

lfhankyou very much fol''your co,operation,,time and efforts-in completing: this 
questiormllir.e, 1\he l'~sult~·will help me to hav.e a' better understanding 

,ofi farmers' decisions on o~ganic adoption. · · 
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Appendix Two: Listed Themes Covered by Farmers during In-Depth 

Interviews: 

• Farmer's family background (e.g. parents, their work, etc.) 

• Farm family (e.g. spouse and children, their education, involvement 111 fanning 

activities, interest in taking over the farm in the future, etc.) 

• Farmer's life story 

• Farm history 

• Farming decisions (e.g. jointly, individually, factors and actors effecting farming 

decisions, etc.) 

• Fam1ing aims 

• lnfom1alion sources (e.g. interne!, extension services, other farmers, etc.) 

• Farmer's perceptions of types and sources of risks in organic farming 

• Risks in organic farming and those in other farming systems 

• Farmer's risk attitudes 

• Farmer's altitudes to his/her future in organic farming 

• Possible future changes in the current fam1ing system and risks in organic fam1ing 

• Inputs, outputs and prices 

• Farmer's participation in schemes (e.g. schemes encouraging more sustainable land 

use, such as Single Farm Payments and/or Organic Entry Level Stewardship) 
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