
1 

The resilience of family farms 
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Definition 

Social-ecological resilience: 

“the capacity of a system  
to absorb disturbance and  
reorganize while undergoing change  
so as to still retain essentially the same 
function, structure, identity and feedbacks” 

(Walker et al., 2004) 
è Buffer shocks & adapt to change (& transform?) 

Decline in number of farms 
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Avg.: 19 ha UAA 
 (47 acres) 

AT:  1990 – 2010:   - 41.3% 

CAN:  1991 – 2011:   - 26.5% 

Source: GB 2014, Tab. 3.1.1., Be mit lw genutzter Fläche 

Disciplinary perspectives 

●  Agricultural economics 
► Economies of scale 
► Efficiency 
► Economic ‘rationality’ 

●  Ecology 
► Negative impact of intensification 
► Negative impact of afforestation 

●  Sociology 
► Impact on social cohesion 
► Erosion of cultural institutions 
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Still from ‘Sound of Music’ 
Source: www.fanpop.com 

Cultural landscape 
(Salzburg) 

Family farms 

© Daniel Bogner 

Multifunctional role of farms 

●  Secure domestic food supply 
► High level of self-sufficiency 

●  Preserve cultural landscape 
► Biodiversity 
► Tourism 

●  Viability of rural areas 
► Rural employment  
► Social cohesion 

●  Tradition and culture 
► Specialty foods 
► Cultural associations 

Source: www.alpenschatz.com 

Family farms: long-term 

What makes a farm resilient? 

●  Resilience as a property of the (physical) farm  
► Structure: crops, animal breed, technology, 

economics  
► Measurable characteristics = recipe for success 

●  Underlying assumptions 
► Underlying structure explains system behaviour 
► Future is reasonably predictable 
► Mechanisms are seen as universal and stable = 

applicable to all farms, everywhere, at all times 
► Farmers as passive recipients of change 

What makes a farm resilient? 

●  Resilience as a process: farmer agency 
► Farmer takes an active role: reflects and learns; 

symbolic constructions 
► Farmer has an active role in process of adaptation, 

can forecast trajectories: intentionality 
► Different ‘styles of farming’ 
► (Structural) constraints acknowledged 

●  Underlying assumptions 
► Actions generally lead to intended effect = predictable 
► Differences between farms is fairly stable pattern 



3 

Underlying system assumption 

●  Stable, knowable structure 
► Future is broadly predictable (some ‘risk’) 
► Newtonian mechanics 

●  Complex adaptive systems (CAS) 
► Future is radically uncertain: relations change 
► ‘Surprises’: unexpected 

 developments 
► ‘Wicked’ problems,  

post-normal times 
► “Life is what happens  

while you make  
other plans” 

Farm as a CAS 

Shift in farm management 

●  From: predicting / optimal resource allocation / 
command-and-control / strategic planning  
► Seek an effective solution to a pre-defined problem,  

with a defined end 

●  To: ability to cope with surprise, to adapt  
‘bricolage’: trial-and-error with resources at hand 
► Tinker without a predefined concept of the ‘solution’ 
► Explore new ways of framing a situation, new relations 
► It is not what you have, but what you can make of it  

at a certain point in time, in a specific context 
► On-going process of net-working 

Post-structuralism 

●  Structuralism 
► Search for underlying structure explaining behaviour 
► These mechanisms understood as universal 

●  Post-structuralism 
► Relation between actor and context is  

non-deterministic: struggle over meaning 
► There are always other interpretations possible 
► Farmer needs to make sense of the  

multiplicity of possibilities 
► Change is on-going: farm is always ‘becoming’ 

A relational view Resilience as a process 
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Unpredictable interactions ‘Rules of thumb’ 

● Maintain balance 
► Between specialisation and diversification,  

between exploitation and exploration,  
between short- and long-term,  
between income and work satisfaction,  
between managing the farm and time for the family  

●  Keep options open 
► Enable new relations to emerge 
► Keep redundant resources 
► Maintain a buffer, don’t overstretch 
► Autonomy 

‘Rules of thumb’ 

●  Enable self-organisation 
► Organic matter in soils, habitats for antagonists insect 

populations, nutrient cycles (crop rotations)  
► Nurture flows of ideas, engage in networks,  

discuss observations, emerging opportunities 

●  Ensure healthy relations in the family 
► Family is key resource in family farms: labour, 

emotional support, new ideas 
► Avoid burn-out, destructive conflict 
► Also place of contestation (esp. between generations) 

All about relations… 

●  ‘Rules of thumb’ do not offer ‘recipes’ 
► Open to interpretation, no inevitability 
► Depends on local contingencies, farmer values 

●  Build relations – work the net 
► What relations? 
► Do they form a  

coherent ‘whole’  
at farm-level? 

► Are they flexible,  
dynamic?  

Relations: contrasting examples 

Farm 1 (modernisation) 
§  Dependent on inputs 
§  Scientific expertise 
§  Economies of scale:  

‘get big or get out’ 
§  Large capital investments 
§  Specialized:  

large quantities,  
few market outlets 

Farm 2 (organic) 
§  Close nutrient cycles 
§  Experiential knowledge 
§  Economies of scope: 

synergies, spread risk 
§  Bricolage: improvise 
§  Diversified: diverse 

(unrelated) sources of 
income 
 

Post-structuralist view 

●  Resilience as the ability  
to maintain relations and build new ones,  
to interpret change and be responsive 

●  Cannot reduce resilience to  
(measurable) farm characteristics:  
► Not just the (material) characteristics of a farm 
► Ability of the farmer to make sense of (potential) 

relations, of indeterminacy, of complexity 

●  Resilience: on-going enactment of 
heterogeneous relations  
► Social, material, meaning 
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Thank you!  

All cartoons by Simon Kneebone 



Abstract: Many family farms have been around for several generations and 
have mastered substantial changes, both on-farm and in their context. Given 
that there is widespread agreement that our world is changing at an ever faster 
rate, it might be useful to understand what allows farms to buffer shocks, to 
adapt and to transform, i.e. be resilient. It seems that the call for economic 
efficiency to tackle the pressure to ‘get big or get out’ is only part of the story.  In 
this presentation I will build on complexity (which implies that the future cannot 
be predicted, thus questioning the usefulness of ‘strategic planning’) and on 
post-structuralism (which questions structure as determining action, and 
emphasizes that there is always an excess of possibilities). Farm resilience is 
then tied to the ability to respond creatively to emerging change through a 
‘bricolage’ approach. Based on empirical work in Austria, I will discuss some 
‘rules of thumb’ that farmers seem to use to navigate turbulent times. 

Wednesday, May 20 – 12:00 pm, AERL 107-108 
Talk co-hosted by IRES Seminar Series and                

"Global Food Dialogues" lecture series 

Dr. Ika Darnhofer 
University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, Vienna 

The resilience of family farms – A post-structuralist view 

Dr. Ika Darnhofer is Associate Professor at the 
Department of Economics and Social Sciences at 
the University of Natural Resources and Life 
Sciences, in Vienna, Austria. She is currently on a 
sabbatical at UBC, hosted by the Faculty of Land 
and Food Systems. Her work focuses on 
management and decision making on family farms. 
She uses the framework of social-ecological 
resilience – mainly developed for large-scale 
natural resources – and applies it to family farms, to 
capture both the complexity and the dynamics 
farmers face. 




