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Abstract 
Early proponents of sustainable agriculture faced 
considerable resistance and initiated a long-lasting 
discussion over strategies for sustainable 

agriculture. This controversy has re-emerged 
recently in the discussion of agro-ecology versus 
sustainable intensification. Fourteen agricultural 
professionals participated in a guided discovery 
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learning process on six agricultural operations in 
Florida that are considered to be good examples of 
sustainability. The six operations included large and 
small farms, organic and conventional farms, live-
stock and crop enterprises, and traditional and 
direct sales marketing approaches. The objective of 
the process was to identify the principles that the 
operators use to guide their specific management 
decisions, including decisions with economic, 
environmental, and social consequences. Partici-
pants studied information about each operation 
and created a set of questions to ask the manager(s) 
about the underlying philosophy and principles 
that guide the management and then spent one to 
six hours at each site. The information was ana-
lyzed in small groups after each visit, and a summa-
tive analysis was completed after all site visits were 
completed. Although these operations are very 
diverse in terms of characteristics like size, enter-
prise mix, farm capital, technologies used, market-
ing strategies, and manager experience, the study 
showed also similarities across the farms in the 
principles that guide their decision-making. From 
these principles, nine broad principles of sustain-
able agriculture were identified. Most contempo-
rary theoretical concepts about social, economic, 
and environmental sustainability are reflected in the 
operating principles of these businesses. 

Keywords 
sustainable agriculture, principles, case study, 
discovery learning, community engagement, 
business principles, financial risk 

Introduction 
Sustainable agriculture has grown from an ideal 
championed primarily by environmentalists like 
Wes Jackson (1971) to a mainstream program of 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
(Kirschenmann, 2004; USDA, Sustainable Agri-
culture Research & Education Program, 2012). The 
call for a change in agricultural practices seemed 
unjustified to most in the 1970s when land values, 
yields, and profits were sky high, but the 1980s 
ushered in one of the worst farm crises in U.S. 
history. Thousands of farms became bankrupt. In 
Iowa, land values fell from US$2,147 per acre in 
1981 to US$787 in 1986 (Duffy, 2014). Midsize 

farms, the traditional American family farm, were 
particularly hard hit, as was the Midwestern rural 
heartland (Brasier, 2005; Murdock, Leistritz & 
Hamm, 1988). The expression “sustainable agri-
culture” took on a new relevance for many who 
had paid little attention to the concept during the 
booming farm economy of the 1970s. By the mid-
1980s, leadership for an alternative to traditional 
agriculture emerged and the term sustainable 
agriculture was adopted to embody its ideals.  
 The term took root, but a controversy about 
what sustainable agriculture is or means started 
almost as soon as the term appeared. Jackson’s call 
for sustainable agriculture very quickly inspired 
some responses, but the formative discussion 
developed later, in the late 1980s and 1990s. This 
extended interchange was largely among propo-
nents of the concept as a whole, as is often the case 
when there is a paradigm shift in any field and 
proponents engage in intensive debate about how 
to define the new paradigm (Dahlberg, 1991; 
Fautin, 1995; Friend, 1990; Kirschenmann, 1991; 
Lovett, 1990; Norman, Bloomquist, Janke, 
Freyenberger, Jost, Schurle, & Kok, 2000; 
Reganold, Papendick & Parr, 1990). This early 
dialogue focused in large part on identifying and 
defining the key characteristics and requisites of 
sustainable agricultural systems. Given the origins 
of the concept of sustainability in the environ-
mental movement, it is not surprising that deliber-
ation among proponents tended to emphasize the 
relationships between agriculture and the environ-
ment (Altieri, 1989; Barbier, 1989; Edwards, 
Grove, Harwood, & Colfer, 1993; Hoag & Skold, 
1996; Rosegrant & Livernash, 1996; Rosset & 
Altieri, 1997; Ruttan, 1996, 2000). Proponents also 
soon turned their attention to the importance of 
economic viability for sustainability (Hitzhusen, 
1992; Lighthall, 1996; Lu, Watkins & Teasdale, 
1999; Lyson & Welsh, 1993; Madden, 1987; Marra 
& Kaval, 2000; Painter, 1991; Saltiel, Bauder & 
Palakovich, 1994; Walsh & Lyson, 1997).  
 Although discussions of what constitutes 
sustainable agriculture have addressed many topics 
over the years, a lasting difference in conceptions 
has to do with the degree to which individuals see 
conventional and sustainable agriculture as funda-
mentally different ways of farming. This discussion 
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has emerged most recently as a debate over the 
merits of ecological agriculture or agroecology 
versus sustainable intensification of agriculture 
(Entz, 2015; Illge & Schwarze, 2009; Kershen, 
2013). Two critical challenges fuel this ongoing 
debate about the fundamental characteristics of a 
sustainable food and agricultural system. One is the 
anticipated increase in demand for food due to 
population growth and increased animal protein 
consumption, particularly in Asia (Kastner, Rivas, 
Koch, & Nonhebel, 2012; Prasad, 2013; Pretty, 
2009; Tilman, Balzer, Hill, & Befort, 2011). The 
other is the imperative need to allow large tracts of 
land to remain as natural ecosystems that will help 
protect as much of the planet’s remaining and 
threatened biodiversity as possible (Dobrovolski, 
Loyola, Guilhauman, Gouveia, & Diniz-Filho, 
2013; Kirkegaard, Conyers, Hunt, Kirkby, Watt, & 
Rebetzke, 2014; Krausmann et al., 2013; Laurance, 
Sayer & Cassman, 2014; Nori, Lescano, Illoldi-
Rangel, Frutos, Cabrera, & Leynaud, 2013). 
 Ecological or agro-ecology bases agricultural 
research and practice on the principles and theories 
of ecology (Bonaudo et al., 2014; Kremen, Iles & 
Bacon, 2012; Kremen & Miles, 2012). Agroecolo-
gists conceptualize agricultural systems as human-
dominated ecosystems that are simpler than natural 
ecosystems, but have similar complex systems of 
interactions as natural systems. Agro-ecology pro-
poses using these feedback loops to create more 
self-regulating, resilient, and resource-conserving 
production systems (Gleissman, 2013a; Lengnick, 
2015; Miller & Menalled, 2015; Nelson & Coe, 
2014; Omer, Pascual & Russell, 2010; Perfecto, 
Vandermeer & Philpott, 2014). These ideas reflect 
the deep roots of agro-ecology in a naturalist vision 
of agriculture (Berry, 2000; Cornes, 2011; Leopold, 
1949, 1966) and to some degree in transpersonal 
ecology (Cox, 2014; Fix, 1995). Given these roots, 
it is not surprising that agroecologists have empha-
sized reducing energy and material flows in agro-
ecosystems (Altieri & Rosset, 1996; Odegard & van 
der Voet, 2014; Pearson, 2007). Organic agricul-
ture, which predates the concept of sustainable 
agriculture, has epitomized the practice of sustain-
able agriculture for many agro-ecologists (Bellows, 
Alcaraz & Hallman, 2010; Cairns, Johnston & 
MacKendrick, 2013; Lockie, Lyons, Lawrence, & 

Mummery, 2002; Rigby & Caceres, 2001; Seufert, 
Ramankutty & Foley, 2012; Zander & Hamm, 
2010). However, organic agriculture is no longer 
regarded as synonymous with sustainable agricul-
ture for many. Increased government regulation, 
the growing commercialization of organic products 
through traditional market channels, and the 
development of an international system of trade in 
organic foods leave some questioning whether 
organic agriculture is now distinguishable in phil-
osophy and approach from conventional agri-
culture. Many criticize this “conventionalization” 
of organic agriculture (Darnhofer, Lindenthal, 
Bartel-Kratochvil, & Zollitsch, 2010; Gleissman, 
2013b; Guthman, 2004; Jaffee & Howard, 2010; 
Levidow Pimbert & Vanloqueren, 2014; Lockie & 
Halpin, 2005; Oelofse et al., 2011; Pratt, 2009). 
Some call for a new “beyond organic” approach 
that uses organic farming techniques and also 
builds local food systems and independent 
distribution networks of collaborating farmers and 
consumers (Cross, Edwards, Opondo, Nyeko, & 
Edwards-Jones, 2009; Mundler & Rumpus, 2012; 
Sonnino, 2013; Woods, Valandia, Holcomb, Dun-
ning, & Benefeldt, 2013). Despite the differences 
among those whose vision of sustainable agricul-
ture grows out of ecology, this approach remains 
one of the key approaches to sustainable agricul-
ture among researchers and farmers today.  
 In contrast to agro-ecology, sustainable inten-
sification focuses on increasing yields, particularly 
on land already converted to agriculture (Pretty & 
Bharucha, 2014). The overall strategy is to meet 
food needs while curbing agricultural expansion 
into marginal lands and into the relatively few 
remaining large tracts of land in natural habitat 
(Doré, Makowski, Malézieux, Munier-Jolain, 
Tchamitchian, & Tittonell, 2011; Jordan & Davis, 
2015; Sabto, 2014). Adherents argue that ecological 
agriculture, especially organic agriculture, inherently 
leads to more land in agriculture because yields are 
lower than yields in more intensive production 
systems. Sustainable intensification is therefore 
characterized by some as “land saving” (Balmford, 
Green & Scharlemann, 2005: Ceddia, Bardsley, 
Gomez-y-Paloma, & Sedlacek, 2014; Hulme et al., 
2013). Like conventional agriculture, intensification 
relies on the application of a wide range of 
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technologies to meet production needs while 
preserving land and other natural resources (Barnes 
& Thomson, 2014; Elliott & Firbank, 2013; Tilman 
et al., 2011). However, sustainable intensification 
differs from conventional agriculture in its greater 
emphasis on technologies and practices that reduce 
resource use, protect ecosystem functions, and 
build resilience against shocks like climate change 
(Balwinder-Singh, Humphreys, Gaydon, & Sudhir-
Yadav, 2015; Fish, Winter & Lobley, 2014; Lal, 
2015; Rochecouste, Dargusch, Cameron, & Smith, 
2015; van Ittersum, Cassman, Grassini, Wolf, 
Tittonell, & Hochman, 2013). Some of these 
technologies, such as biological control, protected 
production systems, and soilless production sys-
tems, excite little controversy as legitimate compo-
nents of sustainable agriculture (Albaho, Thomas, 
& Christopher, 2008; del Amor, López-Marin, & 
González, 2008; Delgado & Berry, 2008; Maurino 
& Weber, 2013; Pinkington, Messelink, van 
Lenteren, & Le Mottee, 2010; Pliego, Ramos, de 
Vicente, & Cazorla, 2011; Rovira-Más, & Sáiz-
Rubio, 2013; Wang & Pang, 2013; Yang et al. 
2014; ). More controversial, a growing number of 
proponents of sustainable intensification are 
convinced that application of biotechnology is a 
necessary element in any strategy to meet world 
food demand (Albajes et al., 2013; Bennett, Chi-
Ham, Barrows, Sexton, & Zilberman, 2013; 
Berkhout, 2002; Flavell, 2010; Jacobsen, Sorensen, 
Pedersen, & Weiner, 2013; Mackey & Mont-
gomery, 2004; McGloughlin 2010; Teixeira, 
Proença, Crespo, Valada, & Domingos, 2015; 
Wield, Chataway & Bolo, 2010).  
 Embedded within the broader, underlying 
discussion of “ecology versus intensification” are 
differences in the perceived importance of various 
farm characteristics or production practices. Much 
of the discussion of what constitutes sustainable 
agriculture has revolved around the role of these 
specific practices in the achievement of sustaina-
bility. For example, for some, especially those who 
argue for an agroecological approach to sustaina-
bility, farm size (Gaurav & Mishra, 2015; Kull, 
Carrière, Moreau, Ramiarantsoa, Blanc-Pamard, & 
Tassin, 2013; Woodhouse, 2010) and the structure 
of farm ownership (Dogliotti et al., 2014; 
Fernandes & Woodhouse, 2008; Hamilton, 2014; 

Woods, 2014) are central to sustainable agriculture. 
Some argue that sustainable agriculture can only be 
achieved on small or family farms. For others, 
specific techniques define sustainable agriculture 
(Wezel, Casagrande, Celette, Vian, Ferrer, & 
Peigné, 2014). Examples are integrated systems 
(Khan, 2011; Klinger & Naylor, 2012; Ogello, 
Mlingi, Nyonje, Charo-Karis, & Munguti, 2013), 
biodynamic farming (Ingram, 2007; Pechrová, 
2014), and permaculture (Ferguson & Lovell, 
2014). Some practices, like the use of cover crops 
and crop rotation, are mandated in the U.S. 
National Organic Standards, while others, like the 
application of composted bio-solids from munici-
pal waste processing, are specifically prohibited.  
 The research reported here examined the 
broad, underlying principles that farmers and other 
actors in the agri-food system use in the practice of 
sustainable agriculture. We explored these issues as 
part of a field experience supported by USDA’s 
Sustainable Agriculture Research & Education 
(SARE) Fellows Program. Each year a small cohort 
of members of the National Association of County 
Agricultural Agents (NACAA) is chosen to partici-
pate in a two-year training program, which includes 
field experiences in each of USDA’s four regions 
(South, West North Central, and Northeast). Four-
teen agricultural professionals participated in the 
2011 field experience hosted by the University of 
Florida. Participants included 10 county agricultural 
extension agents from around the country and four 
regional and national SARE program representa-
tives. They had an average of over 20 years of 
experience in agriculture. The group spent three 
days examining six agricultural operations located 
in the central and southeastern regions of Florida, 
all of which had been identified by farmers and 
other agricultural professionals in Florida as mod-
els of the practice of sustainable agriculture. Our 
overall goal was to examine whether there are 
generalizable principles that inform how farmers 
practice sustainable agriculture and that provide the 
platform for both daily decision-making and long-
term planning.  

Methodology 
We used a comparative case study design for the 
study. Comparative case studies are explanatory in 
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nature and differ from purely descriptive case study 
designs in important ways (Crowe, Cresswell, 
Robertson, Huby, Avery, & Sheikh, 2011; Jones & 
Lyons, 2004; Radley & Chamberlain, 2012; Rubaie, 
2002; Yin, 2009). Explanatory or comparative case-
study designs usually have objectives associated 
with reaching conclusions that are universal, at 
least to all of the cases examined and often that are 
more generally applicable to a population of cases 
that are similar to the cases studied in terms of 
their key attributes (Lloyd-Jones, 2003). Although 
comparative case studies are used in many sciences 
(Smerdon, Cook, Cook, & Seager, 2015; Zimmer-
mann, Aurich, Graziano, & Fuertes, 2014), there is 
not a large body of literature about sustainable 
agriculture that uses the case study design. How-
ever, there are some studies that extend beyond 
description to comparison and explanation, which 
was our objective (Bisht et al., 2014; Boogaard, 
Oosting & Bock, 2008; Cerutti, Beccaro, Bagliani, 
Donno, & Bounous, 2013; Crivits & Paredis, 2013; 
Davies-Jones, 2011; Girard, Magda, Nosedaz & 
Sarandon, 2015).   
 A case-study design uses replication logic 
rather than statistical logic to sample and often 
consists of relatively few cases due to feasibility 
issues of larger samples (Yin, 2009). Descriptive 
case studies sometimes rely on a single case, but 
this is not a strong design; explanatory case-study 
designs require multiple cases. We used a 

nonprobability, purposive sample, an appropriate 
choice when the researcher needs to identify rare, 
hard-to-find, or hard-to-reach populations 
(Abrams, 2010; Auerswald, Greene, Minnis, 
Doherty, Ellen, & Padian, 2004; Curtis, Gesler, 
Smith, & Washburn, 2000), as was our intention 
here in identifying farms revered as models of 
sustainability. 
 It was imperative that we identified farms 
perceived by their colleagues as models of sustain-
ability. The goal of this research was not to define 
what constitutes sustainable agricultural practices; 
there is considerable discussion around this topic 
already (see above discussion). Rather, it was 
important that these farmers were perceived to be 
elite models of the practice of sustainable agricul-
ture, as our objective was to determine a common 
set of principles that guide their decision-making. 
Therefore we did not choose the farms based on 
characteristics like size, enterprise mix, or form of 
ownership, but rather on their reputation as out-
standing practitioners of sustainable agriculture by 
other farmers and agricultural professionals. The 
operations differ in many other ways (Table 1). 
They range in size from one acre (0.40 hectare) to 
300,000 acres (121,000 hectares) and vary in man-
agement structure from family-owned to corporate. 
They produce a variety of products, including agro-
nomic crops, horticultural crops, and livestock. 
They use both conventional and emerging 

Table 1. Size, Certification, Enterprise Mix, and Marketing Strategies Used for the Six Cases 
Analyzed in the Study 

Case Size 
Certification  
(Type of certification) 

Enterprise Mix
(Livestock, multi- or monocrop, 
other) 

Marketing Strategy  
(Direct or commodity market) 

1 Large 
50% organic and 50% 
conventional by acreage 

Multicropping Commodity market 

2 Small 
Organically grown but not
certified organic; is certified 
biodynamic  

Multicropping, agritourism Direct market 

3 Large 
50% organic and 50% 
conventional by acreage 

Monocropping with rotation, 
agritourism, packaging, pro-
cessing, and distribution center  

Commodity market  

4 Small Cage free Livestock Direct market 

5 Small 
Organically grown but not
certified organic 

Multicropping, livestock Direct market 

6 Large None 
Livestock, monocropping, 
agritourism 

Commodity market 
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marketing strategies, and some are managed 
conventionally while others are certified organic 
operations. This diversity permitted us to examine 
the degree to which differences in traits like size, 
ownership structure, and production system are 
important for sustainability. More important to us, 
we wanted to determine whether the operators of 
these farms do (or do not) share common princi-
ples that inform their practice of sustainable 
agriculture, regardless of differences in traits like 
farm size.  
 Our intent was to combine the SARE Fellows 
program learning experience with a structured or 
guided process of reflection and analysis drawing 
on grounded theory and discovery learning to 
identify broad principles of sustainable agriculture. 
Both discovery learning and grounded theory 
eschew a priori hypotheses and models, relying 
instead on the emergence of new knowledge 
through active experimentation. We use grounded 
theory as a way for researchers to approach the 
research process as a discovery of theory, rather 
than a test of theory, based on the idea that com-
plex conceptual frameworks can emerge from the 
research process itself (Amsteus, 2014; Conlon, 
Carney, Timonen, & Scharf, 2015; Engward, 2013; 
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, we do not make 
the claim that it is a methodology that eliminates or 
is based on an absence of prior knowledge or ideas 
on the part of the researcher about the phenome-
non under study (Urquhart & Fernández, 2013). 
Rather, we use the approach to build existing ideas 
and knowledge into broader generalizations based 
on a reflexive research process. We used discovery 
learning to inform the research process because 
this approach to learning shares fundamental fea-
tures with grounded theory and provides guidance 
in using interaction, direct experience, communi-
cation and deliberation with others, and prior 
experience to identify key concepts, analyze the 
relationships between them, and ultimately create 
generalizations based on this analysis. Grounded 
theory and discovery learning can foster miscon-
ceptions if implemented with learners with little 
experience or knowledge relevant to the task 
(Marzano, 2011). We did not face this risk as the 
professionals in the SARE Fellows program have 
considerable experience with sustainable 

agriculture and were provided relevant information 
prior to starting the exploration of each of the six 
cases.  
 Prior to arriving at each operation, participants 
received background information about each farm. 
This information came directly from materials pro-
vided by the operation’s management or its web-
site. Specific study objectives for each site devel-
oped by the study coordinators were provided to 
participants (Table 2). The specific site objectives 
highlighted the particular reasons each farm was 
perceived to be a model of sustainability. For 
example, one farm was identified because it is an 
outstanding model of how to manage conflicts 
between agriculture and wildlife. Another farm was 
considered a superior model of sustainability for its 
regional marketing efforts. Altering the objectives 
between farms enabled us to conduct a more 
comprehensive analysis of various approaches to 
sustainable farming that captured the differences 
and similarities in the principles guiding decision-
making across a broad set of sustainable practices. 
These objectives provided the initial foundation for 
the exploration of each case. We worked in small 
groups of three to four people. Each group 
reviewed the background information and objec-
tives prior to visiting the individual operation. The 
groups used the information to develop a set of 
questions administered in a team-based interview, a 
technique that has been used by Conlon et al. 
(2015) to conduct research using grounded theory. 
The time spent at each farm varied from one to six 
hours. Interviews were conducted in a group set-
ting and were combined with direct observation of 
examples of processes, procedures, and practices 
that the farmers indicated were important for their 
operations. 
 Our approach to data analysis was inductive 
analysis (Bigby, Frawley, & Radharan, 2014; Borer 
& Bowen, 2007; Hammersley, 2011; McMahon & 
Fleury, 2012), also sometimes referred to as ana-
lytic induction or concept analysis. This approach 
is closely tied to grounded theory as a discovery 
research process. Our data analysis process closely 
resembles what Saldaña (2012) calls analytic induc-
tion, in which “answers to research questions are 
emergently constructed as more and more data are 
collected and systematically examined” (p. 26). The 
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process included several iterative and cyclical steps 
as are typical in inductive analysis (Bigby et al., 
2014). After each farm visit, the small groups 
reconvened to reflect on their observations and the 
information from the interviews individually, share 
and compare what they had learned, and elaborate 
and discuss conceptual statements that emerged 
from the data. The groups tried to identify the 
ideas or concepts that the farm manager(s) 
employed to describe and explain their decision-
making processes for the topics covered in the site 
objectives. For example, a site objective for one 
farm was to “examine how farmers obtain, evalu-
ate, and use multiple sources of information to 
develop and adapt technology and practices to 
their farming conditions.” A key part of inductive 
analysis is to identify one or more key words or 
phrases that emerge to describe a condition, 
process, or action. In this example, we focused on 

how the farmer describes his or her thinking about 
on-farm innovation: what it is, the role it plays in 
keeping the farm going, how she or he considers 
and compares different potential innovations 
directed to improve the farming system.  
 The group members then used their own prior 
knowledge and experience with sustainable agricul-
ture and the concepts that had emerged through 
other cases to examine how the farmer’s practices 
or approaches are related to sustainable agriculture 
to achieve collaborative results (Saab, van 
Joolingen, & van Hout-Wolters, 2005). Once the 
group members had exhausted their ability to 
identify specific instances of the ways an approach 
is used or implemented, they tried to create a 
higher order or broader concept that was applica-
ble beyond the case, in this example a general 
concept about the role of innovation that can be 
applied more generally to inform the practice of 

Table 2. Site-specific Learning Objectives Developed To Guide Observations and Team-based 
Interviews for Each Farm 

Case Specific Objectives

1 • Examine how farmers obtain, evaluate, and use multiple sources of information to develop and adapt 
technology and practices to their farming conditions. 

• Explore the role of diverse, multidimensional marketing strategies in sustainable farming operations. 
• Evaluate the opportunities and barriers that certified organic components create in the management of split 

operations. 

2 • Identify and characterize the contribution of farms to community continuity, development, and revitalization.
• Explore the role of farmer-to-farmer collaboration in developing sustainable farming systems. 
• Examine how farmers can respond to the limitations and opportunities of location.  

3 • Investigate how farmers respond to changing environmental, policy, and economic climates to create 
sustainable agricultural systems. 

• Explore the impact of capitalization, infrastructure, and management capacity on farmers’ ability to respond to 
changing restrictions on and opportunities for agriculture. 

• Examine the role of complementarity and multipurposing in creating sustainable agricultural practices and 
strategies.  

4* • Examine the role of on-farm innovation in creating sustainable farming systems.
• Explore how farmers identify and develop specialized marketing strategies. 
• Analyze the trade-offs between responding to consumer demands and complying with regulatory requirements. 

5* • Examine the role of on-farm innovation in creating sustainable farming systems.
• Explore how farmers identify and develop specialized marketing strategies. 
• Analyze the trade-offs between responding to consumer demands and complying with regulatory requirements. 

6 • Analyze how scale of operation affects the role of agriculture in natural resource management and regional 
land-use policy. 

• Appraise the management capacity and strategies needed for sustainable long-term land-use management. 
• Consider the compatibility and role of intensive and extensive production systems in a single farm operation. 
• Evaluate how technological change and continuity contribute to sustainable agricultural systems. 

* Sites 4 and 5 had the same site-specific learning objectives due to their proximity to one another. 
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sustainable agriculture. At the end of each day, the 
entire large group discussed similarities and differ-
ences observed in the operations visited that day 
and discussed, criticized, and refined—or aban-
doned—the higher-level conceptualizations that 
had emerged as a result of the day’s work.  
 On the last day we examined all of the broad 
concepts identified in the small groups. We identi-
fied shared concepts to emphasize the key ideas, 
while. eliminating some concepts from further 
consideration when participants felt that the con-
cept was too narrow to address our objective of 
identifying common principles guiding sustainable 
decision-making. As the concepts were refined, 
combined into more inclusive concepts, or 
rejected, a final set of proposed principles of 
sustainable agriculture emerged. 
 The results of the inductive analysis consist of 
the identification of key ideas that are shared by 
several, or sometimes all, of the farmers or that are 
repeatedly stressed or emphasized by respondents. 
We identified nine key themes or ideas and 
explored how the themes are expressed in the 
different farm operations. The nine principles of 

sustainable agriculture are presented in the 
Appendix. We use examples from our sample to 
exemplify each principle in the presentation of 
results.  
 The principles that we identified are not 
intended as “rules” or absolutes. The principles are 
best conceived as components of an emerging 
model of “how farmers create sustainable agricul-
ture,” the kind of qualitative model that Northcutt 
& McCoy (2004) propose as a higher order level of 
qualitative data analysis that approaches explana-
tion. We also see these principles as hypothetical 
statements about the norms and values that under-
lie farmers’ “everyday practice of sustainable agri-
culture,” that could be subjected to testing, corrob-
oration, or disproof as hypotheses. The nine 
principles are listed in Table 3.  

Results  

Change 
The farmers said that they continuously face new 
challenges in their operations, requiring them to 
adapt key aspects of their operations from 

Table 3. Nine Generalizable Principles of Sustainable Agriculture Guiding Farmers’ Decision-Making 
Regarding Their Operations 

Principles of Sustainable Agriculture

1. Sustainable farmers anticipate change—they recognize, accept, plan for, and create change.  

2. Sustainable farmers recognize and identify limitations and resources and create a strategy to develop their resources 
and to minimize and overcome limitations.  

3. Sustainable farmers build strong, mutually beneficial relationships with individuals, institutions, and organizations 
based on a sense of responsibility to the community and the need to give back to the community.  

4. Sustainable farmers invest in their employees to create a loyal, dedicated, and engaged workforce that shares 
responsibility for the success of the farming operation.  

5. Sustainable farmers are not satisfied with average business practices or products; high quality characterizes every 
component of their businesses. 

6. Sustainable farming operations are management-intensive, distribute responsibility and decision-making among all 
employees, draw upon diverse skill sets in management, and integrate management functions and decisions across 
the farm operation. 

7. Sustainable farms are businesses first and foremost, but profits are used to both grow the business and address 
broader social and environmental goals. 

8. Sustainable farmers take appropriate risks, incur reasonable debt, and make investments based on mid- to long-term 
challenges and opportunities. 

9. Sustainable farmers have a passion for farming reflected in their dedication, integrity, and honesty as professionals, 
but their passion is practical because they understand that the success of the business makes it possible to pursue 
their passion. 
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production to marketing and finances to fit chang-
ing circumstances. All six operators indicated they 
expect many changes in agriculture in the future, 
but the kinds of changes they envisioned varied. 
Some of the changes they mentioned were new 
regulations, decreasing or increasing consumer 
demand, fluctuating market prices, and inevitable 
natural forces like weather. For example, several 
farmers mentioned regulatory changes, but their 
strategies for addressing new regulations varied. 
One farmer chose to implement a management 
strategy now to address these coming changes. 
Some examples of change were very specific to 
local conditions. Soil oxidation is a constant con-
cern for growers in south Florida who farm on 
organic soils (having a high percent of organic 
matter, e.g. 10 percent) because these soils oxidize 
(or “subside”) when drained. The soil can lose up 
to an inch (2.5 cm) of top soil each year, ultimately 
leaving the farmer with bare limestone (Wright & 
Snyder, 2009). Only one farmer cited this particular 
form of change, but he, too, sought a strategic 
approach, to adopt farming practices that will 
minimize soil oxidation and maintain or improve 
existing soil conditions. Thinking about and 
planning for change rather than ignoring change 
was a common thread in farmers’ comments. 
Principle #1: Sustainable farmers anticipate change—
they recognize, accept, plan for, and create change.  

Limitations and Resources 
The kinds of limitations of and resources available 
to their operations were clearly recognized by these 
farmers. These were universal in some senses—all 
farms need land and capital—but the degree to 
which each operation faced a specific set of limita-
tions and called upon a unique set of human, envir-
onmental, and fiscal resources was very revealing 
about the diversity of these farms. Every farmer 
identified resource limitations, ranging from capital 
to water to skilled labor. These farmers clearly 
voiced the need to make the best use of any limited 
resource. They discussed how they use existing 
resources, such as financial support or new tech-
nologies, to contribute to the success of their busi-
nesses. They tended to view the contemporary 
environment as one of increasingly limited 

resources and growing competition, and articulated 
the idea that failure to make good use of resources 
can be fatal. For example, one farmer recognized 
that she could not manage her small poultry opera-
tion effectively by herself. She recruited local indi-
viduals who shared her passion and vision for 
locally raised poultry to assist on the farm and at 
markets. Another livestock producer recognized 
that his strength lies in breeding. His operation 
ships steers to operations in other states that spe-
cialize in finishing steers rather than trying to raise 
finished animals.  
Principle #2: Sustainable farmers recognize and identify 
limitations and resources and create strategies to develop their 
resources and minimize and overcome limitations.  

Relationships 
All six farm operators recognized that their farms 
are not isolated from non-farm (non-agricultural) 
people, businesses, and organizations in the com-
munities around them, rural or urban. They knew 
that their relationship to the residents of the com-
munities where they operate affects their opera-
tions, and they expressed a sense of responsibility 
to their community. Four of the six mentioned 
specific ways in which they integrate themselves 
into surrounding communities, and expressed the 
need to ensure that community residents realize 
that farms are a valuable asset to the community as 
a whole. This perspective focused on the total 
contribution that farms can make to a community, 
including giving back to the community. For 
example, a farm in the study actively participates in 
its local community by providing support to vari-
ous grassroots organizations addressing education, 
wildlife, environment, and literacy. Another farm 
reaches beyond its immediate local community and 
is very well connected to its regional community. 
The operators open the farm to guests several 
times a month for a farm-to-fork dinner and 
donate the proceeds to various local charities. 
Another operation donates unsold or short-dated 
products to food banks and community groups. 
Principle #3: Sustainable farmers build strong, mutually 
beneficial relationships with individuals, institutions, and 
organizations based on a sense of responsibility to their 
community and the need to give back to their community.  
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Human Resources 
Employees were a critical asset to and component 
of the success of these farms. All the operators 
cited the importance of fostering an environment 
that enhances the work experience for their 
employees, including but not limited to financial 
rewards. For example, several farmers said that 
providing opportunities for employees to partici-
pate in decision-making about issues related to 
both operational and individual needs increases 
their employees’ satisfaction. One farm responded 
to the needs of employees by ending their volun-
teer labor recruitment in order to enable paid 
employees to dedicate more time to their own 
interests on the farm rather than training and 
supervising volunteers. Employees at one farm 
receive professional development incentives and 
are provided with opportunities to advance within 
the company. All employees at every farm received 
livable wages and benefits. Benefits were not lim-
ited to traditional benefits like health insurance or 
retirement plans. Some farms offered benefits like 
transportation, housing, or a share of the products 
raised on the farm. For these farmers, employees 
were a critical key to success.  
Principle #4: Sustainable farms invest in their employees 
to create a loyal, dedicated, and engaged workforce that 
shares responsibility for the success of the farming operation.  

Quality 
“Quality” was a word that emerged time after time 
in this study. A summative statement that illustrates 
what we heard was that “mediocre businesses that 
produce mediocre products are unlikely to pros-
per.” The degree to which concerns for quality 
drive these farmers’ decisions and practices was 
clear, and it was also clear that they saw quality as a 
key to a successful and sustainable business opera-
tion. Each farm we visited was proud to produce a 
premium product. While many farmers focus on 
keeping their product prices “competitive,” five of 
the six farmers in this study were proud to make a 
high-quality product that sells for a premium price. 
They have worked to create a loyal customer base 
that appreciates the value of the high-quality pro-
ducts they offer. They have identified markets that 
appreciate and demand high-quality products. In 
some cases this was accomplished by establishing 

relationships with high-end purchasers, such as 
membership-only clubs and five-star restaurants. 
They also met or exceeded certification criteria and 
provided high-quality training for employees. The 
farmers in this study were not content until they 
felt their practices and products met their own and 
their customers’ expectations, and they continually 
strive to improve their products.  
Principle #5: Sustainable farmers are not satisfied with 
average business practices or products; high quality 
characterizes every component of their business.  

Management 
From the largest to the smallest operations, these 
farmers stress that management is a critical key to 
success in contemporary social and business envir-
onments. This was closely related to the impor-
tance of human resources. They view encouraging 
people to accomplish the farm’s goals and objec-
tives using available resources in an efficient and 
effective manner as central to a successful manage-
ment plan. They use many techniques to improve 
management. Some allocate responsibility to key 
individuals at different stages of production to 
make use of individual strengths and maximize 
efficiency. Several stressed the need to have clear 
and precise operating procedures and expectations 
in order to help deal with problems and address 
issues before they become a problem. For example, 
one of the larger farms we visited divided the oper-
ation into smaller units managed by independent 
teams. Individual units were self-sufficient and able 
to make critical decisions, provided they complied 
with some standard farm operating procedures. 
Perhaps surprising, the same management tech-
nique was also used at several of the smaller farms. 
Employees were given freedom to make independ-
ent decisions and implement their ideas as long as 
they fit within the overall vision of the farm.  
Principle #6: Sustainable farming operations are 
management-intensive, distribute responsibility and decision-
making among employees, draw upon diverse skill sets in 
management, and integrate management functions and 
decisions across the farm operation. 

A Farm Is a Business 
While these farmers clearly had a love and passion 
for the land and for farming, they also clearly 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
www.AgDevJournal.com 

Volume 6, Issue 3 / Spring 2016 71 

understood that economic success and growth 
were prerequisites for sustainability. A clear theme 
was that economic success is not “just to make 
money,” but rather is seen as a precondition to 
investing in many aspects of the farm as a business, 
a resource, and a home, and to permitting farmers, 
their families, and their employees to pursue their 
own personal interests within the context of the 
farm business plan. For example, all the farmers in 
our study discussed reinvesting capital into their 
operation to improve their efficiency or offer a 
new product. One farmer used profits to improve 
environmental conditions on his property and 
positively contribute to his community by devoting 
a third of his land to wildlife conservation. This 
farmer has also developed and implemented a plan 
to improve the quality of the water that leaves the 
farm and is used by neighboring communities. 
Nonetheless, all of these farmers clearly run their 
farms first and foremost as businesses because the 
success of the business is what allows them to 
pursue other personal and social goals.  
Principle #7: Sustainable farms are businesses first and 
foremost, but profits are used to grow the business and to 
address broader social and environmental goals.  

Planning 
The farmers we interviewed were “planners,” and 
they plan for the long term. They could articulate 
clear goals for their farms with timelines. Some of 
their comments associated these long-term goals 
with a framework within which decisions about 
investments and opportunities are made. One of 
the farmers adjusted his or her long-standing 
marketing approach to reduce economic risks in 
the increasingly volatile global marketplace. The 
farm now only grows those products that can be 
grown under contract with specific trusted buyers 
and will only work with buyers who pay the market 
price at the time of shipment. Another operator 
planned to offer new products to ensure that 
returning customers find variety. One farmer 
stressed the importance of making smart invest-
ments, such as purchasing new equipment that 
would allow her to diversify her operation and 
increase profits. Although small farmers are often 
described as “risk adverse” and “unwilling to 
assume debt,” she is just one of the small farmers 

in this group who chose to take a financial risk. She 
purchased new equipment using a small farm loan 
because she saw an opportunity for her business to 
offer a new product no one else in the area was 
providing. These farmers were “fiscally conserva-
tive,” but not risk avoiders.  
Principle #8: Sustainable farmers take appropriate 
risks, incur reasonable debt, and make investments based on 
mid- to long-term challenges and opportunities.  

Passion 
All these farmers expressed the saying that “you’ll 
never work a day in your life if you love what you 
do.” These farmers viewed themselves as “pro-
fessionals in farming” and all of them talked about 
their work as a passion—not a job. Producing a 
high-quality product that they could offer with 
pride was important, but for all of these business-
people the product was only one important com-
ponent of his or her “work.” Every one of them 
valued his or her connection to the environment 
and community. But they also stressed that you 
have to be “practical.” They saw being practical 
and prudent as keys to the success of their busi-
nesses, and for them their businesses are the 
pathway to do what they love.  
Principle #9: Sustainable farmers have a passion for 
farming reflected in their dedication, integrity, and honesty as 
professionals, but their passion is practical because they 
understand that the success of the business makes it possible 
to pursue their passion. 

Discussion 
In the introduction to this article we referred to the 
ongoing debate about the degree to which sustain-
able agriculture necessarily requires a major shift in 
the values, theories, and assumptions underlying 
post-WWII agricultural science. This is by far the 
most commonly articulated debate in the sustain-
able agriculture literature and currently tends to 
center on the concepts of ecological or agro-
ecological agriculture versus sustainable 
intensification.  
 Our research suggests that the distinctions 
drawn between the agro-ecological and sustainable 
intensification proponents may not be nearly as 
clear for farmers trying to practice sustainable 
agriculture as the literature would suggest. While 
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the importance of profitability is clearly reflected in 
Principles 5, 7, and 8, a deep concern for the envi-
ronment is reflected in several principles, including 
these same principles. These businesspeople 
tended to tie profitability and environmental 
protection together and described using their 
profits to support environmental organizations and 
causes and to take steps to protect and enhance 
resources both on the farm and off. Principle 7 
reflects this blending: Sustainable farms are businesses 
first and foremost, but profits are used to grow the business 
and to address broader social and environmental goals. 
Although there were certainly philosophical 
differences in their worldviews and goals for their 
enterprises, and some were organic producers and 
some not, they shared basic values related to 
environmental protection and resource 
conservation.  
 There are at least two other critical compo-
nents of the discussion about how much and what 
kinds of change are required to achieve sustainable 
agriculture. One is the equally vibrant discussion 
about the economics of sustainability, and by 
implication the economics of sustainable agricul-
ture. Just as there are two strongly contrasting 
views about the environmental requirements for 
sustainable agriculture, the economic debate tends 
to reflect two quite different concepts of what a 
“sustainable economy” demands (Baumgärtner, & 
Quaas, 2010; Illge & Schwarze, 2009). Although 
there are other perspectives, the two economic 
perspectives can be described as the degrowth and 
the green economy schools. The degrowth 
approach (or the less restrictive no growth 
approach) to the economics of sustainability argues 
that further economic growth is detrimental to the 
environment because growth of any sort implies a 
greater throughput of energy and materials (Kallis, 
2011; Kallis, Kerschner, & Martinez-Alier, 2012). 
Some proponents of degrowth also point to the 
social benefits of a degrowth economy (Andreoni 
& Galmarini, 2013; Johanisova, Crabtree & 
Franková, 2013). Although not yet prevalent in the 
sustainable agriculture literature, the degrowth 
perspective underlies the critique of capitalist 
economics and the role of profitability in the 
beyond organic movement (Martínez-Alier, 
Pascual, Vivien, & Zaccai, 2010; Sekulova, Kallis, 

Rodríguez-Labajos, & Schneider, 2013; Sorman & 
Giampietro, 2013). In contrast, the “greening the 
economy” approach argues for incorporating 
environmental accounting into classic economic 
measures to achieve sustainable economic perfor-
mance and growth (Bartelmus, 2010). Proponents 
of greening the economy address policy, gover-
nance, and investment components of a green 
economy (Graham & Bertels, 2008; Gupta & 
Sanchez, 2012; Martins, 2013; Meléndez-Ortiz, 
2011) and more operational considerations like 
green jobs and sustainable consumption (Akenji, 
2014; Cai, Wang, Chen, & Wang, 2011; Seyfang & 
Longhurst, 2013; Tiley & Young, 2009). Although 
better represented in the sustainable agriculture 
literature than the degrowth perspective, direct 
application of the key concepts of the green 
economy approach have not been addressed.  
 The principles that emerged in our analysis 
show little relationship between these managers’ 
concepts of sustainable economics and the concept 
of degrowth—or even no growth. On the contrary, 
all but one of the managers saw economic growth 
as a positive and desirable outcome for their busi-
nesses. On the other hand, almost all the respon-
dents did describe parts of their business models 
that reflect key ideas in the green economy litera-
ture. Examples were cited in our discussions of 
Principles 3, 4, 8, and 9. Perhaps most congruent 
with the concept of greening the economy is the 
strong relationship between growth and investment 
in human and environmental resources that was a 
focus for most of these managers. Overall, our 
results suggest that some of the key concepts of 
greening the economy, particularly as they relate to 
a broader range of economic goals than profita-
bility alone, are key factors in these entrepreneurs’ 
decision-making.  
 Finally, there is a rather poorly defined contro-
versy about the social requirements for a sustain-
able food and agriculture system. The social 
requisites for sustainability in general have received 
much less attention than the environmental and 
economic components, and the distinctions 
between alternative approaches to social sustain-
ability are not nearly as well defined as those of 
environmental and economic sustainability. From a 
farm policy perspective, much of the discussion of 
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the social component of sustainable agriculture has 
revolved around meeting the needs of small 
farmers and the economic health of rural 
communities (Ashwood, Diamond, & Thu, 2014; 
Hamilton, 2014; Kirner & Kratochvil, 2006; 
Pilgeram, 2011; Reinhardt & Barlett, 1989; 
Tavernier & Tolomeo, 2004; Woodhouse, 2010). 
However, a broader agenda of food and 
agriculture–related issues also exists and is perhaps 
growing in importance. There are two distinct 
approaches to the social aspects of sustainability 
that are directly relevant to sustainable agriculture: 
social justice and sustainable or ethical 
consumerism.  
 The increase of food insecurity in the United 
States and globally, including lack of access to safe, 
affordable, healthy food, is now a greater concern 
to a wider audience of researchers and practition-
ers. There is growing emphasis on the relationships 
between social justice and sustainable agriculture 
and how the objectives associated with each can be 
complementary (Ayres & Bosia, 2011; Connelly, 
Markey & Roseland, 2011; Hernandez & Pressler, 
2013; Johnston, 2008; Mandell, 2009; Masters, 
Krogstrand, Eskridge, & Albrecht, 2014; Minkoff-
Zern, 2014). At a more regional level, concerns 
about the potential for the local and organic food 
movement to increase social divisions through 
unequal access to venues like farmers’ markets 
have grown (Agyeman, 2005; Alkon, 2008, 2013; 
Deutsch, 2011). The degree to which elite-serving 
value chains exacerbate social injustice globally by 
allowing practices like child labor or driving 
agricultural production for export to the U.S. and 
Europe instead of meeting food needs at home is 
now part of the sustainable agriculture agenda 
(Berlan, 2013; Bolwig, Ponte, du Toit, Riisgaard, & 
Halberg, 2010). Attention has also turned to the 
impacts of the conventional food production 
system on farm laborers and their families 
(Dorward, 2013; Fridell, 2007; Wilson & Curnow, 
2013) and on rural communities globally (Crowell 
& Sligh, 2006; Meléndez-Ortiz, 2011; Wilkinson, 
2009; Varul, 2008). Others have focused on gender 
and ethnic disparities in both natural resource 
conservation and destruction (Brady & Monani, 
2012; Hecht, 2007; Robinson, 2011). There is an 
emerging consensus among these researchers that 

deeply embedded social and economic structures 
create and propagate these disparities, that these 
structures are globally systemic, and that the tra-
ditional emphases on environmental and econom-
ics in sustainable agriculture will not address these 
issues. 
 These concerns are not irrelevant to those who 
propose sustainable or ethical consumerism as a 
key to sustainable agriculture, but the emphases are 
certainly different. The key concepts of sustainable 
(or ethical) consumerism are well reflected in the 
sustainable agriculture movement and have been 
for many years (Fernandez, Goodall, Olson, & 
Méndez, 2013; Smaje, 2014). These concepts 
underlie much of the emphasis on alternative 
marketing. Purchasing organic, local foods through 
community supported agriculture operations 
(CSAs), farmers markets, and consumer coopera-
tives are all considered ways to express ethical 
consumerism and support sustainable agriculture 
(Cairns et al., 2013; Crivits & Paredis, 2013). 
Various certification schemes such as “just food” 
and “fair trade” are seen by many as fundamental 
to global sustainable agriculture (Cailleba & 
Casteran, 2010; Hutchins & Sutherland, 2008; 
Wilson & Curnow, 2013; Zander & Hamm, 2010). 
Nonetheless, there are dissenting voices that raise 
concerns about the efficacy and perhaps even the 
desirability of these approaches (Akenji, 2014; 
Fridell, 2007; Irvine, 2013; Johnston, 2008; Varul, 
2008).  
 Our results show that the farmers and mana-
gers we interviewed recognize both social justice 
and ethical consumerism as important components 
of sustainable agriculture. The support provided by 
ethnical consumerism was mentioned repeatedly as 
a key component in both the success of these busi-
nesses and in the managers’ approaches to manag-
ing their businesses. This was true for organic and 
conventional operations, large and small busi-
nesses, and operations relying on both conven-
tional and alternative marketing approaches. The 
universal importance of ethical consumers willing 
to pay for quality products and loyal to the pro-
ducers of those products for virtually all of these 
businesses was surprising. The common wisdom is 
that the strong consumer-producer tie is primarily a 
phenomenon for organic producers and consumers 
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or for producers and consumers who share alter-
native, nontraditional markets. Our results suggest 
that this is not true, and instead that the role of 
ethical consumerism is critical to sustainable farms 
and enterprises of all sorts. This concept was 
reflected in several of the key principles that 
emerged: principles 2, 3, 5, 7, and 8. Simply put, 
the values and norms of consumers were key to the 
principles on which these businesses operate. 
Another common farm value is that almost all of 
these businesses also incorporate key aspects of 
social justice in their operations, reflected particu-
larly in the ways employees are valued, recognized, 
and supported (Principles 1, 2, 4, and 6) and in the 
strong commitment to local communities that 
many of these businesses have made (Principles 3, 
7, and 9).  
 The common denominator among the busi-
nesses that we chose for the SARE Fellows pro-
gram case study was that all were considered to 
provide good examples of sustainable agriculture in 
practice by professionals in the field. Among the 
businesses nominated for our program, we pur-
posefully selected a sample of businesses repre-
senting a wide range of characteristics with regard 
to size, enterprise mix, conventional vs. organic 
production systems, and marketing strategies. 
Despite these differences, these operations shared 
many principles that inform their decision-making 
about both the day-to-day and long-term operation 
of their businesses. The degree to which these 
principles incorporate key ideas about the environ-
mental, social, and economic components of 
sustainability varies. Nonetheless, most of the 
contemporary theoretical concepts about environ-
mental, social, and economic sustainability are 
reflected in the operating principles of these 
businesses. This suggests that these principles are 
relevant for the practice of sustainable agriculture. 
We encourage other researchers to further explore 
the generalizability of our conclusions by exam-
ining the degree to which these principles are 
expressed in other contexts. For example, our 
research did not explore other contextual factors 
such as the political landscape, the recent recession, 
and natural disasters that could also affect farmers’ 
decision-making and may be reflected in the princi-
ples that emerged. Comparisons of the degree to 

which agricultural businesses that are considered 
good examples of sustainability to those who are 
less involved in sustainable agriculture would be 
also be very useful.   
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Appendix. Summary of Critical Characteristics of Each Case for Each of Nine Key Concepts that Emerged in Data Analysis 
 

 Dimensions Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

Change 

1. Regulatory • Exception: 
recognized labor 
regulations were 
coming and chose 
to pay fines rather 
than comply. 

• Recognized food 
safety regulations 
coming and 
invested in a state-
of-the-art tracking 
system. 

• Large farm 
organically 
certified. 

• Has gone beyond 
wildlife protection 
standards and 
protects wildlife 
and canals on the 
property. 

• Labor: encouraged 
their workers to 
join the union. 

• Hire only legal full-
time employees—
no migrant labor. 

• Chooses to offer 
pet food-only 
product. 

• Not sustainable, 
but foresee future 
water regulations 
and so are 
pumping water to 
establish usage. 

• Conservation 
easements on 
wildlife conser-
vation land. 

• Pumping water 
because they knew 
urban com-
munities were 
going to fight them 
for it. 

2. Consumer 
Interest and 
Demand 

• Almost half the 
farm dedicated to 
organics; sees this 
as a growing 
market. 

• Meeting high-end 
demand with 
premium products.

• Certified organic.
• Certified carbon 

free. 
• Earth friendly. 
• Certified by Vegan 

Action. 
• Grown in USA. 
• Recyclable 

containers. 

• Anticipates in-
creasing interest in 
poultry. 

• Started farming 
because 
recognized 
demand in local 
community. 
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 Dimensions Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

3. Environ-
mental 

• Started having 
buyers pay up front 
to alleviate cost of 
losing crops to 
weather. 

• Implementing soil 
conservation 
practices. 

• Traded land with 
Everglades Forever 
to create a buffer. 

• Measure amount 
of phosphorus 
going in and out. 

• Extract their own 
energy. 

• Cleaning water 
that leaves the 
farm. 

Limitations 
and 
Resources 

1. Human • Has a loyal work-
force and ensures 
they are happy. 

• Loyal, long-term 
employees who 
intimately under-
stood the busi-
ness. 

• Local community 
and other busi-
nesses. 

• Turned a labor 
problem into an 
advantage: full-
time skilled labor 
force and better 
reputation. 

• Limitation: single 
owner  hired 
friend to help. 

• Volunteer labor 
force (CSA mem-
bers subsidizing 
their shares). 

• Limitation: not 
good at finishing 
cows  focuses 
on breeding and 
ships elsewhere 
for finishing 

2. Environ-
mental 

 • Small amount of 
land  maximized 
output in small 
space. 

• Everglades.
• Use waste on farm 

to generate profit. 

• Limited space. • Competition for 
water from 
population. 

3. Fiscal • Only sells to 
reliable buyers. 

• Uses credit. • Counties pay them 
to take lawn waste

• Sell energy to local 
communities. 

• Operates on tight 
budget  
purchases used 
equipment to 
leverage money. 

• Not relying on the 
farm for primary 
source of income. 

• Permanent farm 
stand on property.

• Support from 
larger network. 

Relation-
ships 

1. Service to the 
Community 

 • Open the farm to 
guests for farm-
to-fork dinners; 
proceeds go to 
local charities. 

• Donates unsold 
or short-dated 
products to 
community 
groups and food 
banks. 

• Works with 
Extension to offer 
education 
programs. 

• Active in policy to 
improve small 
farm poultry 
farmers. 

• Open access for 
community 
members. 

• Donates food to 
community. 

• Open facility to 
community groups 
and camps to use.
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 Dimensions Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

2. Being a Good 
Neighbor 

 • Very tied into 
community net-
works and takes 
care of the com-
munity in any way 
she can. 

• Traded equipment 
and supplies with 
other community 
members. 

• Used tractors to 
clear roads after 
hurricane. 

Human 
Resources 

1. Empower-
ment 

 • Openly valued and 
respected 
employees. 

• Encouraged 
employees to 
experiment and do 
things that interest 
them. 

• Workers are part 
of a union. 

2. Incentive 
Programs 

 • Advancement 
opportunities. 

• Professional 
development. 

• Advancement 
opportunities. 

3. Life 
Satisfaction 

• Livable wages and
benefits. 

• Transportation to 
and from farm. 

• Atypical model: 
direct-hires his 
own field labor. 

• Restrooms in field.

• Ended volunteer 
program because 
employees weren’t 
happy supervising 
volunteers and 
wanted to spend 
their time on the 
farm doing things 
they enjoy. 

• Livable wages and 
benefits. 

• Given food from 
farm. 

• Livable wages and
benefits. 

• Livable wages. • Livable wages and
benefits with 
retirement 
accounts and 
profit sharing. 

Quality 

Quality • Proud of premium 
price. 

• Superior 
eggplants. 

• Beating out 
competition 
(Mexico) in terms 
of product and 
safety. 

• Organic. 

• Proud of premium 
price. 

• Sells at high-end 
restaurants. 

• Sells unique 
products: edible 
flowers, 
dehydrated 
products. 

• Proud of premium 
price. 

• Offer a patented 
product that no 
one else is able to 
replicate. 

• Rice is unique. 

• Proud of premium 
price. 

• Sells at high-end 
restaurants and 
country clubs. 

• Proud of premium 
price. 

• Strong breeding 
program producing 
more cattle than 
many other Florida 
ranches and with 
better cuts of 
meet. 
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 Dimensions Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

Manage-
ment 

1. Distribution 
of Responsi-
bility 

• Limited distribu-
tion of responsi-
bility to family. 

• Individual employ-
ees managed 
different units of 
the farm. 

• Management 
divided into units. 

• Individual employ-
ees managed 
certain aspects of 
the farm. 

• Volunteers and 
paid employees 
had separate 
responsibilities. 

• Divided farm into 
smaller units 
managed by 
independent 
teams. 

2. Diversity  • Employees pursue 
things on the farm 
that they were 
good at. 

• Hire the most 
skilled people to 
manage. 

• Hire experts to 
accomplish their 
goals. 

• Subcontract for 
things they aren’t 
good at. 

3. Integration  • Standard operat-
ing procedures for 
the entire farm. 

• Monthly manage-
ment meeting 
evaluating general 
procedures and 
processes and 
looked for ways to 
share resources 
across units. 

A Farm Is a 
Business 

1. Reinvest-
ment 

• Used capital to 
stabilize the 
business and be 
less vulnerable to 
brokers in the 
future. 

• Reinvested profits 
into business to 
expand product 
offerings. 

• Investing in 
research to 
improve practices 
and products. 

• Purchased 
incubator to get a 
better hatch rate. 

• Feeders. 
• Shed. 
• Chick house. 

• Built digesters/
vermicomposting  
• Hoop houses 
 

2. Social Goals  • Donated to local 
organizations. 

• Provides support 
to local organiza-
tions addressing 
education, and 
literacy. 
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 Dimensions Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

3. Environmen-
tal Goals 

 • Provides support 
to local organiza-
tions addressing 
wildlife and 
environment. 

• Preserve the land 
forever. 

• Using profits to 
clean water as it 
leaves the farm. 

• Using profits to 
maintain a wildlife 
conservation area. 

Planning 

1. Risk and 
Investment 

• Alleviated risk by 
only selling to 
brokers with a 
good track record,

• Took out a line of 
credit to purchase 
new equipment 
that would allow 
her to diversify the 
operation. 

• Don’t take on risk.

2. Visioning • 10 years. • Plan for long term 
sustainability of 
the business and 
the environment. 

• 5-10 year plan. • Planning for 
eternal use of the 
land. 

Passion 

1. Love of the 
Job 

 • Sacrifices many 
other aspects of 
life to farm. 

• Built farm from 
almost nothing to 
a very big firm. 

• Employees are 
passionate. 

• Farming is a life
goal, not just a 
business goal. 

• Farming is the core 
of the life 
experience. 

• Farming is a value 
and a vision of 
what human life 
means. 

2. Practicality • Almost went broke 
due to 
untrustworthy 
buyers. 

• Knows farm must 
make a profit to 
keep going. 

• Invests heavily to 
grow the business.

• But makes sure 
the costs do not 
drive the farm 
under. 

• The farm has to 
perform. 
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