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Abstract

Succession is essential for the existence and development of family farms and rural areas; however, the 
generalized aging of farmers is occurring worldwide. The main objective of this research is to analyse the 
motivations that determine young farmers’ choice to remain on the family farm, and their relation to the 
Generational Integration Process. Traditionally, succession analysis focuses on how socioeconomic conditions 
influence the probability of a farm being successfully passed on to the following generation. Other approaches 
focus on the Generational Integration Process (GIP), which is the ability of distinct generations to relate 
as a family, with the goal of passing on the farm through specific actions involving the participation of both 
successors and incumbent. The field work was carried out in Zarcero, a horticultural canton in Costa Rica, 
where 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with young famers (under the age of 35). Results 
indicate that the main reasons for staying on the family farm are related to self-management, a feeling of 
belonging, and family ties. This study generated a tentative framework to consistently analyse the Generational 
Integration Process and shows the complex nature of family farm succession by highlighting the multiple links 
between different motivations.
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Introduction

Most farms in the world are family owned (Corsi, 2004). Lowder et al. (2016) estimate that approximately 75% 
of agricultural land is held by family farmers. In Central America, family farming contributes to nearly 50% of 
rural employment (Salcedo and Guzmán, 2014), providing food security through a wide range of agricultural 
products. Succession is therefore essential for the existence and development of family farms and rural areas.

The exit of youth from rural areas has serious implications for both farms and food production. Emigration of 
rural youth can lead to cultural deterioration (Matte and Machado, 2017), especially through the loss of the 
farmer’s specific knowledge (Bertoni and Cavicchioli, 2016a) when successors choose to discontinue farming. 
Other research has found that the farms which do not have a current or potential successor are more likely to 
enter a period of stagnation or decline in the years prior to the incumbent farmer’s retirement (Inwood and 
Sharp, 2012; Wheeler et al., 2012). Likewise, older farmers usually tend to have less of an inclination to adopt 
new technologies or sustainable farming schemes (Dabkiene, 2015). This situation makes the involvement 
of young farmers fundamental in the adaptation of farms to the current climatic, technological and market 
demands.

Two main approaches to analyse farm succession can be distinguished in the literature. One approach focuses 
on the correlation of socioeconomic variables to succession, in which most publications use correlation 
analysis between socioeconomic variables and the succession status of the farm. Most of them focus on family, 
farm and farmer variables (Bertoni and Cavicchioli, 2016b; Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch, 2016), while others, 
to a lesser extent, have examined the topic by adding context variables (Creighton et al., 2016; Joosse and 
Grubbström, 2017). The other approach focuses on the description of the succession process and its stages 
(Carolan, 2018; Errington, 1998), in order to understand both succession and the strategies farmers employ 
so that their relatives can either stay on the farm or leave it (Conway et al., 2017; Fischer and Burton, 2014; 
Inwood and Sharp, 2012). In this approach there are studies suggesting that the Generational Integration 
Process (GIP) is the principal determinant in family farm succession (Perrachón, 2016: 24). GIP refers to the 
ability of distinct generations to relate as a family with the goal of passing on the farm through specific actions 
that involve the participation of both successor and incumbent.

The generalized aging of farmers is occurring in Costa Rica. The same phenomenon is found in Europe, where 
only 11% of farmers are under the age of 40 (Eurostat, 2016) and in Africa, where there is evidence that 
younger generations are increasingly reluctant to continue working on the family land (Boafo, 2019). In Costa 
Rica, the average farmer is 53.9 years old, and 22.5% of farmers are older than 65 (INEC, 2015). According to 
Costa Rican legislation, senior citizenship is obtained from the age of 65. This situation is a result of few young 
people entering the sector and incumbent farmers continuing to work into old age.
The main objective of this research is to analyse the motivations that determine young farmers’ choice to 
stay on the family farm. The following research question was asked: based on an analysis of the GIP actions 
identified, what are the main motivations for young farmers to become successors on the family farm?

Theoretical framework

Extensive research has been conducted to identify the relationship between socioeconomic variables and farm 
succession, where succession is the product of a combination of convenient factors that are usually analysed 
using discrete modelling. Some studies show that farms with more capital have a better level of succession 
(Bertoni and Cavicchioli, 2016a; Nuthall and Old, 2017); others show that more specialized farms (Hennessy 
and Rehman, 2007; Wolf, 2003) or those with non-conventional production are correlated to better levels 
of succession (Corsi, 2009; Kerbler, 2012); and yet other studies suggest that being male (Cavicchioli et al., 
2015; Kerbler, 2008) and coming from a traditional farming family (Mann, 2007) are characteristics positively 
correlated to succession scenarios. In addition to this, the literature shows that successors’ education can play 
either a favourable role if their area of study is related to agriculture, or a negative role if it is not (Glauben et 
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al., 2009). Whereas all of this research has contributed to a better understanding of farm succession, there are 
other factors in addition to the traditional socioeconomic variables that could provide valuable information 
in this respect.

The literature suggests that in addition to socioeconomic variables, the incumbent farmer influences succession 
through concrete actions oriented to the heirs’ introduction to farm management, which over time will 
generate a successor (Dirven, 2002; Perrachón, 2016). Díaz-Méndez (1999) found that children’s inclusion in 
social and work-related activities is determined by the action-strategies taken by their parents, and that in 
rural areas these are often related to the continuity of the farm on which the entire family depends. These 
authors suggest that succession is a process rather than a single moment’s decision. Dirven (2002:25) defines 
generational succession in agriculture as a process, during the farmer’s lifetime or not, of transferring the use 
of the patrimony and the management of the farming operations to the next generation. Likewise, Cabrera 
(1998) mentions that succession is a process that begins even before the successors take over management 
of the farm.

Perrachón (2016) argues that succession is mainly based on the GIP, which refers to the ability of distinct 
generations to relate as a family with the goal of passing on the farm. If the integration process is successful, 
the farm will be more likely to have a successor. Key actions that make up the GIP are:

Communication: communication between incumbent and successor should be based on clearly stating the 
intention of succession from both sides. Clear communication between incumbent and successor increases 
the likelihood of effective succession (Dyck et al., 2002). The need for communication between incumbent 
and successor is a fundamental part of the process as it leads to consistency between the expectations of 
both generations regarding the succession and the strategy to be adopted. To achieve this congruence, the 
children will have to accept certain policies of the parents even if they do not fully agree with them, and, in 
turn, the parents will have to make an effort to adapt to the successor’s needs (Cabrera, 1998).

Decision-making: incorporating the successor into farm decision-making. Uchiyama et al. (2008) state that the 
lack of incorporation of successors into farm decision-making leads to future farmers with little management 
capacity and puts the continuity of the farm at risk. Gallo and Peluso (2013) argue that one of the factors that 
most influences the children’s decision to leave is the lack of participation in decision-making on the farm. 

Payment: giving compensation for work done on the farm. When this remuneration does not occur, it is more 
difficult for the successor to formally establish themself on the farm because the employment relationship has 
been maintained informally (Morais et al., 2017). Successors who have been paid are usually the ones who stay 
on the farm once the incumbent is ready to yield control of the farm (Neiman, 2013). Likewise, paying children 
from an early age for their work on the farm can encourage them to stay, not only for economic reasons but 
also for psychological ones (May et al., 2019).

Supporting education: allowing sons/daughters to access formal education. Plana-Farran and Gallizo (2021) 
indicate that formal education is a factor that can create synergies with innovation, which ultimately favours 
succession. In this case, there is usually financial support for the successor to pursue their studies.

Land: allowing the heir to independently manage a segment of the farm. This action constitutes a proxy 
for training the successor on a practical basis. The presence of this action is necessary for the transfer of 
knowledge and at the same time is a key determinant of agricultural succession (Carolan, 2018). Using this 
action, the incumbent checks for what Shepherd and Zacharakis (2000) call “performance requirements”. The 
term refers to the future leader’s quality of output in specified areas, and to whether that output matches or 
exceeds certain acceptable levels or benchmarks in order to obtain management control. 

Planning: this refers to an incumbent’s pre-planned roadmap for farm succession. Succession should not be 
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seen as a single event but as a carefully planned process that takes place over time (Kirby and Lee, 1996). 
Bjuggren and Sund (2001) argue that good succession is usually planned well in advanced, prior to the younger 
generation being of age to assume control of the farm. Having an action plan helps the incumbent farmer take 
explicit or tacit measures towards succession, in which identifying an heir is usually the first step.

Each of the GIP actions affects the probability of family farm succession through a complex network of 
relationships that triggers different motivations regarding the decision to continue working on the farm or 
to leave it. Morais, Binotto and Borges (2017) argue that self-management characteristics such as autonomy 
in decision making, financial independence, and access to a healthy diet are possible motivations for young 
farmers to take over the family farm. These authors also suggested that family ties and having family members 
such as their father, mother, brother, and other relatives living in rural areas, as well as friends and labour 
unions (e.g. cooperatives), are important factors determining the successor’s motivation. In addition, Plana-
Farran and Gallizo (2021) show that the ability to take over the farm owing to empirical/formal knowledge 
and an emotional inclination to continue the family legacy are key motivations among young farmers to 
maintain the family farm. In this sense, family ties are usually motivations behind farm succession. 

Material and methods

The data was collected from Zarcero, a horticultural canton located 67 km northwest of San José, the capital 
of Costa Rica. The typical Zarcero farm is small (less than five hectares) and family-run (INEC, 2015). Our 
initial database was provided by the National Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAG), from which we 
selected young farmers. We considered farmers younger than 35 years old since national institutions use this 
cut-off age for considering people as young adults (CPJ, 2002).

Processing data from young farmers

INEC (2015) data indicated that there are 28 young farmers in Zarcero. We visited 20 of these farms during 
our fieldwork. These farmers were already in charge of the family farm or were managing the farm alongside 
their father and/or siblings.

The qualitative analysis was carried out with results obtained from semi-structured interviews based on the 
methodology established by Sibelet et al. (2013). The interview had two main sections. The first one aimed 
to find out how the young farmers experienced each of the GIP actions from a young age until they started 
managing the farm. The second section was designed to establish why young farmers stayed on the farm.

We conducted three analyses. The first was an in-depth analysis of how each GIP action was experienced by 
young farmers. The second, a cross-sectional analysis, looked at how many of the six GIP actions were present 
in each succession process. The third was an analysis of the main motivations for young farmers to continue 
working on the farm, complemented by a discourse analysis of each young farmer to identify the recurring 
motives for staying on the farm.

The aforementioned analysis led us to cluster the recurring motives according to affinity and to show the 
relationship between them, thus achieving a better understanding of how GIP actions are related to succession.

Results

Analysis of the actions that construct the GIP 

For younger farmers, the median farm size is 3.5 ha, six of the farms (30%) are organic, 17 of them (85%) 
do not obtain value added products from their crops, and 18 (90%) grow two or more kinds of crops. The 
farmers’ average age is 29 and the average time working on the farm is 16 years, which indicates that on 
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average, they started working when they were 13 years old. Seven farmers (35%) continued studying beyond 
high school. Those who studied at a university, whether they completed their degree or not, stopped working 
on the farm while they were studying. The actions related to the young farmers’ GIP are described below: 

Communication 
Based on the young farmers’ answers, three classifications of this variable were created:

Positive (+): the older farmer clearly communicated to the young farmer that he wanted him to be the 
successor on the farm
Neutral (o): the young farmer’s father supported any decision that his son would take, whether that 
meant staying on the farm or leaving
Negative (-): the older farmer clearly expressed that he did not want his son to continue working on 
the farm.

Most cases (70%) fell into the second category: the young farmer’s father supported his son’s decision either 
way. As A11 stated: ‘My father told us if we wanted to work, here you have enough to work with, and if you 
want to study and leave, I’ll help you out’. This farmer was the youngest of three brothers. There are other 
cases where there was a lack of explicit communication, but the successor intuitively knew the incumbent 
farmer (their father) would like them to stay on the farm. For example, farmer A12 added:

We haven’t actually sat down to talk about it, but I felt that he [his father] hoped we would continue managing 
the farm. When I told him I wanted to continue working on the farm and build my house here (on the farm) 
he was very happy. I think that yeah, he has always wanted me to continue the farm. 

This type of tacit communication, where the successor simply knows that the older farmer, in this case their 
father, desires the continuity of the farm, was discovered by Fischer and Burton (2014) in their study on 
understanding generational succession through Socially Constructed Endogenous Cycles. In this case, this 
kind of tacit communication has a positive outcome. 

In four cases (20%), the young farmers mentioned that their fathers openly incentivized them to stay on the 
farm, as farmer A5 mentioned:

For me to study agronomy was a dream for my father because he always wanted to study but he didn’t have the 
opportunity. When the time came for me to decide what to study and I told him I wanted to study agronomy, he 
was really happy. Then when I was finishing college he asked me if I could continue working on the farm.

In only two cases (10%) fathers encouraged their children to choose another area of work besides agriculture. 
Farmer A20 mentioned: 

when I was finishing high school, he always told me “go on and study because we don’t know what will happen 
with agriculture. 

Decision-making
Complete autonomy in decision-making on the farm begins, on average, at age 21. Among the successors 
analysed, the youngest age at which they began to be an autonomous decision-maker on the farm was 17 and 
the oldest was 25. Evolution in decision-making is a recurring phenomenon. In the case of 13 young farmers 
(65%), their fathers assigned them simple tasks; however, over time the incumbent farmer (the father) granted 
them more important tasks, such as marketing products, choosing what crops to plant, and even buying and 
selling land. Related to this, farmer A10 said: 

It makes sense that in the beginning I was just another of my father’s hired hands, later when I was a little 
older, about 15 or 16, my father let me be more in charge, so I made decisions that I knew pretty well that my 
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father, who was still in charge, was going to like. 

Likewise, farmer A13 mentioned that when they first started working together, he simply obeyed what his 
father said, but over time this started to change:

At first, I did only what he said, of course, then I got more experience, but really he was the one who managed 
the farm. Shortly afterwards, I was the one making decisions about where was the best place to sell our 
products and also which seeds to sow. 

These experiences show the importance that evolution in decision-making plays in the process of succession. 
Furthermore, it is coherent with the concept of the ‘farm ladder’ coined by Errington (1998) and analysed by 
Joosse and Grubbström (2017). In other cases, farm management is shared among siblings, allowing younger 
siblings to be incorporated into the decision-making process, which is facilitated by the older siblings as well 
as by the father. Farmer A18 mentioned: 

The land we bought not long ago, yes, they took me into account, as a kind of business partner’. 

In this case (farmer A18) the younger son was fully integrated into the farm management and his opinion 
counted in decisions that were very important for the farm, such as the purchase of land. Such an increase 
in the importance of decisions entrusted to successors is one of the key factors identified by Fischer and 
Burton (2014). Moreover, the faster a young farmer climbs the ‘farm ladder’, the sooner the farm will benefit 
from positive succession (Lobley, 2010). Every young farmer in our study who did not experience either of 
the following situations progressively evolved in the process of farm decision making. 

Complete disagreement between the incumbent farmer and the successor about the direction the farm 
should take. Therefore, the successor acquired no autonomy whatsoever at first and simply followed the 
incumbent famer’s (their father’s) orders. They however became independent sooner, and were able to take 
over part of the farm. An example of this situation is farmer A12: 

I left because I was totally against what they were doing, they continued farming conventionally and I went the 
organic route.

The incumbent farmer gave the successor the part of the farm that had been allocated to him (approximately 
3.5 hectares) to continue his organic production independently. The father continued farming conventionally 
with another son on the rest of the family farm.

Sudden death/disability of the father. Farmer A9 mentioned: 
When I was about 14 or 15, my father fell and ruptured his meniscus and ligaments so basically I had to 
take charge because for about 5 or 6 months my father couldn’t do any kind of work in the field. He had to 
have surgery but because of this situation he gave the responsibility to me and basically from then on, I was 
in charge.

In all cases, as Inwood (2013) mentions, raising their son/daughter to do farm work from an early age was a 
key factor.

Payment
In 17 cases (85%) young farmers were paid by their parents for working on the farm, when the farm was still 
run by the father. Three payment levels were observed:

Incentive: a small amount of money, generally given on the weekend. This can be considered an allowance, but 
it was given on condition that the farm work was done. This work could even be sporadic. In this case, farmer 
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A17 mentioned: ‘when I was a kid, I got a little bit of spending money.’  

Hourly payment or a fixed salary: this type of payment was given when there was more work. In this case, the 
incumbent farmer already considered the support of the successor as essential to reach the goals planned 
for the farm.

Division of profits/losses: this is the highest level of recognition for work done and was given when the farm 
was co-managed. It implied that the young farmer had reached the highest level of involvement in the farm, 
and therefore that he/she shared both the profits and the losses, should there be any.

Payment is an evolving process rather than a static one. Results indicate that four farmers experienced some 
kind of progressive payment process. For example, farmer A16 went from being paid hourly to receiving his 
share of the profits: 

Well, as I obviously had a certain amount of knowledge about farming, I was paid by the hour for the work, but 
now we share the profits. (Farmer A16)

In the case of farmer A5, he went from an incentive to an hourly wage: 

He gave us a little bit of money on the weekend and then we got to the point where he paid us by the hour. 

In this case, it went from an incentive to an hourly wage. 

Farmer A18 distinguished between the way the hired hands were paid (by the hour) and his own payment, 
which suggests that an hourly wage could be considered less important than having a regular salary.

Yes, they paid me, not much, but it helped...and as they saw that I started doing more, things changed… 
(Today) I have a salary; we all have a minimum salary. The hired hands are paid by the hour.

Today this farmer co-manages the farm with his siblings. An evolution in payment was evidenced: in the 
beginning the farmer received only an incentive, but this progressed to a salary as he was involved more in 
important decision-making. Farmer A10 represents the three levels of payment. This young farmer received 
incentive payments in the early years of life, later he received a fixed salary, and finally he began to share the 
profits/losses with his father. In this regard, A10 mentioned:

When I was a boy, my father gave me one dollar every Saturday, it was a lot of money for me. From that 
age I began to be interested in agriculture. Then as a teenager, when I helped my father, he gave me, I don’t 
know $10 or $20, but to save for high school, and things like that. Later on, when I left for university, I stopped 
working on the farm for a while, but then, when I returned to the farm, we started making decisions together 
about what to plant and what not to. That’s when things really changed because it was like I was already in 
charge and my father said to me ‘all right, now a percentage of the profits are for you’ or ‘let’s go 50/50’. Later, 
my father left horticulture farming to raise cattle.

In this case, the psychological impact of having an economic incentive which is given to the successor when 
he is young, in exchange for working on the farm, is recognized. This young farmer mentioned that when he 
started receiving this incentive, he became interested in agriculture. This result is in line with the findings of 
May et al. (2019), where paying children for their work on the farm from an early age can be an incentive for 
them to stay, not only for economic reasons but also for psychological ones.

Financial support while studying
Five young farmers (25%) received no financial support while they were studying, whereas 15 (75%) were 
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fully supported to continue their studies and were given both time and financial resources. Support given by 
parents to their children so that they could study correlates with the level of education of the young farmers, 
most of whom finished high school or even went on to university (7 farmers continued studying beyond high 
school). Lobley (2010) also found that young farmers who succeeded their parents mostly had secondary or 
post-secondary education, and that often they returned to the farm after studying, with ideas of things they 
wanted to implement.

Land
It was found that only four young farmers received a parcel of land to work on their own while still helping 
their father on the rest of the farm. Farmers A11 and A19 had the two largest farms, with 4.9 ha and 40 ha, 
respectively. By contrast, 17 of the 20 younger farmers did not benefit from this GIP action, which contradicts 
the hypothesis that giving land to the heir results in a greater probability that positive succession will occur. 
With respect to the farmers who mentioned this GIP action, farmer A19 mentioned that ‘when I began 
farming, he gave me a parcel of land and said, “you’re in charge of this”’. This young farmer said he even got a parcel 
of land on which there were greenhouses.

In fact, we had greenhouses and they were separate from the rest of the farm. We’d been farming organically 
for several years. 

This GIP action often became the space in which the incumbent farmer passed on his knowledge to the young 
farmer and the latter put it into practice more-or-less independently. Carolan (2018) argues that such spaces 
are ideal for knowledge transfer since they constitute a critical aspect of farm succession.

Planning 
Regarding planning, six of the young farmers (30%) mentioned indirectly that since they were young, their 
fathers had been planning for them to stay on the farm. However, we noted that in the case of 10 farmers 
(50%), there was initially no formal planning and that from an early age – typically between 13 and 17 – the 
farmer’s son/daughter had the possibility of choosing the path that best suited them: to continue studying or 
to choose another vocation. These young people started high school or even university, but did not necessarily 
finish; or they started working in another field, outside of agriculture, and then sometimes returned to the 
family farm because of the lack of opportunities. For these successors, the planning process began when they 
decided to return to work on the family farm. In such situations, several young farmers described certain 
actions that the incumbent farmers considered as part of the planning process, for example: including the 
successor as a business partner with the incumbent farmer, uncles and brothers (A4, A11, A14, A17, A18 and 
A20); leaving the farm to their heir to farm full-time and change the farming operations if they wished (A3 
and A10); horizontal integration on the farm (A12) or vertical integration on the farm (A20). None of the 
farmers mentioned an explicit plan for succession drawn up well in advance. Our research revealed mostly 
tacit actions or explicit but intermittent actions. The ideal roadmap with clear short- and long-term actions 
was not observed. This result is in line with the findings of Morris et al. (1996), who stated that in successful 
transitions, succession planning and related control activities are relatively informal. 

Cross sectional analysis 

Three out of four cases in which the incumbent had positive communication also involved five GIP actions, 
which suggests that positive communication is usually associated with a better GIP process. On the other 
hand, neutral or negative communication about succession is strongly correlated with late planning or no 
planning at all. This is unsurprising, given that the incumbents usually encouraged their sons to study, or left 
the final decision up to the successor. The decision to stay on the farm was therefore usually made by the 
successor once he had studied or worked off the farm, in which case planning took place in later years.
The absence of increased decision-making is more common when GIP levels are low. No farmer who had 
two or fewer GIP actions experienced increased decision-making. Similarly, lack of planning is a recurring 
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characteristic associated with the absence of increased decision-making. Additionally, the absence of the 
incumbent at some point due to an unforeseeable event or poor chemistry between the father and his heir 
leads to low levels of GIP (A2, A4, A6, A9, A17).

In this study, allowing the heir to independently manage a segment of the farm was not common. This could 
be due to the economic conditions related to the farm as most farms did not exceed 4.9 ha. In such cases, 
awarding a segment of land to a potential successor for them to have a certain level of independence while 
continuing the normal production on the rest of the farm could affect the farm’s profitability.

Two features were common to most (more than 75%) of the young farmers: 1) they received payment for 
their work even during childhood and adolescence, and 2) their father usually supported them by financing 
their high school and university studies. These two patterns hold true at both high and low GIP levels.

Table I: Number and type of GIP actions experienced by each young farmer

Farmer Communication*
Decision 
Making

Payment
Financial 
support

Land Planning
Number of 
GIP actions 
experienced

A1 + Yes Yes Yes No Yes 5

A5 + Yes Yes Yes No Yes 5

A12 0 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 5

A13 0 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 5

A19 + Yes No Yes Yes Yes 5

A16 + Yes Yes Yes No Yes 5

A3 - Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A8 0 Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A10 0 Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A11 0 Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A14 + Yes Yes No No Yes 4

A18 0 Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A20 - Yes Yes Yes No Yes 4

A7 0 No Yes No Yes Yes 3

A15 0 Yes Yes Yes No No 3

A9 0 Yes Yes No No No 2

A17 0 Father Died Yes No No No 2

A4 0 No Yes Yes No No 2

A2 0 Independent No Yes No Yes 2

A6 0 Father Died No No No No 0
*Communication: positive (+), negative (-), neutral (0)

Reasons why young farmers stayed to work on the family farm, and relation to the GIP

We analysed young farmers’ recurring motivations for staying on the farm, in relation to the number of GIP 
actions exhibited by each young farmer (Table II). The main reasons that young farmers gave for continuing to 
work on the family farm were clustered into three groups: self-management, a feeling of belonging, and family 
ties. 
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Table II: Young farmers’ main motivations to keep working on the family farm and number of 
GIP actions experienced

Farmer

GIP 
actions 
expe-
rienced

Main motivations

Self-management Feeling of belonging Family ties
Financial 
indepen-
dence

 Auto-
nomous 
decisions

 Time 
indepen-
dence

At-
tachment 
to farm/
region

Lifes-
tyle

 Avoidance 
of conflict 
with father

Giving 
back to the 
father

Inclusion 
in deci-
sion-ma-
king

Continuing 
family tra-
dition

 To 
support 
siblings’ 
studies

A1 5 X   X  X     
A5 5       X    
A12 5 X X X X X X    X
A13 5 X          
A19 5 X      X    
A16 5    X X  X    

A3 4  X X        
A8 4  X         
A10 4    X X  X  X  
A11 4 X  X        

A14 4 X          
A18 4  X   X   X   
A20 4 X       X   

A7 3 X   X   X    
A15 3    X       

A9 2 X X  X X      
A17 2 X          
A4 2       X    
A2 2  X    X X    
A6 0  X         
Total 72 10 7 3 7 5 3 7 2 1 1

Percentage of 
farmers 50% 35% 15% 35% 25% 15% 35% 10% 5% 5%

The Spearman correlation between number of GIP actions and number of motivations that led young farmers 
to follow in their father’s footsteps is 0.24, which is a low but positive value that reflects a weak association 
between these two variables. For example, the average number of motivations expressed by young farmers 
who experienced five GIP actions is 2.83. On the other hand, the average number of motivations expressed 
by farmers who experienced two GIP actions or fewer, is 2.

The first category and perhaps the one receiving the most attention, concerns self-management. Of all 
motivations, 49.83% are related to this group. Financial independence is the most important one, which shows 
that young farmers see farming as a way to earn money in light of a very common study-work dichotomy 
perception.

Motivations related to family ties account for 31.23% of the total. ‘Giving back to their father’ is an important 
motivation to stay on the farm, mentioned by 35% of young farmers. This result shows the importance of their 
father’s opinion for young farmers, regardless of past GIP actions.

Related to a feeling of belonging, attachment to the farm or region plays an important role since farms are 
usually passed on from one generation to the next. Similarly, 25% of all young farmers interviewed preferred 
a quiet lifestyle and being in touch with nature, rather than city life. These kinds of motivations account for 
18.94% of the total. 

Figure 1 depicts the main reasons to continue working on the farm, and the relationships between them and 
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other factors. We discuss each cluster in the discourse analysis section.
Figure 1: Diagram of reasons to stay on the farm

Discourse Analysis

Group 1: Self-management

This group exhibits a clear relationship with the GIP action called “payment”. Economic independence is the 
most important factor in this group. It was mentioned by 50% (10/20) of the younger farmers and can be 
considered an evolving process. Economic independence referred initially to the small amounts of money 
those young farmers received when they were children or adolescents. These payments were enough to buy 
inexpensive objects or to spend on leisure activities. Some of the younger farmers mentioned that even when 
they did not have an active role on the farm but still received a small sum from their father, this influenced 
their decision to continue working on the farm. For example, farmer A20 mentioned: 

In my case, during harvest, each week I got some money to do whatever I wanted with. 

Likewise, farmer A11 mentioned: 

I came to the farm, worked and then got to buy what I wanted, so this kind of economic independence is an 
incentive to keep learning and keep working.
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The second stage is associated with later phases in the succession process, when the successor already had a 
family or other kinds of responsibilities. Farmer A14 (married, and wife pregnant), is an example: 

The money is important, as I saw that I was doing well and that I began to have a good income, I decided to 
stay. If I had started out poorly, I probably would have left.’

Additionally, we see that economic independence is related to the ‘study-work dichotomy’, where many 
farmers perceive studying and work to be mutually exclusive. Studying is associated with a lifestyle that is 
much more economically restrictive compared to working on the farm, where one can earn an income much 
more quickly. Farmer A17 said: 

When you study, you have many needs, I saw it with my sister, she needed a lot of economic help when she 
began to study, whereas here, working on the farm gives me money.

Likewise, farmer A13 mentioned that:

Between studying and working on the farm, I was more interested in working on the farm because I started 
earning money, so I had it to spend on whatever I wanted. That would not have been the case if I’d chosen to 
study.

Similarly, farmer A9 mentioned that: 

Because of the poor economic situation, I was obliged to stay and work on the farm; studying was not an option 
because I didn’t have the financial resources that it required, whereas working on the farm gave me more 
economic independence.

One of the young farmers (A7) mentioned that it was impossible to find work in his field, so his only way to 
make a decent living was to return to work on the family farm:

What drove me to stay on the farm was that I couldn’t find a job, things were really complicated. I couldn’t find 
a stable job in the field that I’d studied in.

In this case, working on the farm was the response to the lack of economic independence caused by 
unemployment in other sectors, which is in line with Kazakopoulos and Gidarakou’s (2003) findings. Six 
farmers (30%) indirectly mentioned decision-making autonomy. In such cases, young farmers mentioned that 
when they worked with their father or another business partner, they could not make decisions, but when 
their father stepped down as the incumbent farmer or became too old, they became the new decision-
makers on the farm and this motivated them to stay. For example, farmer A3 worked with one of his father’s 
business partners from a young age, and mentioned the following as the main reason to stay on the farm:

There’s no partner now, I’m not with my father now, now there’s no one, so no one can say anything to me 
about the decisions that I take.

Similarly, A12 mentioned: 

What motivated me to stay was organic farming, I had a lot of ideas and things to implement that are different 
from conventional farming and that was what most motivated me to stay since I could decide what route to 
take.

If the successor is not prepared to assume farm decision-making, it could lead to management problems. 
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We observed how important it therefore was for the successor to be self-confident enough to be able to 
manage the farm once their father was no longer in charge. Such confidence is related to the level of empirical 
knowledge acquired during the formal or informal agricultural training process. The more the young farmer 
is incorporated into the decision-making process, the more training they will have, and so will be more 
confident about taking over the farm. Twenty percent of farmers (4/20)  mentioned empirical knowledge as 
a determining factor for staying on the farm – something that equally applies to other agriculture-related 
activities such as food retail and food processing (Levidow, 2018). For example, one farmer mentioned: 

I feel like I don’t do too bad...so this is motivating and makes me think that this is where I should be, 

adding that empirical knowledge was even more important than formal education: 

… I don’t really like to talk to the technicians (company representatives) because often they end up asking me 
questions and they’re the ones who’ve studied, but I have what they don’t have, which is experience, and that’s 
what’s most important.’ (Farmer A2)

Farmer A10 explained: 

…when I decided that I was not going to keep studying, I knew that I could do well in what I’d been doing since 
I was young, and I still feel that way. 

Another driver in this group corresponds to time independence and was mentioned by three of the farmers 
(15%). They highlighted the well-being they experienced about not having set working hours, which was a 
factor that influenced their decision to stay on the farm. For example, farmer A3 explained that: 

A truck driver [his brother’s job] has a difficult schedule, you have to wake up very early, at one or two in the 
morning, every day. Here, no, I wake up around 6:00 a.m. and if I arrive a little later it’s alright. 

These factors are strongly associated with a rural lifestyle, and are in line with those found by Kazakopoulos 
and Gidarakou (2003).

Group II: Family ties

Among family ties, the most important factor was having their father’s approval. Seven farmers (35%) 
referred to this, which shows the cultural importance of the father in the scheme of family values, and of the 
perpetuation of the lifestyle that he had established. It also shows a feeling of gratitude towards the father. 
For example, farmer A2 explained:

I stayed in order to give back to my father some of what he has given me; he gave me the best I have, he 
taught me how to work, and this is worth a lot to me, so it was a way to give back, it was like saying: I’m going 
to thank him by staying here.

Another family value reflected in the farmers’ answers was the work ethic, which made it ‘worth it’ to keep 
working on the farm. The farm was seen as the nucleus of the family business and the source of development 
not only for the farmer but for the entire family. In this respect, farmer A16 added: 

... I see it, I see it in them [his parents], so much work they’ve put into it, so that’s what makes me want to stay 
here, to thank them.

In the concept of the family, the importance of the father stands out again, as does the desire to take care of 
him when he no longer has the physical capacity to keep working on the farm. Farmer A19 exemplified this 
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when he commented, 
...family first, that’s what I always think. Now that my father’s starting to get old, he needs help.

Linked to this feeling of family collaboration, is the continuity of family traditions. Farmer A10 said:

My family has always been farming. When I told my father that I was going to stay, he was so happy that I 
decided to come back to the farm, which is basically what our family has always done.

This statement not only shows the importance of family traditions, but also emphasizes that of making their 
father happy by deciding to stay on the farm. It shows how the father’s beliefs affect the young farmer’s 
actions, which is linked to symbolic violence first set out by Bourdieu (1977). According to Lukes (2005), 
symbolic violence generates an effect of domination in the successor since they adjust their actions according 
to their father’s beliefs. 

Additionally, making others happy or ensuring the well-being of other family members also includes the young 
farmer’s siblings. Deciding to study or not is considered a family decision rather than a personal one. Investing 
in academic achievement is a family project, as farmer A12 mentioned: 

At one point we decided to help our sisters, who were pursuing university degrees, so we [the young farmer 
being interviewed and his brothers] really made the effort to keep working so that our sisters could keep 
studying because there was not enough money for everyone to study.

These results are consistent with those of Conway et al. (2017), who found that young farmers felt they were 
obligated to act like their father would have, which is also related to symbolic violence. In this case, family ties 
have negative implications, because they could cause young farmers to continue farming, even if this was not 
what they wanted.

Group III: Feeling of belonging

The ‘feeling of belonging’ indicated belonging as much to the place where the farmers grew up as to farming 
itself. Approximately 40% of employment in Zarcero is related to agriculture (Morales and Segura, 2015), and 
a great deal of daily life revolves around activities related to it. This is reflected in the following comment: ‘...as 
I grew up in it, I fell in love with farming’ (Farmer A15). As a result, residents in the area have founded agricultural 
cooperatives that promote local development, something that reinforces the feeling of belonging to the area. 
For example:

...the CoopeZarcero project influenced me to stay, my father works there now. It started out as a farmers’ 
association then became a cooperative, but ever since I was little, I’ve seen how the cooperative has been 
growing and that has encouraged me to want to farm professionally and to be able to collaborate on projects 
here in the area. (Farmer A5)

Such an environment generates in farmers the feeling of being responsible not only for their own farms but 
also for local development – a feeling that they transmit to their successors and that increases over time. 
Likewise, there is an appreciation of farming that also increases over time, as we see in the following excerpts 
from our interviews with famers A1 and A2, respectively:

As years go by, you get attached to this. Sometimes there’s money sometimes there’s not, but overall, you like 
what you’re doing. 

As the years go by, you end up being passionate about farming and it becomes a way of life as much for the 
farmer as for the family and here we’re getting ahead. 
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Another type of attachment is that which is related to the family farm, as A7 mentioned: 
The farm is part of me, of us [referring to his father and brother] and that’s what motivates me to keep going.

This type of motivation was also highlighted by Joosse and Grubbström (2017). Furthermore, family farm 
history and the sense of belonging to the area, farm and town play an important role in the construction of 
successor identity, as Conway et al. (2017) argued.

Conclusion

As the average age of the farming population is increasing worldwide, the findings of this research shed light 
on the complex nature of family farm succession. The most significant contribution of this paper lies in the 
understanding of how different motivations are linked to one another and their relation to the Generational 
Integration Process.

This research provides empirical insights on young farmers’ motivations to keep working on family farms. 
As every family situation is unique, a broad range of motivations can be distinguished; however, an in-depth 
analysis led us further, to clustering the motivations into three groups according to affinity. In addition, this 
research found the links between the most important motivations according to young farmers’ opinions, 
which is a step forward on the way to understanding family farm succession.

Although the level of GIP has a low but positive correlation with the number of motivations, external factors 
such as the presence of a cooperative in the area, or internal factors such as the characteristics of the farm, can 
enhance the incumbent’s actions. In this regard, higher levels of GIP can increase the possibility of succession 
of a farm through both internal and external synergies. Likewise, the fact that a single motivation could be 
enough for farmers’ children to remain on the family farm, means that the more GIP actions (Table II) carried 
out by the incumbent, the greater the probability of the successor being motivated – which ultimately could 
represent the difference between having a successor or not.

Findings suggest that self-management-related motivations play a key role in having a farm successor. Self-
management can be encouraged in two ways, the first one oriented to financial independence, and the second 
one linked to decision-making autonomy. Regarding financial independence, adequate payment is crucial to 
encourage a son or daughter to stay on the farm. When they are still very young, a weekly allowance seems to 
be a necessary action to encourage them later on to stay on the farm. However, as payment should increase 
as the responsibility and age of the heirs increase, other kinds of remuneration are used, such as payment 
per hour, a salary, and a share of profits. Similarly, the incumbent must consider the heir’s opinion related to 
farm decision-making. The lack of inclusion in decision making, along with inappropriate or no payment can 
jeopardize family farm succession. 

While farm characteristics, incumbent characteristics, and context all have essential roles to play in family 
farm succession, family ties can be the main reason why young farmers decide to follow in their father’s 
footsteps. According to this research, having younger siblings to take care of or honouring the family farming 
tradition are decisive reasons that can be even more important than self-management.

As a feeling of belonging is an important group of motivations, it is strongly linked to the farm or town 
where the young farmer grew up. As such, the feeling of being responsible for the wellbeing of the town can 
play a key role in determining young farmers’ decision to stay on the family farm. Local initiatives such as 
cooperatives or farmers’ associations are presented as important elements in the construction of a feeling 
of belonging starting in childhood. Regarding attachment to the farm, this motivation has profound links to 
self-management motivations, since autonomous decisions can be made when young farmers are included in 
farm decision-making – a long-term action that is in turn linked to the number of years worked on the farm.
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Analysing farm succession using isolated factors can lead to important but reductionist results, where links 
between motivations can be missed. The results of the present research can serve as inputs for the generation 
of new policies to attract young people to agriculture. For example, motivation related to lifestyle and time 
independence are characteristics of the agricultural sector that can attract young people who are looking 
for a healthier lifestyle and a job with a more flexible schedule. In addition, long-term motivations related to 
autonomous decisions, a feeling of belonging, and inclusion in decision-making are strongly linked not only 
to early childhood but also to the successor’s integration as they grow up. As such, policy action oriented 
towards encouraging family farm succession should not be focused on solving only episodic succession crises. 
Instead, it must include actions with long-term orientation.

Our findings suggest that family farm succession is not just a financial or business matter; it also implies 
passion, family pride, connection to the family farm, and a sense of mutual family support. If we wish to keep 
farmers on the land, public policy should not only tackle economic or financial aspects, but also attempt to 
address the intangible aspects that can be decisive in the process of becoming a young farmer.
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