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Key messages
1. Unsustainability in agriculture is driven by a host 

of factors, key being social actors with the ability 

to influence decisions and choices by farmers. 

2. Knowledge of actions and behavior of various 

social actors that can cause unsustainability in 

agriculture can inform mitigation measures

3. Policies, incentives and information supply can 

support social actors’ behavior change and farms’ 

adjustments. 

Key recommendations
1. Frameworks looking at sustainable 

agriculture need to identify social actors 

who can influence farmers and affect 

agricultural sustainability

2. Bottom-up, integrated participatory and 

transdisciplinary methods are key to 

sustainable multifunctional agricultural 

landscapes

3. Extension services with new 

participatory approaches such as the 

innovation platforms are critical for 

technology transfer and sharing of other 

coping mechanisms/strategies

Social actors that can break or 
make sustainable agriculture

43

Summary
Unsustainability of agriculture can derive from decisions 
and choices by various social actors. Such actors can 
include: (1) loss-making investors who abandon farms due 
to low returns, (2) angry neighbours negatively affected 
by farming operations and engaging in silent or active 
conflict, (3) dissatisfied customers at the end of the value 
chain who reject the products and shift to alternative 
providers, and (4) overacting regulators who over-regulate 
farm activities. This policy brief focuses on the social actors 
whose actions can threaten farm sustainability and the 
several interventions that can empower farmers to deal 
with risks and threats through adaptive management as 
well as influence social actors’ behavior. 
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While sustainability has often been approached from 
an ecological and technical perspective, participation 
of all stakeholders and dialogue between them seem 
to be key principles in the transition to sustainability. 
Indeed, while agriculture can become unsustainable 
due to poor land management techniques and other 
environmental causes, it can also be as a result of social 
actors who are essential to the farm. 

The agricultural system extends far beyond the farm and 
involves the interaction of individuals and institutions 
with contrasting and often competing goals. In a recent 
article, Bernard et al. (2014) proposes a new framework 
that puts farms at the center and aims at identifying 

surrounding social actors who can influence farmers and 
thus affect agricultural sustainability (see Figure 1). This 
framework acts as a tool to explore the interconnections 
between farming and the broader society.  Without 
being comprehensive in listing all actors related to 
farming and food systems, the framework suggests at 
least four groups that can threaten farm sustainability 
and therefore influence farmers’ management decisions 
and plan for future change (Figure 1):

1. Loss-making investors and credit providers: this 
stakeholder group has its own objectives in terms 
of rate of return on investment and quantifying 
risks; therefore the economic bottom line is critical 

Social actors and threats to farm sustainability: A new framework for 
analysis

Figure 1: Four groups tightly connected with threats to agricultural sustainability
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for their continuous involvement in agriculture. If 
they experience low economic returns, they can 
abandon some farms. 

2. Angry neighbours and environmental activists: 
neighbors and civil society can be affected 
negatively by farming activities and practices, for 
example, through pesticide-contaminated water 
running off the farm. This can lead to silent or active 
conflicts with farmers which will threaten normal 
operation of farms. 

3. Dissatisfied customers at the endpoint of value 
chains: Through their purchases, customers send 
strong messages to producers, retailers and farmers 
about what they think is important. If they stop 
trusting the quality of products or disapprove some 
production processes, they can shift to alternative 
providers.

4. Overacting regulators/policy-makers: some 
regulators can have complex and expensive 
procedures needed for permits to resource access 
and use. There can also be absence, inadequacy or 
outdatedness of development and land use plans. 
All of this can also threaten farm sustainability. 

Therefore, understanding actions and behavior by 
various social actors that can lead to unsustainable 
agriculture is critical in order to inform mitigation 
measures. For farms to remain sustainable, farmers 
need to tackle the various threats to the sustainability 
of their enterprises.  Depletion of essential production 
resources is also a major threat to farmers as a result 
of unsustainable practices and is critical as a feedback 
loop for all social actors (Figure 1). Lack of options and 
ability to respond to new conditions and challenges 
is another threat to farms which can manifest itself in 
farmers failing to find successors who are willing to 
continue farming.

Co-investment schemes can be used to compensate 
small holder farmers for their efforts in land 
management, maintenance of vegetative cover, carbon 
sequestration and agrobiodiversity conservation. 
They entail conditional rewards that are not market-
driven, involving flexible contracts entrusting resource 
management and monitoring with local communities, 
with broad performance sanctions. This can also 
improve livelihoods of the rural poor. Such schemes 
will positively impact relationships between farmers, 
neighbors, environmental activists and consumers. 

Finally, certification schemes or standards that involve 
specified indicators/criteria of sustainability can offer 
incentives to investors and producers in the form of 
growing niche markets, greater market access, higher 
buying prices or protected reputations. They can also 
respond to widespread consumer concerns regarding 
product quality, resource use, environmental quality 
and social equity issues. However, product certification 
improves practices of top farms but does not raise 
the bar of general practice. Therefore, the use of 
sustainability standards to all agricultural commodities 
should be encouraged in order to achieve a much 
broader impact on sustainability. 

Sustainable agriculture requires a commitment to changing public 
policies, economic incentives and social values
Sustainable farming and thus of agro-ecosystems 
depend on the ability of farmers to overcome current 
and future threats, and to adapt and meet their 
needs in new ways.  To do so, a number of policies 
and incentives can support social actors’ behavior 
change and farms’ adjustments to diffuse some of 
the above emphasized threats. For instance, farm 
profitability responds to fluctuations of commodity 
prices and availability, variation in prices of external 
inputs and labor, government taxes and subsidies. 
Therefore, offering carefully targeted agricultural 
subsidies, reducing import tariffs and export taxes as 
well as availability of long-term credit could support 
sustainable land use at the national scale. Reforms 
of agricultural policies that provide incentives for 
integrating trees on farms and promote better 
integration of sectoral policies on food crops, forests 
and agroforestry could also be a strong lever for 
influencing farmer behavior. Indeed integrating trees 
on farms (agroforestry) can be more biologically 
productive, more profitable and more sustainable 
than forestry or agricultural monocultures. Economic 
risks are reduced when systems produce multiple 
products. Therefore such reforms can be beneficial 
to farmers, investors and credit suppliers. 
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Bottom-up, integrated participatory 
and transdisciplinary methods are 
key to sustainable multifunctional 
agricultural landscapes
Information supply is key in changing behavior of social 
actors, particularly farmers and their supply-chain 
partners but above all, the way information is provided 
is critical to ensure increased levels of sustainability. 
For instance, participatory land use planning which 
incorporates stakeholders’ preferences and perceptions 
is critical for successful adoption of new approaches. A 
new approach called social learning can also be adopted. 
Social learning happens through social interactions and 
processes between actors within a social network (e.g. 
farmers, neighbors, environmental activists, regulators, 
etc.). Other tools include multi-agent simulation 
coupled with role-playing games which are now being 
tested to integrate decision making and preferences of 
local actors in the agricultural landscapes. Those tools 
enable understanding and visualizing interactions 
in social–ecological systems and choosing between 
alternative future landscapes.  Extension services with 
new participatory approaches such as the innovation 
platforms are also critical for technology transfer 
as well as for sharing of other coping mechanisms/
strategies. Their added value is that they include more 

Note: any land use conversion from one to the other was assumed to happen between 2012 to 2016

players (researchers, development agents, farmers, 
cooperatives, input and output traders and policy 
makers) than traditional extension approaches and 
allow a two-way communication amongst researchers, 
extension agents and farmers in which constraints 
to technological innovations are identified, best-fit 
options are determined and supported for wider use.

Conclusion
This new framework for analysis puts the farms and 
farmers at the center of agricultural sustainability 
and promotes systematic identification of the various 
interconnections between farming and the broader 
society as well as the potential threats to farm 
sustainability that require to be addressed. The many 
pathways to sustainability are now better recognized 
but they have to be sensitive to local environmental, 
social and economic conditions. 

Relationships among the different actors shift over 
time with changes in economic, social and political 
dimensions or introduction of new technologies. 
Therefore strategies for change must take into account 
the complex, reciprocal and ever-changing relationship 
between agricultural production and the broader 
society. 
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