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Abstract
Agriculture is an important engine for the Dutch economy and women play a significant role in the
sector. Over the past decades, the Netherlands has made emancipation shifts and more women are
working on and off the farm. The traditional model in which women stay home to take care of the
children while the man is working for a wage is becoming less visible and is making space for women
for taking entrepreneurial actions. Women often participated as individual labour forces in agricultural
despite their crucial role in the development of Dutch family farms. Studies on rural gender issues has
been studied in academia since the 1970s and in the late 90s interests in gender started to increase
among feminist and cultural research. Rural is perceived as a strong component of identity among
women. Identity of agricultural women has been changing over time because the increased off-farm
and on-farm employment of farm women. However, traditional gendered identities around farming
work remained in place. Building on different feminist approaches four concepts (pathways, agency,
multifunctionality and identity) are used for a new framework that contributes to feminist research in
Dutch gender research.
This study consists of a conceptual framework that has been built upon four main concepts. The
conceptual framework has been applied during my analysis of the changing role of women in Dutch
agriculture focused on the perspectives of 15 agricultural women. The aim of this thesis is to
understand the perspectives of farm women in the Netherlands on their role and contributions within
the sector. Within this study I pay attention upon how women farmers perceive their own agency and
their identity. In addition, it will contribute to a better understanding of gender dynamics within Dutch
agriculture from the perspectives of agricultural women and a sustainability angle.
The purpose of this study is to make gendered relations within the agricultural sector more visible and
thus contribute to making agricultural analysis more gender responsive in the Netherlands. This will
contribute to agricultural interventions and research that will benefit both women and men in the
future. i.e., sensitive to the gendered effects of agricultural interventions and ensuring that research
activities will benefit both women and men, and that neither of them will be harmed (Kauck et al.
2010).
Key words: pathways, agency, multifunctionality, identity, sustainability, family farms

3

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women

Acknowledgement
This thesis has been one of my biggest projects so far and many people were part of this journey and
helped me in achieving this.
First, I would like to thank all the women who took their time to participate in this research. They
showed great interest in my study, took their time to share their personal stories with me and trusted
me. Their information helped me understand the complexities between the challenges they face(d) on
the farm while at the same time how beautiful life can be. Without my gatekeepers, I would not have
met those amazing agricultural women and therefore I would like to show my gratitude to them as
well.
Second, my gratitude goes to my super visor Mark Vicol who patiently guided me through this process
of ongoing ideas and thoughts. He helped me to put my thoughts and findings on paper with the result
of an MSc thesis.
I also would like to thank my friends and family, who have been a support system and motivation. A
special thanks goes to my mum, who kept asking me critical questions and expressed so much interest
in my study. She read my entire thesis and challenged me to persist.

4

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women

Table of content
Abstract .......................................................................................................................................................... 3
Acknowledgement .......................................................................................................................................... 4
Chapter 1: Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 7
1.1 General Background literature review for thesis context ............................................................................. 7
1.1.1 History of women emancipation in the Dutch agriculture through feminism waves ........................... 9
1.1.2 Gender in agriculture .......................................................................................................................... 10
1.1.3 Income sources of women on the farm ............................................................................................. 11
1.1.4 Women farmers in Europe.................................................................................................................. 12
1.1.5 Women farmers in the Netherlands ................................................................................................... 13
1.1.6 Entry in farms for women in the Netherlands .................................................................................... 13
1.1.7 Sustainability, agriculture, and gender ............................................................................................... 15
1.2 Research topic and problem statement ...................................................................................................... 16
1.3 Research questions ..................................................................................................................................... 16
1.4 Outline of thesis .......................................................................................................................................... 17
Chapter 2: Conceptual literature review ....................................................................................................... 18
2.1 Feminist methodologies .............................................................................................................................. 18
2.2 Conceptual framework ............................................................................................................................... 19
2.3 Concepts for conceptual framework ........................................................................................................... 20
2.3.1 Pathways ............................................................................................................................................. 20
2.3.2 Agency ............................................................................................................................................... 21
2.3.3 Multifunctionality ............................................................................................................................... 21
2.3.4 Identity ................................................................................................................................................ 22
2.4 Other unmissable concepts ......................................................................................................................... 23
2.4.1 Sustainability ....................................................................................................................................... 23
2.4.2 Family farms........................................................................................................................................ 24
Chapter 3: Methodology ............................................................................................................................... 26
3.1 Selection process......................................................................................................................................... 26
3.2 Positionality ................................................................................................................................................ 28
Chapter 4: Results ......................................................................................................................................... 30
4.1 Pathways of women for entering farm live ................................................................................................ 30
4.2 Family farm characteristics......................................................................................................................... 33
4.3 Agency of women farmers in the context of female leadership ................................................................. 36
4.4 Multifunctionality and sustainability .......................................................................................................... 38
4.4.1 Multiple income sources as driver ...................................................................................................... 38
4.4.2 Communication skills and multifunctionality...................................................................................... 39
4.4.3 Future prospects for next generation ................................................................................................. 41
4.5 Identity ....................................................................................................................................................... 41
4.5.1 Agricultural women groups ................................................................................................................ 42
4.6 Key results from field data .......................................................................................................................... 44
Chapter 5: Discussion .................................................................................................................................... 46

5

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women
Chapter 6: Conclusion ................................................................................................................................... 50
6.1 Key arguments ............................................................................................................................................ 50
6.3 Lessons learned........................................................................................................................................... 52
6.4 Reflection on the research process ............................................................................................................. 52
6.5 Limitations of the research approach ......................................................................................................... 52
Reference list ................................................................................................................................................ 53
Annex 1: Interview format (in Dutch) ............................................................................................................ 59
Appendix 2: Case study van der Ploeg ........................................................................................................... 61

6

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women

Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter serves as an introduction to this study. In the first section, a literature review has been
done. This review gives an overview of the history and the current situation of dutch agriculture with
an emphasis on women and their position within this sector.
The second part of this chapter gives an outline of the research topic and the problem statement that
has been build based on the literature review. The third part of this chapter gives an overview of the
research questions, and the final section shows an outline of this thesis and its following chapters.

The role of Dutch women working on farms has shifted through the generations. Historically, Dutch
women were key business partners in their husbands’ farming enterprises.
The role of women in agriculture is a theme that frequently pops up in feminist literature on gender
relations in agriculture in different countries, a fundamental statement that can be made is that
women have made significant contributions to family farm’s social and economic well-being through
them on and off-farm contributions (Wright & Annes, 2016). However, whether women play an
important role in the development of a more sustainable agriculture remains unclear.
With this thesis I will investigate and understand the changing role of women in Dutch agriculture from
the perspectives of agricultural women. The aim of this thesis is to understand the perspectives of farm
women in the Netherlands on their role and contributions within the sector, with emphasize on
sustainability. The following sections draw a picture of the Dutch agriculture and how the role of
women have been shaped in the sector. Building on the literature in the chapter below, it is still not
clear how women farmers view their own position and roles on their farms and what drives them
towards moving to a farm. In addition, the role of women in the transition towards a more sustainable
future of rural areas in the Netherlands has not been receiving enough attention from researchers.
This is the entry point for my research to investigate what role women take in Dutch farms and how
they describe their roles with their own words. Herewith, I built this thesis on stories of 15 women
who live on a farm.

1.1 General Background literature review for thesis context
The Netherlands is emancipating; more and more women are securing top level jobs and big
companies have a quota in which they strive for a 30 percent of woman occupation in their boards of
commission. Besides this, the Dutch government wants to make it easier for both women and men to
combine their work with care (e.g., children) by stimulating companies to be more flexible when it
comes to working hours when an employee has a child for example (Rijksoverheid, 2018). Women are
becoming entrepreneurs and the traditional model in which women stay home to take care of the
children while the man is working for a wage is becoming less (18 % in 2017). This means that in most
households, men work fulltime, and women work parttime after having children (Rijksoverheid, 2018).
When comparing the Netherlands with other European countries, Dutch women are most likely to
work parttime rather than fulltime (Emancipatie monitor, 2018). The participation of women in
different sectors changed over time, but traditionally women participated always in agricultural, often
7
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as invisible labour force. Loeffen (1984) showed that in the eighties already, women played a crucial
role in the development of family farms in the Netherlands. Since agriculture plays a dominant role in
the economy of the Netherlands, it is interesting to look at how women are represented in this sector.
Dutch farming is characterized by family farming.
The interest in gender in agriculture and development is not a new trend, the first studies on rural
gender issues were published in the 1970s (Bock, 2006). Since then, donor agencies, non-governmental
agencies and universities institutionalized the concept of ’gender' (Cornwall et al. 2007). In the later
1990s, one started to be more and more interested in studying rural and farm women, mainly towards
questions of identity which was influenced by feminist and cultural research (Brandth, 2002).
Agriculture has been export-oriented in the Netherlands and had a free trade policy in the 19th century
(Haas, 2013). However, this changed during the economic crisis in the 1930s to protect the Dutch
economy. After the World War II, before the economic crisis during the post war period this system of
import levies and export restitutions became rather expensive for the state’s budget. However, the
Netherlands defended the inclusion of agriculture in the proposals for a European Economic
Community together with France, who had a large agricultural export as well (Nooij et al., , 1994).
Over the past decades, the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) has been important for the profits of
Dutch agriculture because of its creation of an enlarged market. Before entering the common market,
Dutch farmers were accustomed lower prices before than those obtained in the CAP. In the 1950s, the
CAP and the Dutch policy reached the same critical point, in which the position of farmers’
representatives in the European political arena were weakened because of the system being extremely
expensive. As a result, to this, macro-economic value received more support and the interests of
agricultural interests traded off against non-agricultural ones (Nooij et al., 1994).
The agricultural sector has been facing many challenges lately: competition from other markets
internationally, fluctuation in prices and a society that is becoming more and more critical towards
farming practices and negative effects on our ecosystem. All these dynamics are affecting political
changes and raising questions and insecurities within the sector. Globally, Dutch agriculture has built
a reputation because of its food production, its technological knowledge and innovation in the agrifoods sector. This reputation brings global responsibilities, such as the issue of providing food for the
world’s population in 20501. The Netherlands is the third agri-foods exporting country of the world, so
we do not only face economic responsibilities but also in sharing knowledge on innovation and quality
to prepare future food security. Sustainability of agricultural systems is often mentioned in the debates
concerning farming practices and its effects on the world. The Dutch agricultural sector is expected to
keep on developing within stricter economic, social, and ecological terms. The effect of this is that the
number of agricultural farms has been decreasing since the fifties. While for example dairy farms and
horticultural farms are expanding their fields and minimizing buildings, other farms who cannot
compete create other income sources and become more multifunctional (Meijdam et. Al, 2013).
The number of farms that have created multiple income sources has been increasing since up to 60
per cent in the first quarter of 20202 (compared to 2016). Between 2016 and the first quarter,
It is expected that the world’s population will grow up to 9 billion in 2050.
The first quarter of 2020 has been used for this research because of COVID-19, the other 3 quarters have not been used
for the analysis done by CBS.
1
2
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agricultural companies have been expanding their activities on the farm: four out of ten Dutch farms
have multiple income sources nowadays. Compared to 2016, the number of farms that are selling farm
products directly to consumers and catering tripled in the last four years. Agricultural nature and
landscape management is the most common activity that has been applied next to regular farming
practices, around 8.2 thousand companies use this as an income source, which is 55 per cent more
than in 2016 (CBS, 2020). From the perspective of the sustainability of Dutch rural areas these are
important developments.
Many agricultural areas and natural areas have become important for the Dutch government. This is
partly in response to the International Development Goals in which we try to combat climate change
and conserve natural areas. All municipalities of the 12 provinces are responsible for nature
conservation in their provinces. The Dutch government grants different forms of subsidies for nature
conservation. Farmers can apply for subsidies and in exchange they must help conserving natural
areas, this way they contribute to sustaining rural areas (LNV, nd). Developing circular farming is an
example that the Dutch Ministry of Nature and Food quality is advocating and supporting with
subsidies. For farmers who want to innovate can apply for the the rural development program (POP3),
in which biodiversity, innovation, sustainability, water management, and young farmers are
fundamental for circular farming practices (LNV, n.d.).

1.1.1 History of women emancipation in the Dutch agriculture through feminism waves
The development of emancipation is fundamental and could be led back to three feministic waves in
the Netherlands. the first one started around 1870 until 1919, in which one advocated for better paid
jobs for women, better educational opportunities, the right to vote and equal positions within
marriage and more decision-making rights concerning their children. To reach these goals, different
organizations were established (e.g.: Vrije Vrouwen Vereniging and Vereniging voor Vrouwen
kiesrecht3). The second wave arose in 1968, one was still advocating for the same rights as within the
first wave. However, new advocacies started for equal wage, childcare possibilities, and the right to
self-determination. During this wave, many organizations and groups fought for womens’ rights (Atria,
Lexicon Nederland en België, 2017). Women stood for better education for women, the right to vote,
equal positions within marriages in households and better wages for women. During this period, two
women played significant roles in advocating for womens’ rights in agriculture. One of them was Theda
Mansholt, who advocated for farm women to take their role in developing and modernizing of the
agricultural sector during the first feministic wave. Being a farmers’ daughter and coming from a family
that was politically outspoken with social democratic ideas, she wanted to create the possibility for
women to profit from the modernization of agriculture and to increase their living conditions.
She argued that it was the role of women to be the example of agricultural practices, a women farmer
should: …” be able to carry out the work she is expected to do in a knowledgeable manner, so
judiciously, that she can assess the usefulness of the various activities and may therefore achieve labour
savings and will continue to want and must understand the place of agriculture in social life, it will
especially want to learn about phenomena in the social field such as cooperation, community life, etc.,
and then it will be able to stand next to the man to fight interests.“(ca 1919) (Burg, 2002, p. 1).
Accordingly, she believed that women had the agency to fulfil important roles in agriculture by
studying, attending lectures, and building up collective organizations in which participants have similar
goals. Besides advocating for women, she encouraged those men and woman to work together for the

3
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development of agriculture. Mansholt was one of the many people who publicly advocated for the
interests of women in agriculture; she followed the footsteps of earlier advocates, such as, the
historical feminist is A.M.M. (Mienette) Storm-van der Chijs (1814-1895), who played a leading role in
advocating for greater employment and educational opportunities for women in Dutch agriculture. In
1863 Storm-van der Chijs spoke at the annual Dutch agricultural congresses, in which she pleaded for
girls' vocational education. Although, she kept using this speech for many years to draw attention to
the 'women's question' in agriculture, she did not immediately succeed in mobilizing sufficient
supporters in agricultural circles to make the difference she was advocating for. However, few years
after her death, three organizations successfully opened a school that offered courses for dairy
vocational education for women to subsidize dairy production in 1889. Nevertheless, after six years,
this educational form disappeared because of the changing economic value of the dairy industry, in
which Dutch farmers would become dairy suppliers the next decade. Therefore, new forms of
education where introduced, to improve dairy production, women were not included as students
because it was rather focused on functions in dairy factories than transformation at farm level.
Mansholt took the challenge to lead the building of a separate branch of agricultural education for
women: agricultural household education, after almost half a century after the Storm- van der Chijs’s
pleas for structured education for women in the sector (Burg, 2002).
The third wave arose after the eighties, and it is still debatable whether we are in the third wave still
or whether there is a fourth wave in which we live now. The third wave arose when there was a need
for more labour due to the economic situation. In addition, more and more women were studying and
wanted to get a job after their studies. Another remarkable dynamic was the introduction of female
farmer organizations. These were groups of young women who were well educated and advocated for
better positions within the sector. Members of the organizations were focused on regional level, in
which they argued for more education possibilities for women in the agricultural sector and an open
space for discussions regarding things only male farmers used to discuss (Storm & Burg, 2011).
So, a new trend started to develop in which married women started to work besides their role as
caretaker within the household. Despite the increase of female labour, it was expected by society that
women should prioritize taking care of the activities within their household while the husband is the
main financial caretaker. This social dynamic is fundamental for the development of female labour in
the twentieth century in the Netherlands.

1.1.2 Gender in agriculture
The agricultural sector has been going through an emancipation development, this has partly been due
to the ´Landelijke Boerinnen Belangen organisatie´, (LBB) which is an organization that was developed
for changing the position of female farmers in the sector. The LBB stood for the emancipation of
women and farmers. This emancipation development occurred in two waves in the 19th century and
in the 70s. In the 20th century the first female farmer organizations and agricultural organizations were
introduced, the members were critical women who were focused on food chains, farm models, the
division of labour. Later, these female farmers organizations joined forces through the LBB. Joining
forces was a success, because LBB had an entry point in agricultural circles and advocated for women’s
representation within interest groups and the agricultural sector in general. Back then, women were
allowed to work or cooperate, but they were often seen as cheap labour and as derivatives of the
business interest. Little attention was paid to the wishes of the famer’s wife’s and to what they found
important or necessary. The LBB women had clear ideas about living and working on the family
10
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business and fought for women to have a title as farmer, being involved in decision making processes
and having access to social security (Storm & Burg, 2011)”.
Over the past decades, we have seen that the traditional roles within agricultural households have
been going through a shift; from the woman who works in the house to the woman who has a job
elsewhere outside of the farm. More and more women who are married to farmers work for
companies outside the farm. In the eighties only five per cent of farmers wives had a job, while
nowadays women have more agency when it comes to decision making within the farm company.
Working outside of the company is beneficial for how farm companies operate. The reason for this is
that when a woman works outside the farm, she gets new insights from other areas/ companies that
could be useful for the business operations at the farm. In 2014, Meulen et. Al did a research for
Wageningen Research (LEI), on family farms in collabouration with the university of Windesheim. The
results show that 38 per cent of women were fully involved in day-to-day business decisions at the
farm, more than 70 per cent were involved in decision-making on strategic matters, such as the
business succession, loans, sale, and purchase of land etc. As a result of this involvement on decision
making, more and more business partnerships have been established (Meulen et. al, 2014). Another
dynamic that emerged from the research is that the women who work outside of the farm are
perceived to be less emotionally involved than their husband. By this it is meant that for these women,
it is less obvious that the company is taken over by the son or daughter and thus could be taken over
by a non-relative. Because this is not self-evident with other non-agricultural family businesses
(Meulen et. al, 2014).
In the twenty first century, working became a norm for Dutch women and before becoming a mother
almost all women have a paid job, after giving birth, most women continue to work as well in the
agricultural sector, an emancipation shift has been developed as well; Farmer’s wives are working
more outside of the farm and have more agency when it comes to decision making within the
company, they are also better educated because of more opportunities. However, Dutch women are
ranked lowest when it comes to fulltime work compared to other countries in Europe and is
characterized by women working parttime (NPO1, 2020).

1.1.3 Income sources of women on the farm
Research show that agricultural women are more active
in selling products and developing secondary services on
the farm. It often happens that the farm produces the
basic products the woman uses for her businesses (e.g.,
milk for cheese). In the case of providing services, room
is being made for the location needed (e.g., a shop
alongside the farm, mini camping). Agricultural women
do not only develop activities alongside the primary
activity on the farm, in most cases women use the farms
primary products as input for their businesses. A survey
with 100 respondents shows that agricultural women
have different reasons for starting their own activities on
their farm (see fig. 1); some start a new business for
social and financial reasons, but most see it as a fresh
start to begin with a new activity. Creating new business Figure 1: Reasons for creating new income source on the farm
(Storm & Burg, 2011)
models on the farm is seen as a strategy to maintain the
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farm financially and to make it attractive for future succession (Hendriksen & Klaver, 1995). Figure 1
shows that 52% of the respondents said that new income activities were created as a hobby, while 45
% created new income sources because of their financial situation at the farm company (Storm & Burg,
2011).
The commission of agricultural work (Comissie Agrarisch Werk) argues that agricultural women are
investing in new business models in Dutch agricultural sector to get out of the deadlock. By this we
could refer to section 1.1, in which the current situation of the sector has been discussed with farmers
having to cope with more and more restriction and thus must look for other income sources.
Accordingly, there are many talented women in this sector who create new business models on their
farms than one is aware of. In that way they contribute actively to economic sustainability of the family
farm and to more sustainable rural areas in the Netherlands (Storm & Burg, 2011).
Women play an important role on family farms; the most recent figures from CBS show that from the
total of 138 thousand people working on family farms, 46 thousand are women. From all the women
that work in the agricultural sector, 8 out of ten are working on family farms. Women farmers have
more often income sources outside of the farm, while men are more involved in the implementation
of expanding farm activities. Agricultural women are more engaged in nature and landscape
management, by creating income activities in agrotourism or leisure activities and the sale of
agricultural products. Accordingly, when it comes to nature and landscape management, men are
mainly active in energy production for their own use and agricultural contract work for third parties
(respectively 16 and 15 percent of the expansion activities carried out) (CBS, 2017).

1.1.4 Women farmers in Europe
In Europe, several studies have been done with an emphasis on women’s participation in agriculture.
Agriculture and the position of women in agriculture and society has transformed over the last 40
years. Professor Sally Shortall (2020) argues that across the EU-28, around 30% of farms across are
managed by women, this means that 70% of the farmers are man and farming is culturally perceived
as a male profession (Shortall, 2020). It is estimated that in the Netherlands, the proportion of female
farm managers is below the EU average (30%) (European parliament, 2019). Women rarely inherit land
and in some European countries, laws have been introduced to alter these cultural patterns by making
the eldest child the legal heir to the farm (e.g., Norway). Besides ownership of land, diversity of
representatives in agricultural organizations is still rare; women are under-represented in top-level
decision making. Despite the increase of reflecting on the issue of diversity from farming organizations
and governments establishing equality and activities to increase visibility of women; cultural norms
and structural exclusion are still dominant in this sector.
Despite the male domination within the agricultural sector, women provide considerably much input
of farm labour and are often involved in farm management decisions (Eurostat, 2018; FAO, 2018, cited
from Shortall, 2020 p. 19). Inclusion of women in the agricultural sector is critical for its success,
because research has proven that diversified enterprises are more successful. Across Europe, several
initiatives to increase women’s visibility in agriculture have been introduced, such as, various awards
for innovative women farmers. An example is the Committee of Professional Agricultural Organizations
and the General Committee for Agricultural Cooperation in the European Union (Copa-Cogeca) which
was established in 2012.
12
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In 2012, Copa-Cogeca established the European Innovation Award for Women Farmers to highlight the
many innovative projects created by women in the sector across the EU. In 2014, a Dutch female
farmer won the innovation award with a farm system in which fruits are produced in orchards that are
surrounded with FAB strips (Functional Agro Biodiversity) with flowers. She is also strongly involved in
diverse community projects such as local beekeepers, a foundation with mentally disabled clients,
restaurants etc. (Copa-Cogeca, 2014).

1.1.5 Women farmers in the Netherlands
A study by FAO showed that compared to other European countries, the gender imbalance among
farmers is relatively high in the Netherlands. In that year, only one in very twenty farmers was a woman
(Eurostat, 2018 p. 26).
Small holder farmers are experiencing forms of exclusion on economic and political level in the
Netherlands (Bock & Rooij, 2000). These forms of exclusion are mainly perceived by male farmers since
female farmers are facing other forms of exclusion which they lack integration because of their status
as women. Agriculture in the Netherlands is still a man’s world and female professional farmers are
granted little respect on institutional level. Labour processes in farming differs between men and
women. Women often perform different tasks than their husbands. According to Rooij (1994), women
became assistants which led to a more hierarchical work relationship between women and men. As a
result, a decrease in women’s working time in productive farm work has been noticed. Women became
more housewives and less farmers (Rooij, 1994).
Despite their input in representing the farm, contributing financially, and performing management
tasks, women are not recognized as working partner until a formal partnership or a form of business
association has been established in which men and women are both recognized as working partners.
One third of all farm women in the Netherlands have an income or a job off the farm. Women are
involved in the farm, but their positions changed over time in a more business-like design. Women are
less informed than their partners about agricultural affairs, especially when there is a father-son
partnership. It is often the case that women become more involved after the farm has been transferred
to the son and the woman becomes unmissable on the farm. Women remain invisible work force, one
of the reasons is that the labour of a farm woman is only registered if she does more than 20 hours of
farm work in a week. Despite being mostly positive, marriage settlements and partnerships can have
negative effects for women if they are not well formulated (Geluk-Geluk, 1994 p.32).

1.1.6 Entry in farms for women in the Netherlands
The most common entry point for women to enter farm live is through marriage with a farmer. Family
farming is called patriarchal; the male farmer is head of the family and the farm; at the end of the day,
he is most likely to be taking the relevant decisions. The male farmer is often the farm’s public face,
and he participates in agricultural (study) groups and organizations. In Family farms, labour is carried
out by family members who, and the allocation of tasks are gendered: women are responsible for
household tasks and care, while men do the physical work on the farm. This allocation of tasks has
been perceived as a natural distribution of work based upon certain gender specific attributes. Besides
working in the household, women also do various productive work on the farm. Women are adaptable
and flexible workforces and therefore they are often characterized as the farmer’s helper or assistant.
Women have an extensive workload on and off the farm, which is also referred to a double burden
13
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(Brandt, 2002). Shortall (1999) argues that the relationship between women and farming is shaped by
their route of entry and position within the farm family.
As discussed in the previous section, the agricultural sector is dominated by male farmers. Within the
agricultural sector, there is no common denominator for the roles of women. Many farmers are facing
the issue of not having a successor for their company, more than 59 % of farms with an owner of 55
years or older did not have a successor in 2020 (CBS, 2021). In 2020, there were more than 52 thousand
farms, of which more than 27 thousand with an owner aged 55 or older. Of these companies,
approximately 11 thousand had a business successor and 16 thousand (59 %) did not. The size of the
farm company plays an important role when finding a successor; big and medium companies often
find successors, while smaller companies find it more difficult. Figure 2 gives an overview of small to
big farming companies that had a successor over the past years. When looking at 2020, it is remarkable
that only 18 % of the smallest farms have a successor while 70% of the big farms found a successor.

Figure 2: Agricultural farms with a successor (CBS,2021)4

As stated, before in the previous paragraph, most farmland is owned by men, and it is often inherited
by the son. Traditionally this has been the case in the Netherlands for decades, but a shift has been
noticed in which there is an increase in farm daughters who become successors of all kinds of farms.
Nieuwe Oogst is an agricultural newspaper in the Netherlands that publishes different topics and
studies related to the agricultural sector in the Netherlands. At the end of 2020, a study has been done
by Nieuwe Oogst, with an emphasis on the positioning of women farmers in the sector. For this study,
a survey was carried out with 1988 respondents by Nieuwe Oogst in the last quarter of 2020.
Remarkably, 412 respondents responded to the questions about whether they have a successor or not
and 67% of the successors are women. Important to note is that of all respondents, 77 % is male. When

4

Left to right: Very small-, small-, medium-, big- farm.
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it was asked whether women have more possibilities to become agricultural entrepreneurs, 1647
people respondent and 82,2 % said yes. One of the respondents said the following:
“20 years ago, not as many women were following agricultural studies and they were "married”, and
they took care of household and family and in addition they supported field of taking care of animals,
cultivation and administrative matters if the farmer allowed that. Nowadays, they have followed
studies and specialized and they do not stand below male colleagues” (Nieuwe Oogst, 2020).

1.1.7 Sustainability, agriculture, and gender
During the seventies sustainable agriculture addressed problems associated with conventional
agriculture. Sustainability has become a concept used by policy makers in the 1980s and 1990s to
indicate concerns with ecology and the environment. In this context sustainability was used as a
narrow concept, reduced to a technical approach to technical practices, aiming to reduce the
environmental impact of agricultural practices. It was not questioning about gender inequalities or
relations in agriculture. (Sachs, 1996, p. 61)
Sachs refers to Grace Gershuny investigation of men and women on the question if organic values can
be considered as feminine value. Interestingly, some women rejected the existence of “feminine
values” and two men agreed with the idea that feminist values offer opportunities for organic
agriculture to transcend patriarchal systems. (Sachs,1996, p. 62).
Sustainable farming could stimulate economic diversity on farms, revitalize rural development and
create employment opportunities and it is therefore often treated as value-added agriculture (Wright
& Annes, 2017). Through the shifting of gender norms, more space is allowed for women on farms for
greater autonomy. With the increasing popularity of sustainable and local food, more progressive
farmers want to grow and produce, and sometimes, distribute their own food. Women who work on
farms may have a lifestyle with less traditional gender roles than before (Turesky, 2011). Agricultural
sustainability entails new spaces of resistance and empowerment, where woman and agriculture work
are made visible and valued (Trauger, 2004 p. 290).
Building on the literature in the previous sections, I will further explore the position that women
farmers take in family farms in the Netherlands. In this thesis I will explore what role different women
take on their farm and how they contribute to the development of sustainable agriculture according
to their own experiences and perspectives. And therefore, the contribution of this thesis is to use an
agency focused approach to make the perspective of women visible. This study pays attention upon
how women farmers perceive their own agency and their identity. In addition, it will contribute to a
better understanding of gender dynamics within Dutch agriculture from the perspectives of
agricultural women.
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1.2 Research topic and problem statement
Women contribute to agricultural economies and often manage complex households while pursuing
different strategies in their livelihoods. Despite women’s input, agriculture in the Netherlands is still
pursuit as a man’s world. Farmers’ wives often help maintain farms financially with off-farm jobs, while
their role is often neglected. Rural women show that they are engaged in the diversification of their
family’s farms and that their contribution results in positive development of rural areas. Women’s
identities are contextually specific, and these are shaped through history and by culture. Women who
are working on their family’s farm often have a strong professional identity as a farmer. Despite their
involvement, the challenge of being recognized as such, often remains weak (e.g., women’s’ legal
positions on the farms). The question is no longer whether women contribute on farms, but instead
how women themselves perceive their roles and contribution within the agricultural sector and how
they would characterize their contribution in the sector and in particular their contribution to sustain
inability of family farms and rural areas in the Netherlands.
Building on the literature in the previous sections, I will explore what role different women take on
their farm and how they contribute to the development of sustainable agriculture according to their
own experiences and perspectives. And therefore, the contribution of this thesis is to use an agency
focused approach to make the perspective of women visible. This study pays attention upon how
women farmers perceive their own agency and their identity. In addition, it will contribute to a better
understanding of gender dynamics within Dutch agriculture from the perspectives of agricultural
women.
The purpose of this study is to make gendered relations within the agricultural sector more visible and
thus contribute to making agricultural analysis more gender responsive in the Netherlands. This will
contribute to agricultural interventions and research that will benefit both women and men in the
future. i.e., sensitive to the gendered effects of agricultural intervention and ensuring that research
activities will benefit both women and men, and that neither of them will be harmed (Kauck et al.
2010).

1.3 Research questions
Agriculture needs women farmers: it needs their persistence, their knowledge, their creativity, their
care, and their courage in engaging in the construction of new markets and sustainable family farms
in more sustainable rural areas. More knowledge on the how, what and who of female farmers in the
Netherlands could lead to a better understanding of gender dynamics within Dutch farm life.
Therefore, leading to the following research question:
“What role do female farmers play on agricultural family farms that contribute to a more sustainable
agriculture in the Netherlands?”
Within the context of this study, the focus will be on women farmers in family farms in the Netherlands.
Women could play an important role in transitions to a more sustainable farming future in the
Netherlands, but more attention to their integration and roles in farms is needed. As mentioned in the
first paragraph agriculture is gendered and paternalistic; women have important contributions to make
for a more sustainable agricultural shift in the future. Family farms have a lot to contribute to a
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sustainable agriculture in the Netherlands and women play a significant role within. This study will not
necessarily be generalizable to the experiences of all female farmers in the Netherlands, but the stories
will help creating a better understanding of the women who sustain households, farm life, social life
in rural areas and produce a portion of the nation’s food. Thus, this study will promote a greater
understanding between producer and consumer as well.
With this question, I studied the impact of agricultural women in the development of a more
sustainable agriculture in the Netherlands.
To give an answer to this research question, the following sub questions have been used during this
study:
RQ1: In what ways are female farmers involved in agricultural practices and processes?
RQ2: What are the pathways of women (respondents) to becoming female farmers?
RQ3: How do female farmers perceive their own identity?
RQ4: How do female farmers and their agency influence each other in the broader context of
sustainability?

1.4 Outline of thesis
This thesis is structured starting with a literature review wherein the focus of this research is
established through a general background of Dutch agriculture and the role of women, the problem
statement and research questions that are shaped through the literature. The second chapter
establishes the focus of this research through the argued choice for theoretical concepts and
methodology. The third chapter explains the data collection methods used and the sampling. After
getting familiar with the research objective and area, the fourth chapter presents the results of the
field study, in which the stories of 15 agricultural women are presented. The discussion that follows in
chapter five answers the sub research questions and puts them in a wider literature debate on ‘gender
studies. Finally, the conclusion answers what role female farmers play on agricultural family farms that
contribute to a more sustainable agriculture in the Netherlands and what lessons are learned for future
research.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual literature review
This chapter constitutes the first step of the conceptualization of this study. It presents four main
theoretical concepts that were identified as crucial to design the conceptual framework based on
literature review and as a means for the field research These concepts are used in this study to
understand and evaluate the research context. The first section describes feminist methodologies that
are useful for this study. In the second section concepts that are used within this study are highlighted
and explained. The third section of this chapter discusses the conceptual framework that is designed
for this study, in which all the concepts are incorporated.

2.1 Feminist methodologies
Feminist methodology originates from activism and critiques on the standard procedures of social
science to include women’s concerns and lives in society. Feminist methodologies are developed for
the sake of supporting changes that will improve women’s status in society. Feminist methodologies
do not use any single research method but are rather united through various efforts to include women
in society (Trauger et al., 2008).
Going back to the so called second wave of the women’s movement in the 1960s, sociologists
introduced the idea of feminist sociology in which the objective was to raise consciousness. The
method that was used for consciousness raising was empirically; women learned from each other by
sharing knowledge systematically with each other. Over the last three decades, new cross-disciplinary
audiences for work based on feminist critiques have been created by academic feminists. Although
feminism is a movement that problematize gender inequality, there are different approaches, aims
and emphases (Trauger et al., 2008). When studying gender in agriculture, it is necessary to understand
the social constructions of women farmers in the Netherlands.
There are many discourses surrounding the farming in agriculture stereotypes of women in society can
be linked to discourses that woman are not serious farmers, these discourses occur in agricultural
communities in developed economies (Leckie, 1996 Schmitt, 1988; Pini, 2002). Little and Panelli (2003)
argue that these assumptions are associated with domesticity, wifehood, and social reproduction. A
reason for this could be that farm work is shaped as a masculine job. Since farm work is associated to
working with one’s body, it is seen as a male occupation. To continue with this line of thinking, feminist
literature raises the question of gender regime following three main arguments (Sachs, 1996 p. 125):
1. A labour argument: family farms allow a disjuncture between labour and production time, and
women (as well as children) function as reserve labour that can be called upon when necessary
(Flora, 1998, cited from Sachs, 1996 p. 125).
2. A combined labour and social capital argument: family farms build on the interplay between
household and enterprise through the organization of labour by kinship, and the combination
of labour with property (Friedmann 1978, cited from Sachs, 1996 p. 125).
3. A combined labour and ideology argument: family farms unite economic with social relations
– central characteristics of gender relations on family farms are those of a patriarchal ideology
that understands gender relations as vertical and hierarchical and which subordinates’ women
to men (Whatmore 1991); this raises the question of gender regime.
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Feminist scholars argue that the ideology of authority and labour through human bonding traditions
construct linkages between labour and property relations. The combinations in family farms of public
and private, market and non-market features and formal and informal have strong gender
components. The use of time and space in combination with production factors (e.g.: management,
labour, capital) shows that the bonding between men and women is based on economy, which means
that individual interests are perceived less important than the farm’s prospects. Patriarchal traditions
of male ownership are still present in agriculture, one of the features of gendered power relations
comes from son-preferential inheritance. In family farms, women traditionally work in the house, do
the milking of cattle, and take the responsibilities for small animals. In addition, women are
conceptualised as mothers by their reproductive function. Women are put in a subordinate position
by being characterized as maintaining labour force through domestic and caring labour (Whatmore,
1991).
The way identity and rurality of women are shaped has been changing over time because of the
increased off-farm and on-farm employment of farm women. However, gendered identities around
farming work have remained stubbornly in place. Outdoor activities are often coded as masculine and
indoor activities as feminine (Campbell et al., 2006). Shortall argues that rural is perceived as a strong
component of identity among women. Interestingly, women are less comfortable with the leader
identity, since men are often identified as the breadwinners and patrilineal inheritance of the land are
considered highly important. She argues that there is a need to avoid flattening women’s experiencing
and creating a female norm in terms of leadership (Shortall, 2002). Van der Ploeg (2000) shows that in
the Netherlands, female farmers have higher social capabilities than male farmers. However, these
capacities are relatively not much applied, since most women are being excluded because of different
reasons (e.g., taking care of the children).

2.2 Conceptual framework
Building on the feminist approaches mentioned above, a conceptual framework has been built with
four concepts that were explored and further expanded during in this study. I use the following four
concepts to study gender relations in Dutch agriculture: pathways, agency, multifunctionality and
identity. These four concepts complement each other and help understanding the social construction
of women farmers in the Netherlands translated from their own experiences.
The concept of pathways can be distinguished by the way women feel connected to farming. By
understanding what the motivation is for women to enter or continue with farming. The concept of
agency will be used in this study because it will help understand the questions of female farmers’
positions and roles in Dutch family farms. When we understand the concept of agency, we will also
have a better understanding of the position individuals take within social hierarchies.
The concept of multifunctionality is a concept that cannot be ignored in the conceptual framework,
since family farms have diverse income strategies and women play an important role in these
strategies, besides their social social and reproductive roles. After understanding what the agency is
of the respondents, multifunctionality will become more visible as well. This concept will help
understand how women themselves describe their multifunctional occupations and how they feel
these are beneficial.
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The concept of identity is related to the concept of agency; however, identity is highly shaped through
personal experiences and interactions with others. Therefore, it is slightly different than the concept
of agency. Identity is an important concept in this study, since it helps to understand how respondents
perceive themselves and how they view their own identity in their farm life. This concept will also help
us understand how gender identities have been shaped over the last decades.
All these concepts are reinforcing each other for a rich analysis on women farmers in this study (See
figure 3), the conceptual framework offers both
theoretical and methodological tools that allow
us to grasp individual and eventually social
processes and their mutual embeddedness
through the biographical narratives with women
farmers. These concepts will be analysed through
a feminist approach, which means that the
emphasis on this study is on women and their
perceptions. This is necessary to understand the
social constructions of women farmers in the Figure 3: Main concepts for conceptual framework used
during this study
Netherlands. The section below gives a literature
review of the concepts and explains their
meaning within this study.

2.3 Concepts for conceptual framework
As discussed in the previous section, a conceptual framework with four concepts that could implement
each other has been designed for this study. This section describes the concepts and their definition.

2.3.1 Pathways
In academic research on gender and development, pathways are often used as a tool (e.g.: Saar &
Helemäle, 2016) to study how gender differences and inequalities are developed. A study from Anna
Guhlich (2017) on migration and social pathways gives a clear overview of how pathways can be used
in social studies. In her study she gives an analysis of the interaction between social and spatial
pathways, in which she makes a distinction between biographical, educational, and professional
pathways to study the life pathways of individuals. Pathways refer to the course of someone’s life
(Guhlich, 2017).
In this study, pathways are implemented in the conceptual framework as a concept, since it
complements the other concepts in creating a rich picture of women in agriculture. The concept of
pathways refers to the way the relationship of women to farming is shaped. With this I will investigate
women’s route of entry and position within farm families.
Women have organized themselves into farm women’ organizations, starting from the sixties (e.g.:
vrouwen van nu). Back in the days, these organizations used to be either protestant, Catholic or nonreligious. The idea of agricultural organizations is to protect farm interests. Traditionally, farm
organizations are men’s organizations and around ten percent of the women living and working on
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agricultural enterprises are member now. To stimulate more women participation, policies and quotas
have been suggested.
When comparing the position of farm women in the Netherlands to neighbouring countries, many
similarities can be seen. However, there are two differences which are striking, these are the marriage
settlement regime and the breadwinner principle. Dutch female farmers consider the following to be
essential components of any re-definition of their position in the farm: a well-defined legal, social, and
economic status, recognition, visibility, autonomy, economic independence, education, extension,
supportive social measures, adequate interest projection and assurance of (Plas & Fonte, 1994). By
this, it refers to when women move to their husband’s farm, they face many challenges regarding legal
issues and social issues. When a farm is designed as a man-woman farm partnership, the breadwinner
principle can often be seen in the way family affairs are structured in the Netherlands. this principle is
integral to many people’s perception of the man-woman relationship.

2.3.2 Agency
The concept of agency refers to the ability to act on behalf of what you value and have reason to value
(Sen, 2005). This concept will be used for examination in this study because it will help understand the
questions of female farmers’ positions and roles in Dutch family farms. When we understand the
concept of agency, we will also have a better understanding of the position individuals take within
social hierarchies.
Agency can best be described as the sense of being in control of our actions because we feel that we
are in charge. In this study, agency is seen as a behaviour that is shaped and created by relations,
structures, and power. Following Nancy Folbre (1994), the scope of agency is determined by collective
structures of constraint in a society in terms of the pattern of rules, norms, assets, and preferences
that position individuals within the social hierarchy according to their intersecting group. In the
Netherlands, more women are owning small-scale farms since there is a patriarchal paradigm that
persists in conventional and industrial agriculture (Turesky, 2011). Within this study, I will further
explore this patriarchal paradigm and what is meant by this.

2.3.3 Multifunctionality
The concept of multifunctionality is an important concept in this study, since it helps to understand
the changing dynamics of agriculture and rurality in the Netherlands. By understanding this, it will be
easier to grasp the roles women have in their families’ farms and where their agency and identity come
from.
Following the description from Durand and van Huylenbroeck (2003), the concept of multifunctionality
refers to the agricultural sector in general and to farmers or farms, including the various functions of
different activities. Different societal demands are being satisfied by a variety of agricultural and nonagricultural activities and that is what is meant by multifunctionality. Multifunctionality is the central
feature of peasant agriculture and labour is primarily provided by the family or by the rural community
(van der Ploeg, 2015).
The role of agriculture in rural societies is changing and this is because of the shift in modern
agricultural regimes from productivism towards post productivism (e.g., Halfacree, 1997). By this, it is
meant that in rural areas, there is a reduced emphasis on the production of food while a dominant
view is growing, in which, the country sides are rather seen as the place of consumption with
environmental sustainability (Burton and Wilson, 2006).
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Productivism and postproductivism action and thought can co-exist in a multifunctional regime, this
means that agricultural production remains the main practice, but side activities and experiments are
being introduced in farming systems. This development of side activities links farming to society
(Wilson and Rigg, 2003). Often women are drivers/implicated in new side activities. Family farms are
now often financially maintained partly due to farmers’ wives’ income from off-farm jobs. Farmers use
this income mostly to repay the debts and/or further expanding the farm. This shows that rural women
are engaged in reproductive cycles that have become externalized and commoditized and this dynamic
refers to the concept of multifunctionality (De Rooij, 1995). In addition, women are important drivers
of farm diversification that result in positive processes of rural development, but their role is often
neglected, and gender relations does not automatically change because of this (Brandth and Haugen,
2007).

2.3.4 Identity
The concept of Identity will be used in this study to understand how female farmers perceive their own
identities; this will contribute to building narratives about female farmers in Dutch family farms.
As mentioned in the previous section, post-productivism is changing the shape of rural areas. Within
these changes, gender identities are produced and reproduced by being embedded in the processes
of everyday life (Acker, 2012). The concept of identity refers to constructions that are shaped via
interactions with others (Brenner et al., 2014) and through a variety of individual situations and life
experiences (Trauger et al., 2008). Bock (2006) suggests that identities are contextually specific and
related to interactions structured by historical and cultural formations that provide language and
norms within which identities are developed (Alvesson et al., 2008, p.11). This supposes that identity
of female farmers has changed the last decades, due to changes of their role on the farm and increasing
exposure to interactions outside the farm and even outside the rural context. Despite the changes that
have been observed, the identity of female farmers is still traditionally being framed for having less
visible roles of support on the farms (Panelli and Pini, 2005). A reason for this traditional farming is
that the identity of female farmers may result from cultural ideas of what men and women are
expected to do/ to be (Ridgeway and Smith-Loving, 1999).
According to Karelaia and Guillén (2014), gender has been framed by some as having less mobility than
other identities such as, for example the identity of a ‘leader’. The reason for this statement is that
gender is created to frame the differences between people and social relations that are culturally
specific. The outcomes of these framings shape behaviour across different contexts (Sheridan et al.,
2011). A practical example of this dynamic is that family and parental relationships, for instance, shape
gender identities in childhood and these identities are further shaped by different social relations and
interactions throughout someone’s life (Saugeres, 2002). Despite these framings of gender, we should
keep in mind that gender is not a fixed identity, and it may be shifting according to context and certain
dynamics. This study will further explore the concept of identity and what it entails in the context of
experiences of Dutch female farmers.
With rural gender relations being identified as ideologies reproduced in everyday, patriarchal
interactions (Saugeres, 2002) and contributing to (or being the source of) inequality (Little and Panelli,
2003), gender relations are valuable resources for uncovering how and why masculine and feminine
gender identities exist as they do in rural spaces (Shortall, 2002). Smith and Reed (2009) argue that
internalizing leader identities may pose more challenges for women than for men, since cultural
expectations shape the internalization and performance of their leader identity it could cause more
conflict over women’s authority (Ely et. Al, 2011).
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Whatmore (1991) developed a theory of patriarchal gender relations, in which one can analyse
women’s farms work. Her concept of domestic political ecology shows that there is a recognition that
“home and work share the same location on a farm, and production, reproduction, family and
economy must be analysed in an integrated rather than a fragmented fashion”.
There are different trends that affect the integration of women in agriculture by describing the
feminization and masculinization of agriculture in Europe. With masculinization it is meant that women
are excluded from farming and being marginalized, this is mainly happening in large-scale farms. This
results in women doing low quality farm work and little participation in farm decision-making
processes (Bock and Rooij, 2000).
On their own farms, the integration of women depends on their participation in the daily operation of
the farm. Women who are involved in the farm management and farm work, often have a strong
professional identity as a farmer. The challenge comes on their legal position, which often remains
weak. Many women do not have an official legal status and thus depend economically on their
husband. It also appears that young female farmers face less difficulties with their integration in
institutions, however they should be receiving special attention to remain integrated in agriculture
even when their career gets interrupted temporarily (e.g.: childcare responsibilities) (Bock and Rooij,
2000).

2.4 Other unmissable concepts
Besides the four main concepts, sustainability and family farms are important concepts that come back
in this study. To get a clear understanding of the definitions of these concepts, the following two
sections give an explanation.

2.4.1 Sustainability
In this study, sustainability is characterized by three contexts: an economic context, an environmental
context, and a social context. Allen, Dussen and Lundy define the three contexts in such a way, that it
could give a clear definition to what is meant by sustainability in this study (Allen, Dusen, Lundy et. Al,
1991). To add on that, literature from Van der Ploeg and Bock has been incorporated as well to make
the definition of sustainability gender responsive.
By the economic context of sustainability, it refers that agriculture is dependent on non-agricultural
constraints and conditions, such as, policies and regulations (Allen, Dusen, Lundy et. Al, 1991).
There is evidence that policies and subsidy schemes in agriculture are not benefiting women and tend
to follow masculine approaches. A result of this dynamic, is that women tend to receive less subsidies
than men, which influences the possibilities for them to develop. For the development of policy
instruments, it is essential to understand what drives and constrain women from contributing
according to their full potential for an innovative and rural economy. When developing policies, one
should consider the situation, priorities, and choices of women (Bock, 2004 p. 245).
“Rural development policy and subsidies seem to be gender-neutral by making no difference
between actors and by not offering specific regulations to women. Still there is a clear gender-bias as
subsidy regulations promote a type of entrepreneur and an approach to business management most
common among men” (Bock, 2004, p. 258).
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With regards to the environmental context of sustainability, intensive management, and knowledge of
ecological processes in agricultural systems could serve as a model that brings the whole-systems
perspective to bear on social and economic issues (Allen, Dusen, Lundy et. Al, 1991). To build on this,
environmental sustainability in this study is defined as “the capacity to improve the quality of human
life while living within the carrying capacity of the earth's supporting ecosystems” (Evans, 2020). The
reason why environmental sustainability is defined this way, is because of the current global
production and consumption patterns, which are destroying nature at persistent and dangerously high
rates.
Social sustainability refers to the fact that agriculture is affected, but so are societies. More precisely,
societies determine what is possible at farm level and farmers decide the food quality and diversity
that is available for consumers (Allen, Dusen, Lundy et. Al, 1991). In other words, communication is
crucial and needed in agriculture for social sustainability. Bock (2004) says that in her study on women
and their confidence, women showed to increase their self-esteem in such a way that it became easier
for them to resist external pressure to conform to the traditional gender-image and traditional image
of farming. External criticism hurt them less and personal norms and values of women have been
hanging too. Women have learned that new farm activities could be profitable and possible to combine
their work with taking care of their family. This resulted in women having more psychological room to
differ their activities from others. Like many other female entrepreneurs, Dutch farmwomen want to
combine family and work and set up their business in a way as to meet professional as well as private
aspirations and obligations. To achieve these goals, women deliberately choose to design their own,
‘feminine ‘approach to business management that might be indicated as balance-oriented, as to
distinguish it from the commonly growth- and profit-oriented, ‘masculine’ approach (Cliff, 1998, as
cited in Bock, 2004, p. 256).

2.4.2 Family farms
To understand what is meant by family farms in this study, we follow the definitions of Van der Ploeg
(2018), who did research on peasant agriculture for more than a decade.
Within family farms, its management requires knowledge about market dynamics, the ability to quick
decision making and being close to nature. Men are often considered to be the decision makers, but
in practice they are mostly taken together with their spouses. Basic production is important in family
farms, but so is the household- family, household and farming profession also considered important
on family farms. Family farms can be characterized in different groups:
A) Peasant agriculture- this is basically built upon the sustained use of ecological capital and is oriented
to defending and improving one’s livelihoods. Multifunctionality is often a central feature of peasant
agriculture and labour is primarily provided by the family (or mobilized from within the rural
community through relations of reciprocity). The land and other means of production are owned by
the family. Production is partly market-oriented but also partly oriented to the reproduction of the
farm unit and the family.
B) Entrepreneurial agriculture- this is often mainly built upon financial and industrial capital (embodied
in credit, industrial inputs, and technologies) and ongoing expansion. Scale-enlargement is a crucial
and necessary feature for entrepreneurial agriculture. Production is highly specialized and completely
oriented to markets. Entrepreneurial farmers are highly market-dependent for inputs and outputs. All
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the above-mentioned characteristics contrast with peasant agriculture. Peasants generally try to keep
their farming practices from markets through a multitude of often ingenious mechanisms.
Entrepreneurial farming often emerges from state-driven programmes designed to ‘modernize’
agriculture. It entails a partial industrialization of the labour process, which many entrepreneurial
farmers wholeheartedly embrace in their search to maximize throughput.
Important to note is that 30 years ago, studied showed that entrepreneurial farmers received almost
ten times more subsidies from the Dutch government on interests on loans than peasant farmers. An
indication for this was the modernization policies that were dominant. An interesting finding was that
peasant farms were retaining almost twice as much of total agricultural production value (32 per cent)
as income than entrepreneurial farmers (18 per cent). This means that to generate the same income,
farms structured in an entrepreneurial way, had to produce nearly twice as much as peasant-like farms
(Roep and van der Ploeg, 1986, as cited in van der Ploeg, 2018,).
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter describes the methodology that I used to conduct this research. It starts by description of
the research set-up. This is followed by the methodology that was used to collect the necessary data.
Finally, my position as a researcher is discussed as well in the last part of this chapter.

3.1 Selection process
The fieldwork was conducted in the Netherlands, between 18 December and 15 February. This study
is built upon primary data that has been gathered through interviews with agricultural women. The
interview was semi-structured. The primary data is obtained from interviewing 15 agricultural women
who live in family farms (see table 1).
The respondents were selected by so-called gatekeepers. three people who work with farmers in the
Netherlands introduced me to most of the 15 respondents. Thus, the first selection process was done
by the gatekeepers, and I made a random selection out of the names that were provided. Some
respondents referred me to other women and that is how the snowball effect of respondents started
during this study. Four out of the 15 respondents were selected through this snowball effect. Important
to note is that two gatekeepers provided my contacts of women who have organic farms and the third
gatekeeper provided me with women who have conventional farms.
Some are married to a farmer and work on the farm, some are married to a farmer but work elsewhere
and some have their own farm. During this study, 32 women have been asked to participate, from
whom 15 were able to participate. Finding respondents was challenging because of the COVID19
pandemic.
Table 1: General characteristics of the 15 respondents used in this study

Respondent

Age

Marital status

Educational background

Occupation before farm life

1

50+

Married to a farmer

Agriculture

Student

2

44

Married to a farmer

Agriculture

Own advising company

3

53

married

Agriculture

Student

4

50+

Married to a farmer

-

Editor for a newspaper

5

48

Married to a farmer

Agriculture

Student

6

52

Married to a farmer

Agriculture

International Development work

7

42

Married to a farmer

Education

Teacher/ coach special education

8

33

Married to a farmer

Coaching

Student

9

49

-

Animal doctor

10

36

11

60+

Relationship with a
farmer
Married to a farmer

Animals’ science
(Agriculture)
Agriculture
Agriculture

International development work

12

50+

Married to a farmer

Fashion

Unknown

13

57

Married

Finance

Bank employee

14

36

Married to a farmer

Agriculture

Student

15

39

Married to a farmer

Communication

student

Student

26

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women
Despite diverse income sources and business designs, production and land size, family farms have
something in common: first, members of the family farms have both business and personal relations
ties with their household members. Secondly, decisions are usually made around the kitchen table
because household members are often business partners as well. Lastly, company operations are often
designed in a way to be financially interesting to continue for the next generation farmers. The focus
on family farms is to be continuous for the upcoming generation rather than to maximize profits
(Meulen, Matser, Remery, Terluin, Bouma, Jager, 2014). In this way family farms assure economic and
social sustainability of their enterprise and family.
Table 2: Characteristics of farms from 15 respondents of this study in non-chronological order

Provence

Type of
farm

Conventional
practices

Organic
practices

Overijssel

Pig farm

-

Yes

NoordHolland
Utrecht
Utrecht
Gelderland

Dairy farm

-

Yes

Dairy farm
Dairy farm
Dairy/ meat/
agriculture
Dairy farm
Dairy farm
Cattle
Cattle for
meat
Cattle for
dairy and
meat
Chicken
Pig farm
Dairy farm
Agriculture
Agriculture

Yes
Yes
Yes

-

Yes
Yes
-

-

Yes5
Yes6

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
-

Partnership with
family in law
-

-

Yes

-

-

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

-

-

Overijssel
Brabant
Overijssel
Drenthe
Utrecht
Overijssel
Overijssel
Friesland
Flevoland
Brabant

Yes
Yes
-

Yes

Ownership
with
(married)
partner
-

Complete
ownership
of farm

Other forms of
partnership

-

Partnetship with
sister in law
-

Yes

Table 1 gives a global overview of all respondents, their region, their practices, the type of ownership
and whether they have multiple income sources besides the farm. As showed in table 1, the
respondents for this sudy come from different provinces in the Netherlands (eight out of the 12 Dutch
provinces) and only two of all respondents have their income sources from their main farm practices
while 13 have other income sources as well.
An interesting way to classify farm women, is to distinguish farm women in four types depending on
their main work activity: women working on the farm, women working off the farm, pluriactive women
and housewives. Housewives are women who have no income generating work neither on nor off the
5
6

Nature inclusive farm
Nature inclusive farm
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farm. Pluriactive women are women working both on and off the farm. This classification has been
developed by Haugen and Blekesaune (1996, p.14). This line of thought is applied in this study in order
to make my interpretation of the respondents clear to follow. The reason why this classification is
needed, is because a range of diverse women has been interviewed. To start with: some women form
a partnership with their husband, while others have their own farm. There are also respondents who
are married to a farmer and live on the farm, but are not involved with farm work and they work
elsewhere. Others do work on the farm and have other income sources as well. Table 3 gives in short
an overview of how the 15 respondents could be classified. In the following chapter, the field study
results, a more detailed analysis is given of the respondents and their occupations on and off their
farms.
Table 3: Classifications of women in the case studies

Women working on the farm

Women working off the farm

Pluriactive women

Housewives

2

1

12

-

The interviews were semi structured and were between 45 minutes to 1.5 hours. All interviews were
done via videocalls, this was done because of current COVID-19 situation. The interview was designed
in a way that all four main concepts were covered
BOX 1. Examples of questions asked during the interviews
Related to pathways: e.g. their age, educational background, reason for choosing farm life,
aspirations.
Related to Agency: e.g. important choices made, opportunities, challenges, empowerment, natural
environment.
Related to multifunctionality: e.g. occupation on / off the farm, social environment.
Related to Identity: e.g. politics, leadership, feminism, genderroles, women groups, economic
environment.

3.2 Positionality
This empirical study is built upon a qualitative research design, using an interpretative approach that I
base upon postmodern (poststructuralist) ideas, by this it is meant that the aim of this research is not
to prove a ‘way how it should be done’, but rather aims at understanding the practices that are
currently reality in the context of the situation that is being studied.
The main focus of the study is on women farmers’ narratives by using semi structured interviews as
data to answer the research questions, so women’s life experiences will be the primary source of data
for this study. The focus is on documenting the experiences and knowledge of 15 women farmers in
different regions in the Netherlands. With this study, 15 cases (respondents) are analysed, and focus
is be on micro level. This study is done with a postmodern perspective because I believe that when
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doing research, one should always be reflexive on the impact of her/his research and justify choices
made. Moreover, I should be transparent about my personal background and possible biases. Since
the outcome of this research is mostly based on conversations with agricultural women, thus the final
product will eventually be a story interpreted and constructed by me as a researcher. “The results are
not found they are narrated into being. The analyst’s account is another story to be added to the
participants’ accounts and stories” (Wetherell, 2001, p396).
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Chapter 4: Results
Building upon the first two chapters in which literature study drew a picutre of women in Dutch
agriculture and the design of the conceptual framework, this chapter shows the results that were found
during the field research. The first section explores how respondents entered in the agricultural sector
and in farml life, they explain their motivations and challenges. The second section shows the in which
they discuss their activities on and off the farm. The third section describes how women identify
themselves, which will be followed by the fourth section in which the concept of agency is analyzed.
The final section gives an analysis of the concept of multifunctionality. All together they contribute to
a better understanding of the contribution of women to sustainability in the context of Dutch family
farms in rural areas.

4.1 Pathways of women for entering farm live
As individuals we all have our own story and pathways, so did
the women of my cases studies. All 15 respondents had
different entry points and motivations to move to their
current home and start or continue with farm life, but there
are some similarities among them. From all the respondents,
the mayority (ten out out of 15) moved to the farm of their
husband (10). More than half of the women did not have
aspirations to become a farmer before actually moving to a
farm; they moved because of their partner or they took over
their parental farm. Some respondents have aspired to
become a farmer since they were little and others started to
create an interest during their studies (See figure 4).

Aspiration to become a
farmer before becoming
one
13%

34%

53%

Yes

No

Unknown

Figure 4: Aspiration of the women in case studies for
becoming farmer in percentage N15

As presented in table 2 in section 3.1, most respondents are married/ in a relationship to a farmer (12),
two respondents are married to a non-farmer and one respondent did not mention any type of
relationship. Table 4 shows how the respondents look back at their decision making process.
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Table 4: Motivation of the respondents behind the decision making

Respondent
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

11
12
13
14
15

Important components in decision making when moving to the farm
Suddenly had to take over the farm of her husbands parents because her father in law (the
former owner) past away.
Always had the ambition to live on a farm and her work was related to agriculture before she
met her husband, who happened to be a farmer.
It was expected that her brother would take over the farm, but she aspired to become a
farmer and he did not.
She fell in love with a farmer and moved to his farm.
She comes from a farmers family, but moved to her husbands’ parental farm.
She worked in the agricultural sector in an office but missed the practicalities and her husband
had a farm.
She married a farmer, but was working as a teacher. After having children she quiet her job
and started her business on the farm
She fell in love with a farmers’ son decided to move to his farm when he took it over from his
parents
She lived on a farm with her previous partner, but decided to start a new life in another farm
and bought her ex’s cows and started her own business.
Aspired to do something practical rather than working in an office, she used to work parrtime
on farms and studied agriculture. After meeting her husband (farmer) they moved to a farm
with the help of an investor.
After working abroad, she moved to her parents in law who had a farm. She got interested
and decided to start a partnership with her sister in law.
She fell in love with a farmer and decided to move to his farm.
She took over the farm of her parents after her brother declined it
She has an agricultural background and moved to her husbands’ farm
She fell in love with a farmer and moved to his farm.

When asking the question what the most important component was when moving to the farm, some
responded that leaving their lives behind to move to a new place with their -in laws, were important
components during their decision-making process. Another remarkable issue was that some
respondents mentioned that moving to a new family was also challenging, because they had to cope
with new cultures and family traditions. Two respondents took over their parental farm and moved
with their partners. One respondent started her farm career at her previous partners’ farm but moved
to another place and bought her own cows and farm. Another respondent moved to the parental farm
of her partner but works there with her sister-in-law while her husband works outside of the farm. The
last respondent decided not to move to her partners’ parental farm, but instead, they bought a farm
together elsewhere instead.
“Me myself do not come from a farming family, but I met a farmer who I fell in love with at the time
and am now married and have children with them. It had never been my idea to marry a farmer, I
also had to get used to it in the beginning because my mother-in-law also lives here and my brotherin-law so that takes some getting used to. Every country and every region have a culture, of course,
but every family also has a culture”.
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“The hardest thing for me was that no one knew me and that I am “the wife of”. Independence and
emancipation are very important for me; this has turned out well over the years. Nowadays, some
people know my partner as "the husband of" (R4).
As shown in table 5, all women have obtained degrees in Universities of Applied sciences or higher and
most of them did not plan to marry a farmer but fell in love with men who appeared to be farmers.
Nine out of 15 women completed their bachelors in agricultural related studies at the Agricultural
University of Applied Sciences in Dronten (HAS) or the University of Wageningen, four of them
continued with a master at the University of Wageningen. The other six women completed other
studies not related to agriculture (e.g.: fashion academy). All women who studied in agriculture,
mentioned that the studies were often dominated by male students back in their time and that
teachers often welcomed them by saying “Good morning gentlemen”.
Table 5: Educational background of the respondents

Grew up in an
agricultural family

Bachelors in agricultural
sector

MSc in agricultural
sector

Studied another field

5

5

4

6

Over the course of the conversations, multiple women mentioned that whether you like it or not, if
you are married to a farmer, the farm will always be part of your own life as well. As mentioned earlier
in the first chapter, roles are often gendered in agricultural households. The majority of the women
are the ones who take care of the household responsibilities. There is one respondent who purposely
divides household tasks with her husband, because she says that spending time with the family, in
which both parents take part of, is an important dynamic that she wants to guarantee for her children.
She mentioned the following:
“I have the idea that nowadays more women dare to stand up, but on the other hand I notice that
you quickly fall into a stereotypical division of roles and my husband and I are also aware of that, to
be honest. Because of our shop, we are less bound to fall into these traditional roles. I am often away
to deliver products, so then my husband has to take care of the children. Usually, you see that In
agricultural companies women automatically take a step back and take the role as housewives, but
this is due to physical things such as pregnancy and after that women often remain in these role
patterns.” (R10).
The majority of the respondents said that they faced many difficulties when moving to a farm (nine
out of 15). The most common reasons mentioned were:
-

Moving to a farm where sometimes their family in law are still living as well
The partnership between their partners and fathers in law was still present when moving to
the farm.
Being approached by others as ‘the wife of’.
Adapting to another (family) culture and traditions and expectations
The farm will always be a priority in daily life matters

“I notice that female input is important. I think agriculture needs to change. And a big problem is the
inbreeding system; the sons come into the business and from the age of 10 they are taken by their
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father and go to agricultural school where the same is told and no new ideas come up. Many women
have ended up on the farm in a different way and that brings new ideas. For example, I studied in
Wageningen and heard many other people there and got a broader view, you also see this in many
other women because they have done something different and meet other worlds (bringing children
to school, etc.) your farm and a little more social. Women can bring in new ideas, the agricultural
sector is still a man's world. I also see that all representatives are men, in policy and advice are almost
always men” (R3).

4.2 Family farm characteristics
When looking at the Dutch agriculture and the women who participated in this research. I could say
that I spoke with agricultural women who live in farms that have both entrepreneurial and peasant
features. Nine out of the 15 farms apply organic practices and the other six apply conventional farming
practices.
It is remarkable that most dairy farms in this study are conventional, except for one farm, which is
owned by a woman. When taking over the farm she was in partnership with her father for two years.
After two years, she took complet ownership of the farm and transformed her conventional dairy farm
into an organic dairy farm. Though the transitioning process did not happen overnight, she took all the
risks, and started from scratch. Her current purchaser did not continue with their contract and thus
she had to find a new one who was interested in buying organic milk.
Interestingly, four women mentioned that they conserve land and receive subsitidies from the National
Forest Department in return. Two of these four women, perform nature inclusive activities with their
cows. Not all women who have organic farms mention to be the key behind the systemic change, but
the two women who are in charge of the farm organic perform organic practices as well. In addition,
R10 performs nature inclusive practices as well together with her husband. It is remarkable that in
from the farms that are analysed in this study, the ones in which women play a predominant role in
the primary process, are organic.
Other respondents, who have a conventional farm, mentioned multiple times that when transitioning
from conventional practices to organic practices, it is tremendously difficult and risky to find a
purchaser and the costs to change their excisting farm system to an organic system are perceived as
too high and not beneficial. One of them said the following:
“We supply our conventional milk to our current supplier, but we have thought about transitioning
to organic. When we discussed this with our current supplier, we were given a sermon on why
conventional is much better than organic; in short, there is no market for organic milk (via our current
supplier). There is a possibility to switch to another one, but this ensures rigorous steps. We are
convinced that organic farming is not the solution, but rather focusing multifunctionality so that not
all pressure goes to the production of milk” (R7).
The case of this respondent (R7) shows that multifuntionality is used as a way of spreading risks by not
only focussing on milk production. The role of the woman on a multifunctional farm is to develop and
implement new activities on the family farm. In section 4.4., multifunctionality will be touched upon
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more detailed. Table 6 illustrates how the respondents could be characterized according to their
activities:
Table 6: Type of relation from respondents to the farm

Respondent
1
2

Type of farmer
Partnership with her husband and someone outside of the farm, agriculture but has a job
outside of the farm
In a partnership with her husband, but has her own advising company and a farm shop

3

Has her own farm and works in an office on her farm for extra income

4
5

Partnership with her husband and son, owns the recreational components of the farm
(B&B)
In partnership with her husband, is a politician within the municipality

6

Is in a partnership with husband and in laws, owner of her cheesefactory

7

In partnership with her husband, is a public speaker and organizes tours on the farm

8

In a partnership with her husband, has her own coaching/ adivzing company for farmers
and works in projects with innovation purposes
Owns the farm which is focused on recreational activities
In a partnership with her husband
In a partnership with her sister in law
In a partnership with her husband, has her own cooking studio and wants to expand with
a B&B
In a partnership with her husband, he also works outside of the farm in an office
In a partnership with her husband, who also works outside of the farm
She fell in love with a farmer and moved to his farm.

9
10
11
12
13
14
15

All respondents have one thing in common: Besides working on the farm or elswhere, they are
mothers. Responsibilities within their households remain for the mother; cooking, laundry, taking the
children to school and during the COVID19 pandemic homeschooling.
Figure 5 gives illustrates the pathways women go through after moving to the farm of their partner.
When they move, they need to adapt to a new situation (e.g.: traditions from family in law) and during
the process of finding their way in and around the farm. Resilience, creativity and determination are
personal characteristics that came back often during my conversations with the respondents. T hey
mentioned that these are very much necessary in order to find your ‘path’ when moving to a new farm.
In brief, figure 5 illustrates how pathways influence the creation of new ideas and activities on the
farm.
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Moving & adapting to a new
situation (farm life)

= Adapting and
coping with a new
culture and tradions

Multifunctional
ideas and new
activities on the
farm

= Agency and Identity are
shaped through
creativity and resilience
in a new environment

Figure 5: The process of respondents after moving to a farm

“I am also the one who took the initiative to start with other revenue models, in this case recreation.
I actually had a luxury problem because the bakehouse became empty for which we had to find a
function. We then turned to recreation as a solution because I am not someone who can work in
healthcare, that does not suit me, but recreation does. It started as a very small thing with a few
guests, and I liked that and then we expanded. I also liked that money was being made, because I
am also an entrepreneur” (R4).
Two respondents who took over the farm of their parents mentioned as well that they faced difficulties
in the beginning. Especially because it was not an usual move for women to take over a farm, so they
had to cope with people in the sector underestimating them. The respondents both mentioned that
they worked hard to position themselves as respected farmer in a sector dominated by men. One of
the respondents mentioned the following about the moment when she told her family that she aspired
to take over the company:
“After my studies, I started to take an interest in my parents’ farm. I wanted to practice and become
a farmer, so then I started a conversation with my parents. This was not an easy conversation and a
difficult period followed, I come from a family with four children, with one son who was supposed to
take over the company. So, my parents always thought that my brother would take over the
company, only my brother did not want that at all while I wanted to take over the company. This
was difficult for my parents because it is so natural that a man takes over the farm” (R3).
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4.3 Agency of women farmers in the context of female leadership
The concept of agency plays an important role in this casestudy, especially during the interviews.
By examining this concept, it helps with understanding the position of women in social hierarchies
within the households aand the agricultural sector.
During the conversations, all women explained why they value their lives on the farm and explained
why they do what they do. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, for most women it was a difficult
period of time when they moved into their partners’ farms. The women had to overcome many daily
life obstacles before reaching to the point of starting to find their own way in and around the farm.
With regard to their positioning on the farms, it was noticeable that all women, are involved in decision
making processes: these decisions are often made around the kitchen table. A reason for this could be
that most women (except for two, who are the sole owner of their farm) are in a formal partnership
with their partner(s), therefore they need to be legally involved in some decision making processes.
However, some women leave the final decision power over to their partner, but indirectly influence
the decision since it is mostly discussed around the kitchtentable. Their influence in decisionmaking
processes remains often invisible for outsiders. Some women, who are responsible for recreational
activities on the farm explicitly mentioned that they are the ones having the last words when it comes
to activities that concern the recreational activities within the farm. More over, decision making is
linked to how the respondents feel about female leadership.
Female leadership was a topic that opened the floor for respondents to talk about their own
experiences as women farmers. Most respondents reacted positively towards leadership.
Nevertheless, a few respondents mentioned that they do not like to make a distinction between male
or female leadership and that every individual has his/ her own qualities that cannot be only defined
by differences betweenbetween men and women. However the interviewed women shared many
examples of gender influences on female leadership. They all had to “prove” that they are fully
responsible for the farm or specific activities on the farm.
One respondent who is solely focused on recreational activities with her farm does not feel like a
minority in her field, because the recreational part of the agricultural sector is mainly dominated by
women rather than men. Another respondent mentioned that in pig farming, more and more women
are getting involved. A reason for this increase is that there is an incease in farm succession from father
to daughter. The diagram below shows the different reactions towards the question of how female
‘leadership’ was perceived (See figure 6).
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A need for more female leadership
Neutral

In favour of
0

2

4
In favour of

6

8

10

12

Neutral

Figure 6: How respondents perceive female leadership

“I think that female leadership is essential to achieve innovation in the agricultural sector because
they come from outside and therefore bring different experiences to the farm, in addition, women
have a much more holistic image than men. So, I think it's important, because they can use a softer
side of leadership to bring about change” (R7).

“In the latest feminist wave there has been a lot of research into the role of women in the agricultural
sector and now as inequality and divisions increase there is a need for more attention to exclusivity
in society, I can imagine that now more a new stream is coming in which research will again be
conducted into the role of women in society and perhaps also into the role of women in the
agricultural sector” (R7).
As stated in table 4, three women have their own farm, and they took the agency to take leading
positions in their farm. Another respondent lives on a multifunctional farm when it comes to primary
production (dairy, meat and arable farming). After moving to her husbands’ farm and operating in the
dairy and meat production, she saw a market entry for soft cheese. She likes to cook and experiment
in the kitchen, so she started experimenting making cheese, which resulted in a succesfull business
years later. Her cheesebrand became such a success, that she expanded her supply on markets abroad.
Before becoming a farmer, she did development work and she mentioned that the experiences of her
previous career and her career now complement each other in a positive way:
“I like the space that I have to be creative and to seek for information. I used to be very
internationally oriented with my previous jobs, I can use the knowledge that I gained there in the
cheese factory because I have many contacts and a high demand in Germany, Belgium, France and
England” (R6).
In general, all respondents have found their way in and around the farm. With regard to the primary
production of the farm, one third of the women are occupying either leading positions or share similar
tasks with their partner (e.g. dividing roles for milking, cleaning, feeding etc.). It is remarkable that only
one of these leading women does not have an educational background in agriculture, but worked as a
medical veterinary assistant. Respondents without an agricultural background show similar dynamics
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and even bring new ideas in the sector. Two out three agricultural coaches (see table 4) do not come
from a farm and noticed that communication in the agricultural sector needs more attention. It should
also be noted that taking a certain position on the farm or in the sector is related to many other
components besides ones’ background (e.g.: personal characteristics, support from ones’
environment).
“I myself have never worked as a farmer in the farm and contributed to daily activities on the farm.
As the years pass by, I increasingly provide new contacts and advice to develop and further develop
our company. You can see from studies that women are often innovators and I also take on that role
”(R7).
Based on the interview it becomes more clear that agency for the women in this case study …….
Als het niet te koppelen is aan sustainability, dan het kopthe aanpassen, bijv in : context of leadershaip

4.4 Multifunctionality and sustainability
As discussed in in chapter 2.3.3, multifunctionality refers to the different economic and social and
environmental activities that farmers combine at the level of their enterprise and rural areas. Since
multifunctionality is a central feature for peasant agriculture, this concept was empasized during the
interviews.

4.4.1 Multiple income sources as driver
Multifunctionality is a strategy that can be seen at almost all the farms of the respondents (see table
1). 13 women have created multiple income sources on and off the farm. Interestingly, the two women
who are solely focused on the production of dairy on the farm both come from a farm family and their
partners work outside of the farm. The creation of other income sources besides production comes
from both financial aspirations, opportunities to create more synergies between different actors and
a way to find a meaning on the farm, especially for the women who did not come from a farm family.
The women I spoke with show strong creative skills by telling me about their ideas and ambitions.
These will be illustrated, in this section.
The main motivation for creating different activities on the farm comes from the need to create
different income sources besides the primary income source (the production). It was mentioned that
in order to be be economically sustainable, one needs to create multiple income sources in order to
prevent bankruptcy. In these cases, the new income sources are initiated by the woman and in some
cases the woman works outside of the farm. In the case of R1, it was necessary for her to have a job
outside of the farm, and her husband works as a teacher besides working on their arable farm. This
case illustrates how crucial multifunctionality is for sustaining family farms exonomically.
The family lives on this biological farm and is preparing the transfer of the farm to their son and
associate, but neiter they as their son depends economically of the farm. Nothwithstanding their
external economic resources, they contribute to the sustainability of rurality in the Netherlands, as
they are living on the farm and creating the conditions for biologicacal farming now and in the future.
The farm is supporting the future of the farm and the family is living fromtwo incomes outside the
farm.
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4.4.2 Communication skills and multifunctionality
Besides one woman, who is solely focused on her farm, all women have different income sources
besides the main income source from food production of their husband on the farm. Table 7 shows
what different activities women have related to an income. For example, three women use space on
the farm to organize social and business meetings, three women play an active role in being agricultural
coaches and three women are networking with others and organizations in order to create
communities in the agricultural sector.
In the same way, social multifunctionality plays a role in the activities presented in table 7. Namely, for
all activities the respondents are expected to communicate with either other people outside the
agricultural sector or other actors within the agricultural sector. It is expected for these women to
have great social skills, especially communication skills, since they communicate with all different
kinds of actors. A great example for this is R7, who has a care farm with pigs, she has to interact with
all different kinds of people related to the sector of pig production and at the same time take care of
the pigs, together with the clients from the daycare.
Table 7: Mulfunctionalities of respondents
Multifunctional/ different income sources

Number of women

Care farm

1

Office job at home

1

Bed & Breakfast

1

Politics

1

Own cheese factory
Storytelling about family farm live

1
1

Restaurant

1

Organizing meetings

3

Guide to nature inclusive cows for visitors

2

Cooking workshop at farm

2

Advising company

1

Shop in the farm

1

Office job outside of the farm

1

Agricultural coach

3

Creating networks with others

3

It was mentioned by a few women that when they moved to their husbands’s farm, they did not know
how they would fit in the farm life. One of these respondents mentioned the following:
“The company takeover was the reason for me to start mediatin/ coaching and then I was also
pregnant and I started to think more and more about my role within the company. I soon knew I
didn't want to be a housewife. I wrote a piece about Ode to the woman in which I write that it is very
normal that as a woman you are looking for a role within your husband's company and that it does
not matter how you fill that role and that you really go your own way. However, I'm very concerned
with how leadership for women is developed and how to empower women because they have a
different view of the sector than the primary farmer who does everything like his father and family
did” (R8).
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On International women’s day, on 8 March 2021, a national event for agricultural women was
organised by a group of agricultural women and women from different organizations (Rabobank,
Groente Fruit Huis, LTO-Noord, Ministry of agriculture, nature and food quality). The idea behind this
event was to share knowledge and experiences from womens’ point of views of women leadership in
the agricultural sector. During this event I observed what the topics were that women most often
touched upon during this event. The three following topics were being discussed multiple times:
•
•

•

Being a woman in agriculture comes with gendered views from the outside; in other words, most
women are still being called ‘the wife of’ and not seen as a full counterpart.
When a woman wants to become a leader in the agricultural sector, it means that she should focus
on her personal strengths and not be afraid or too modest to make connections with important
people who are in the agricultural sector.
Women are often characterised as connectors between various stakeholders; they should make
use of this apply this in their field, and they should not be afraid to show initiative and ask
questions.

The three topics mentioned above are similar to has been said by the respondents during my field
research. The majority of the respondents mentioned that they are often not seen as ‘a farmer’ when
an advisor or someone else visits the farm. However, some also mentioned that this is highly
dependent on how you want to be approached: it might be difficult in the beginning, but eventually
people will respect you as a farmer who is equal to her partner. Besides, the women who created their
own business model or who are in charge of the farm (e.g.: cheesemaker) mentioned that even though
it took some time, they are now being approached as farmers by others. Others, who are not much
involved in working in the primary production of the farm, but rather do administrative work and have
a farm shop, or a B&B are not considered as ‘a farmer’ by people who visit their farm (e.g. veterinarian).
The interviews showed that women are initiators of new activities on the farm and are able to convert
food production farms into multifunctional farms. Their agency and communication skills are key
elements for successful transition of family farms towards sustainable multifunctional family farms.

“I think that the woman has a key position in the transition in the farm, because with all her activities
she is much more involved in society than her husband. It is generalizing, but women can
communicate much better and they have a more holistic view than men. We also call the earth
"mother earth" and not "father earth". I always wondered why there are no special programs for
women to develop themselves. A woman can educate herself, but then she becomes just like the
man. The entire agricultural sector is a man's world, all advisers etc. are often men. The sector is
under increasing pressure and also needs transition, but men are not able to communicate very well.
So, innovation is needed and then the woman comes in handy” (R7).
Building up on what has been mentioned about a need on transitioning within the agricultural sector,
politics was discussed with the respondents as well. The majority did not react very positive towards
the current Dutch policies. Two women mentioned that at first, they were happy that a woman was
selected for the position of agricultural minister. However, more was expected from her. They both
mentioned that they expected more power from her but understand on the hand that she cannot
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make the change by herself and is dependent on a whole system and previous decisions that were
taken before her term.

4.4.3 Future prospects for next generation
As mentioned before in this report, agriculture has been changing and therefore, it becomes more
challenging for farmers to maintain economic sustainability based on solely food production, without
multiple income sources. Finding a successor is challenging. This is also perceived as a challenge for
most respondents. Most do not know yet whether their children will take over the company once they
retire. R1 mentioned that her son wants to be in partnership with another farmer, who will do the
farming, while he maintains partly ownership without being physically on the farm. The reason for this,
is because her son does not aspire to be a farmer, but wants to remain an associate of the farm within
the family. The reason why I illustrate this, is to show how difficult it can be for farmers to maintain
the farm within the family. R13 for example, is the last generation farmer within the family, since her
children do not wish to take it over, she will be forced to sell the farm that has been from her family
for decades. Despite difficulties of not knowing what the future holds, one respondent made the
remark that since she is actively involved in storytelling about farm life, she inspires her daughters,
who are still young, to think about becoming a farmer one day. She mentioned the following:
“As we start to develop differently at home with regards to gender relations, I see more and more
opportunities for our daughters to have a greater chance to development themselves as farmers and
take over the farm one day in the future” (R6).

4.5 Identity
Identities are produced and reproduced through processes of everyday life, therefore it was necessary
to talk with all respondents about their everyday life, social life and how they characterise themselves
and how they perceive the concept of feminism.
During my field study, different responses came from the agricultural women on how they perceive
the concept of feminism. Some understand feminism as
tool to measure equality between men and women,
Feminism
others describe feminism as women arguing to become
the same as men. Despite the different reflections on
this concept, most responds were positive towards
13%
feministic ideas; 11 out of the 15 respondents feel that
14%
feminism Is a positive concept, two mentioned that
73%
there is a reason why roles are gender specific and two
were neutral and do not feel positive nor negative
towards feminism. Most respondents mentioned that
Positive
Negative
Neutral
the agricultural sector is still a mans’ world and that men
usually occupy the managing jobs in agricultural Figure 7: How respondents react towards the word
feminism N15
organizations and are chairs in most farmers’ groups;
one respondent referred to this as a so-called ‘ties culture’. By ties culture, it refers to a domination of
men occupying seats in agricultural boards and high functions in agricultural companies. Another
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remarkable comment was that from generations-to-generations traditional roles in and around the
farm have been expected from agricultural women (as mentioned in chapter 6).
“I just think that men or women, everyone is equal. I wonder what feminism entails, since I am still
quite old-fashioned because of the way I was raised by my parents. I think there are, for example,
women's tasks and there are men's tasks. In the business world, however, I think it is not fair that
there are rules to ensure that women get certain positions, women should just be given equal
opportunities as men” (R14).

4.5.1 Agricultural women groups
The involvement in agricultural groups is various among the respondents. All respondents have
participated in women gatherings at least once, but most of the respondents are not actively taking
part of women groups for agricultural women. The most prominent reason why most are not part of
such groups is that often when women gather, one talks about their household activities rather than
how they operate within the farm. One respondent mentioned that if there would exist a women’s
group in which they would be discussing more about multifunctional agricultural in which women
share their stories about opportunities and challenges, that she would be interested to join such a
group. Interestingly, all partners of the respondents are part of study groups, these groups are mostly
being outnumbered by men; only two respondent are part of a study group with only women. One of
them mentioned that when the group was initiated, it was fruitfull to share knowledge, but currently
it has been more like a informal group and less of a studygroup.
Remarks have also been made about a the Dutch farmers organization LTO (Land en Tuinbouw
Organisatie) that has been established to represent the interests of farmer members. LTO has a a side
wing that represents women in agriculture and opt for strengthening the social- economic position of
women in agriculture. The comments LTOs initiative to represent women, showed that the way it is
designed, traditional ideas about gender remain in place. One of the respondents gives a clear
explanation to this statement:
“There is not really an agricultural women group, there is LTO women within their company, but their
ideas are very old-fashioned because they educate one to think like a man (your husband). I believe
that a woman is empowered because she has different experiences than her husband, who has
always been a farmer: A woman has seen more outside the farm and that brings new inspiration and
energy. I believe that a woman has a key position in the transition of a farm, because with all her
activities she is so much more involved in society than her husband” (R7).
Since there is a need, but a lack of women groups that meet the demands of women in the agricultural
sector, three respondents saw this as an opportunity to create more space for women integration in
the agricultural sector. R7 is one of these three women, during our conversation she mentioned that
she was doing a research on ‘the position of women in times of transtitioning’, this research has been
susbsidized by Nuffic Scholarship. R7 also mentioned that communication in the agricultural sector is
underdeveloped and she takes a role as a connector between farmers and people outside of the
agricultural sector. She connects both worlds by in telling stories about the activities on her farm to
non-framing people within the sector and to consumers. The same respondent was awarded in 2019,
as ‘agricultural influencer’ by our queen Maxima. Her starting point was when she installed a milk tap
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on the farm, where passengers ( e.g.: pedestrians) could visit, tap some milk and have a chat with her.
Pretty soon she discovered how much interest people showed in the stories she told about her
experiences on the farm and how little they knew about farm live. Subsequently, she became a
storyteller and got invited to tell her stories on events in the Netherlands and even abroad.
R8, who is an agricultural coach, said that after moving to the farm of het parents in, she started with
her coaching career in the sector. Her idea to start with this career path, came from the discussions,
that came out of miscommunication, that she encountered between her partner and his parents during
the business acquisition. She observed that communication at farm level needs some more
development and she is mainly focused on guiding male farmers who face difficulties with their
communication skills in their family farm. A remarkable comment that can not be ignored is that many
of her clients face psychological issues that sometimes go to an extend of having suicidal thoughts. She
mentions that she became a member of a study group for women, but this group copied what men
used to discuss in their study groups (technical issues). She would have liked to be part of a woman
group in which one discusses more about the role of the woman on the farm and on the development
of her potential role on the farm, since women often add something on the farm. She mentioned that
communication is still underdeveloped within the agricultural sector and that she is convinced that
women play a significant role in changing this dynamic:
“I work as a project leader in a network organization, in which I help stimulate regional innovation
in the agricultural sector. I help entrepreneurs who want to innovate and these are often women.
To give you an example of women innovators, you should take a look at “the new farming family”,
which is a platform where young farmers with ambition can register and work out a plan with help
- many of them are women. So you really see it more in the younger generation that there are
women” (R8).
Talking with respondents about women in Dutch agriculture showed me how communication within
the agricultural sector is still in its babysteps and how much it is needed to improve this. In this case
study, women seem to play an important role when it comes to improving communication at family
level, within and outside the agricultural sector. In that way they contribute considerably to social
sustainability in rural areas.
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4.6 Key results from field data
Looking at the 15 case studies, much has been discussed with the respondents. The bullets points
below illustrate the most significant findings for this study. In addition, findings with regard to
sustainability are illustrated as well.
Pathways
• More than half of the women did not have aspirations to become a farmer before actually
moving to a farm; they moved because of their partner or they took over their parental farm.

•
•

When entering into a new farm family, women need to adapt to a new culture and family
traditions. Few women had no idea what to do on the farm, but eventually found their place.
When transitioning from conventional practices to organic practices, it is tremendously
difficult to find a purchaser and the costs to change their excising farm system to an organic
system are perceived as too high and not beneficial.

Agency

•

Traditional role division and responsibilities within their households remain for most of the
respondents; cooking, laundry, taking the children to school and during the COVID19 pandemic
homeschooling.
• All respondents are involved in decision making processes concerning the main
foodproduction activity on the farm and are the main resonsables of decisions on their own
activities: decisions are often made around the kitchen table.
• Women bring new ideas when they enter farm life; the recreational part of the agricultural
sector is mainly occupied by women rather than men.
Multifunctionality

•

The majority of the respondents have created multiple income sources on and off the farm,
which sustains their farms economically

•

The main motivation for creating different activities on the farm comes from the need to
create different income sources besides the primary income source (the food
production).
Women contribute to economic sustainability by making farm live more attractive for the new
generation

•
Identity

•

•

The respondents who have agricultural backgrounds are occupying either leading positions or
have the same number of activities in the farm as their partner. However, respondents without
an agricultural background show similar dynamics and even bring new ideas into the sector.
Most respondents were not perceived and approached as a farmer when they received
visitors, this changed after awhile when people get to know you.

•

The majority of the women did not react very positivily towards the current agricultural
policies in the Netherlands.

•

Most respondents mentioned that the experience that the agricultural sector is still a mans’
world and that men usually occupy the managing jobs in agricultural organizations and chairs
in most farmers’ groups.

•

All respondents participated in women groups/ gatherings, but most of them are not part of
such groups because the information does not meet their needs.
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•

Women are the drivers of seconomic and social sustainability, because of their experiences
before moving to the farm, they come with new innovative perspectives and ideas and are
able to share these with teir direct enrironment and outside the agricultural sector.

•

personal experiences and interactions with others
Sustainability

•

the organic farms are from women who play a considerably important role in the primary
production of their farm and/or from women who are sole owner of their farm.

•

Four respondents use land for nature conservation and receive a grant from the government
in return
Women are connectors between various stakholders, which contributes to social sustainability

•
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Chapter 5: Discussion
My analysis in this chapter is based on the literature review and the field research outcomes. All the
results are brought together and their implications and meanings are discussed. Based on the
conceptual framework, reflections are made on the theories and the literature from the first two
chapters and the results of my case study..
In this study I explored the roles that different women take on their farm and how they contribute to
the development of sustainable agriculture according to their own experiences and perspectives. By
using an agency focused approach, I want to contribute with this case study to agricultural gender
studies.
In the first stage of my casestudy, the concepts of pathways, agency, multifunctionality and identity
were extracted from the literature review. These concepts are often used in femininist studies and are
too important to ignore. Now, I want to express the importance of analysing the four concepts from a
holistic perspective and stress that when studying gender roles in agriculture from the perspectives of
the actors themselves, the researcher should incorporate the four concepts not as individual
components but rather as concepts that complement each other.
Besides the four concepts, sustainability played an important role in this study since I was looking for
an answer to the main research questions ‘What role do female farmers play on agricultural family
farms that contribute to a more sustainable agriculture in the Netherlands?’
In this case study, these main concepts have been used and applied during the analysis on agricultural
women in the Netherlands living on family farms. Based on these four main concepts, I designed a
theoretical framework during this study (see figure 8) for a better understanding of the inter relations
between these concepts. The theoretical framework shows that the four concepts are interconnected
with each other through different dynamics that have been mentioned by the 15 respondents in this
casestudy. Together they contribute to better understand the contribution of women to sustainability
of their family farms and rural areas. The women in the casestudy have an important role in rural
transition processes, towards economic, social and environmental sustainability.
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Figure 8: Theoretical framework based on this study

In this part, I want to stress the importance of sustainability more in details. First let us go back to what
was discussed earlier, in the literature review, where the agricultural sector has been challenged by
different dynamics, such as critical attitudes towards negative effects of conventional farming
practices on our ecosystem. In response to these critics, more attention is given to restoring and
preserving our ecosystem, many agricultural and landscape areas have become important in the
transitioning of agriculture in the Netherlands. My casestudy shows that women can play a role of
innovators when it comes to environmental sustainability. One of the examples is the farmer who
created her own ‘cow safari’, in which she lets her cows graze in natural areas, to maintain biodiversity.
An other example is a respondent who is not involved in the primary production process of the farm,
but plays a significant role in environmental sustainability by stimulating innovation such as organizing
experimenting with different type of grasses.
The challenges farmers face in the Netherlands are not only related to questions of environmental
sustainabily, bu to economic sustainability of family farms as well. An example for this is that consumer
demand has also been changing and consumers are becoming more and more critical towards the
farming systems that we follow since the shortage of food after World War ll. What I want to stress in
this section, is that most women in the casestudy are involved in day-to-day business decisions that
are made at the farm and the future of the farm. These women are important players when it comes
to maintaining the farm economically sustainable now and in the future. I highlight this, because both
literature study and my own findings show that women can be drivers behind the creation of new
business models on farms. This is because most women in my case study do not come from farms and
brought fresh insights and ideas when they moved to a farm. The creation of multiple income sources
is seen as a strategy to maintain the farm financially independed and to make it attractive for future
succession. Brandt and Haugen (2007) argued that farm diversification have positive effects on rural
development. The majority of the respondents of my case study said that creating different income
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sources is needed in order to maintain the farm. With the findings of my study, I want to add on that,
that the role of women in rural development can no longer be misunderstood or ignored. The inclusion
of women in the agricultural sector is critical for its success and futur, because it has been proven that
diversified enterprises are more successful.
The results of my field study illustrates that communication is still underdeveloped in the Dutch
agricultural sector. Van der Ploeg (2000) shows that in the Netherlands, female farmers have higher
social capabilities than male farmers. However, these capacities are relatively not much applied, since
most women first need to gain respect from other actors in the sector. We could say that in order to
develop more social sustainability in the agricultural sector, the role of women needs to be recognized.
Yet, diversity of women representatives in agricultural organizations is still rare; women are underrepresented in top-level decision making. Despite the increase of reflecting on the issue of diversity
from farming organizations and governments establishing equality and activities to increase visibility
of women; cultural norms and structural exclusion are still dominant in this sector. Currently Carola
Schouten is minister of agriculture in the Netherlands, but the women in the casestudy recognized that
she alone can not change the male dominated system.
Among the respondents of my casestudy, there are women who are trying to break this cycle of noncommunication; they perceive themselves as connectors and their work is related to communicating
with other actors in the field. Communication is important, especially now that farmers are under
pressure to change the practices that they have been doing from generation to generation. The role
of women in this process is unquestionable, since women have important contributions to make for a
more sustainable agricultural shift in the future. A social change that has been observed by women in
the casestudy is that patriarchal traditions of male ownership are changing, they mentioned that
women have more opportunities nowadays to become a successor than in the past.
The question is no longer whether women contribute on farms, but instead how women themselves
perceive their roles and contribution within the agricultural sector and how they would characterize
their contribution in the sector and in particular their contribution to sustainable family farms and rural
areas.
Based on the results of my fieldwork and literature research, I support the argument of Trauger, in
which she argues that agricultural sustainability entails new spaces of resistance and empowerment,
where woman and agriculture work are made visible and valued (Trauger 2004, p. 290).
In addition to this, I could not stress enough that when doing a study on family farms, research should
not ignore the role of women. To give an example of a such, I observed that in Van der Ploegs’ study
(2018) on peasantry, he presented a case study on the family farm “Hoekstra” that created new income
sources besides primary production. Remarkably, he mentioned ‘the farmer’ and ‘his mother’ in the
heading of the case study. Implicitely the son is framed by his economic activities as “a farmer” and
his mother is framed by her reproductive role as “ a mother”. The casestudy takes the family farm as
point of entry and does not gives any insite in the role of the mother in decision making about new
activities, neither her role in the implementation of these activities.
I would like to stress the effects of a gender neutral approach when studying family farms. Van der
ploeg describes the farmer and his mother as ‘they’ and does not make any distinction between the
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roles of both actors. He describes that ‘they’ built a small shop that is selling food products, but if we
read it literally, a store cannot sell products, probably the mother runs the store, but we don’t know.
We can only suppose that the mother was fully implicated in decionmaking processes that lead to the
construction of a harbour and camping place for tourist and a shop for on the farm. This is an example
to illustrate how the role and contribution of women are often ignored during analyses when it has no
gender or feminist approach. Appendix 2 illustrates the case study as described by Van der Ploeg (2018)
and my questions to be asked from a feminist research point of view, as the case raise many questions
on the role of the mother and other family members in the transition of the farm, their agencies and
identities.
In chapter two, three feminist arguments were discussed. I want to come back to the argument of
Whatmore (1991), in which she raised the question of gender regime by arguing that family farms unite
economic with social relations, and that gender relations on family farms are characterized by
patriarchal ideology that understands gender relations as vertical and hierarchical and which
subordinates’ women to men. My case study findings showed me that the agricultural sector is still
male dominant, however, when we zoom in on the household level, women are not subordinated to
their husband. The reason why I want to stress this, is that when studying gender in agriculture, one
should use a gender responsive approach rather than a neutral one. After my interviews, I understood
how pathways of women create new ideas that result into multifunctional income sources. These
income sources are curcial for maintaining a family farm economically stable. In addition, it empowers
women to create a space in the sector in which they can construct and shape interactions with other
actors, which is needed for innovations in the agricultural sector.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
This chapters serves as a conclusion of my case study. In the first section, I go back to my initial problem
statement in the beginning of this study and link this to my own findings to give an answer to my
research question. In the second section, I reflect on my study and give recommendations for future
research on women in Dutch agriculture.

6.1 Key arguments
Women play an important role in Dutch agriculture and gender relations in agriculture is a well-known
theme in feminist literature. However, the role of women in the transition towards a more sustainable
future of rural areas in the Netherlands has not been receiving enough attention from researchers.
The starting point of this study was my idea to investigate and understand the changing role of women
in Dutch agriculture from the perspectives of agricultural women themselves. The aim of this study
was to understand the perspectives of family farm women in the Netherlands on their role and
contributions within the sector, with emphasize on sustainability.
By this I sought to give an answer to the research question: What role do female farmers play on
agricultural family farms that contribute to a more sustainable agriculture in the Netherlands?
Literature study illustrated the importance of women in agriculture; however, it were the interviews
that gave me insights in how they perceive their roles.
This study is built on four concepts: pathways, agency, multifunctionality and identity. These four
concepts showed to be unmissable for my analysis. In addition, the concept of sustainability plays an
import role when analysing the roles of women in Dutch agriculture.
The literature showed that agriculture has been challenged by different dynamics such as climate
change, this means that our current agricultural system needs to change. Subsequently, primary
production does no longer bring enough income to maintain a family farm economically stable. As a
reaction to this, number of farms that have created multiple income sources has been increasing since
up to 60 per cent in the first quarter of 2020. The main drivers behind these multiple income sources
are women. Another reason why multiple income sources are created, is to make farms more
attractive for future succession.
To restore the Dutch landscape and conserve nature areas, the Dutch government provides subsidies
for farmers, many family farms use this as an income source. Women farmers have more often income
sources outside of the farm, while men are more involved in the implementation of expanding farm
activities. Agricultural women are more engaged in nature and landscape management, by creating
income activities in agrotourism or leisure activities and the sale of agricultural products.
When it comes to decision making, women are involved in day-to-day business decisions at the farm
and in decision-making on strategic matters, such as the business succession, loans, sale, and purchase
of land etc.
During my field study I conducted semi-structure interviews with 15 women farmers who live on farms
in different regions in the Netherland. I documented their experiences and knowledge as farmers in
their environment.
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My findings during the interviews illustrate that all women had different pathways, but also many
similarities. More than half of the women did not aspire to become a farmer before moving to a farm,
they moved because of their partner, or they took over their parental farm. Adapting to new culture
and family traditions were important drivers for creating new ideas on the farm and for shaping their
role within the sector. Furthermore, when transitioning from conventional practices to organic
practices, it is tremendously difficult to find a purchaser and the costs to change their excising farm
system to an organic system are perceived as too high and not beneficialby some women. However,
the farms from women who play considerably important roles in the primary production of their farm
and/or from women who are sole owner of their farm are all organic or nature inclusive.
Agency can best be described as the sense of being in control of our actions because we feel that we
are in charge. It is remarkable that traditional role division and responsibilities within households are
still present for most of the respondents; they are fully responsible for cooking, laundry, taking the
children to school and during the COVID19 pandemic home schooling. The influence of women in
decisionmaking processes remains often invisible for outsiders. Some women mentioned that they are
the ones having the last words when it comes to activities that concern the recreational activities
within the farm. More over, decision making is linked to how the respondents feel about female
leadership. Farmer’s wives are also working more outside of the farm and have more agency when it
comes to decision making within the company, they are also better educated because of more
opportunities.
As Multifunctionality concerned, all respondents have created multiple income sources on and (or) off
the farm. The main motivation for creating different activities on the farm comes from the need to
create different income sources besides the primary income source (the food production).
When it comes to decision making processes, all women take part in decisionmaking, and these are
often made around the kitchen table. However, the agricultural sector is still perceived as a man’s
world by the women and men usually occupy the managing jobs in agricultural organizations and chairs
in most farmers’ groups.
Communication is still lacking in the agricultural sector, between farmers, but also between farmers
and other actors. Women play a significant role as connectors between various stakeholders, which
contributes to social sustainability within the family farms ad the sector.
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6.3 Lessons learned
Building on different feminist approaches the four concepts (pathways, agency, multifunctionality and
identity) formed the basic elements of my analytical framework. These elements were the starting
point for structuring my data and were usefull to get a better insight in the three dimensions of
sustainability.
When doing studies on agricultural transitions, women are often invisible without an explicit feminist
approach. As we saw in the “Hoekstra case” a gender focus is not evident for resarchers, even if they
attempting to include gender in their research.

6.4 Reflection on the research process
Finding the right topic for this study was somehow a struggle. Thinking about how to start a thesis
during a pandemic was challenging but I believe that I found an interesting topic to study. Not having
a social science background, I found it difficult to apprehend a topic that would be scientifically
relevant. First, I wanted to put the focus on the effect of the COVID19 pandemic on farmers and local
markets, but by discussing my ideas multiple times with my supervisor and others the topic of
perception of women in Dutch agriculture interested me the most. This topic felt exciting, because of
my personal interests in gender studies and because of its relevance in social debates.
Working on this topic was pleasant and nurturing. Studying this topic was satisfying because everyone
I spoke with mentioned that it is a topic that needs more attention. One of the main challenges during
this study was that I intended to do an ethnographic research in which I would visit farms and observe
the activities of women on their farms. However, due to ongoing COVID-19 measurements it did not
work out the way I planned. This research was a good exercise to put my personal skills as a researcher
into practice and to develop decision making skills. Despite not being able to meet my respondents in
person, I am happy that I had 15 open conversations in which the women talked with me about their
personal lives. I was touched by the fact that many of them were open to share their struggles with
me. With this case study I am contributing to better understanding of women’s perceptions of their
lives and contribution to sustainability of their family farms and rural areas, for the future of their
children. in the Netherlands.

6.5 Limitations of the research approach
This research is a case study of the situation of 15 women in the Dutch agricultural sector. This means
that my findings are highly context dependent, and the data gathered are qualitative. Data collection
has been conducted through interviews with 15 women who live on different farms and are spread
over eight provinces in the Netherlands. Although similarities are found between literature study and
information via my respondents, it might not be appropriate to generalise the findings to different
type of actors in the agricultural sector.
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Annex 1: Interview format (in Dutch)
Naam:
Leeftijd:
Stad:
Kinderen:
Getrouwd / ongehuwd:
Type boerderij:
Opleidingsniveaus:
Agronomische gegevens:
Hoe groot is de boerderij in hectares:
Wat ze groeien:
Productiesysteem:
Arbeid: seizoensarbeid of alleen gezinsarbeid
Algemeen
Kun je me meer vertellen over deze boerderij? (bijvoorbeeld: zijn geschiedenis)
Kun je me meer vertellen over wat er op deze boerderij wordt gedaan? (misschien een
rondleiding?)
Kun je me vertellen hoe een typische dag er voor jou uitziet?
Activiteiten op de boerderij
Kun je me vertellen hoe je op deze boerderij begon te werken / hoe je betrokken raakte en hoe
het was?
Wat waren de belangrijkste beslissingen die je op dat moment nam?
Kun je me wat van je ervaringen in je leven vertellen sinds je op de boerderij hebt gewoond /
gewerkt?
Activiteiten buiten de boerderij
Kun je mij vertellen of u betrokken bent bij sociale activiteiten buiten de boerderij?
Kun je mij vertellen of u betrokken bent bij activiteiten buiten de boerderij?
Economische vragen
Kunt u mij vertellen of u zich bezighoudt met economische activiteiten buiten de boerderij?
Wat voor soort taken / activiteiten doe je en welke zijn lonend / moeilijk? Op economisch vlak
Politieke vragen
Maak je deel uit van een organisatie voor agrarische vrouwen? (E.g. vrouwen van nu) Zo ja, kunt
u me hier meer over vertellen?
Wat is je visie op het Nederlandse landbouwbeleid?
Ben je betrokken bij politieke activiteiten? (bijv .: gemeente)
Perception of interviewee
Wat is je perceptie van het ‘vrouwelijk leiderschap’?
Wat is je perceptie van feminisme?
What is your experience as a female in farming?
Netwerk/ contacten
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Wat vind je leuk om te doen in je vrije tijd?
Maak je deel uit van sociale groepen / organisaties?
Maak je deel uit van een vrouwenboerderij? Zo ja, kunt u me hier meer over vertellen?
Identiteit
Hoe zou je jezelf als persoon omschrijven? (bijv. vriendelijk, slim etc.)
Hoe passen deze kenmerken van jou in het boerenleven?
Leiderschap; zie jij jezelf als leider ben je betrokken bij het maken van beslissingen?
Uitdagingen/ kansen
Kun je beschrijving geven over de meest uitdagende ervaringen en uitleggen hoe u ermee bent
omgegaan?
Welke factoren in uw leven hebben een positieve invloed gehad op waar u vandaag staat?
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Appendix 2: Case study van der Ploeg
Box 4.1 Constructing multifunctionality

Figure 4.2 shows a Frisian dairy farmer and his mother. They are standing in front of a small
harbour for yachts. The photo was taken at the end of the autumn, when the harbour was
empty, but in spring and summertime it is full of small boats, sailing ships and yachts – owned
or rented by tourists travelling along the canal that borders their farm. The family has
converted one of the farm’s meadows into a camping site, which will be full of tents and some
caravans during the season. Yet, more can be seen in the photo. Behind the harbour there is
the old farm building (to the left), which now houses a small shop selling food products (some
from neighbouring farms) and some recreational facilities for moments of bad weather. To
the right there is the new stable that holds some 80 dairy cows. There is even more that
cannot be seen in the picture: a walking trail to a pleasant fishing spot, some recently planted
hedgerows and a second brother, who works also on the farm.
The harbour is theirs. It took them a long fight with municipal and provincial bureaucracies
who initially would not give them permission to open it, saying that it was ‘not their job to
have a harbour’. Nonetheless, they won through and their agro-touristic facility is now
appreciated and cherished by many, locals and visitors alike.
From an analytical point of view much of what can be seen in Figure 4.2 is about repatterning. Existing relations (between ‘things’ and also between ‘things’ and ‘people’) have
been reshuffled and new ones have been created. In the past, the location of the farm did not
matter much. It could have been anywhere. However, when starting to think about
something new, the Hoekstra family started to make the link with the territory: the lake
district and the canal that passes their farm. They saw that constructing a harbour would
actively link their farm to the territory, strengthen it and make their work more interesting.
This was the first new linkage. A second one links the harbour and the shop in the old building
to the new barn. The earnings from their agro-touristic activities have helped to finance and
sustain dairy farming, located in the new building.
The harbour also strengthens the identity of the family. As the photograph shows, the
mother and her son are both strong-willed and are very proud that the harbour and
everything connected to it has been made by them (using their own resources). It is a
testament to their agency (although the Hoekstras would never use such a word). They are
proud (in a modest way) that they have made this initiative into a success.
Other linkages are contained in the new social networks that have emerged out of this initiative
(with tourists, but also with authorities and other innovating farmers) and, in a way, in their
relation with the dairy market. This new constellation (farm plus agro-tourism) is far more resilient. They have expanded their autonomy. (Van der Ploeg, 2018,p. 94).
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This is an example of questions on the case Hoekstra from a feminist research point of view, for further
research on the role of women in the transition process of the farm towards a multifunctional
enterprise:
Hoekstra case
Pathways

Feminist researcher’s view

Existing relations (between ‘things’ and also
between ‘things’ and ‘people’) have been
reshuffled

What was the role of the different family
members (son, mother etc.) in the reshuffle of
existing relations?
What are the motivatons/effects for the Son?
What are the motivations/effects for the
mother?
What are themotivations/effects for other
family members?

The earnings from their agro-touristic activities
have helped to finance and sustain dairy farming

Who is responsible for the agri-touristic
activities on the farm?
Who is responsible for the dairy farming?

Multifunctionality
The family has converted one of the farm’s
meadows into a camping site,

Which member of the family had the idea to
start with a camping?
What were the roles of the son, his mother
and other members of the family during the
decision making process?
Did the family members have the same ideas
on this new activity?
How was the final decision taken? By whom?
What are the activities of the mother, the son
and his brother related to the camping?
What about eventual other female family
members, spouses of the two sons?
What is the role of the father?
What are the activities of the mother, the son
and his brother related to the camping?

Old farm building converted to a small shop
selling food products

Who is responsible for the small shop?
who is selling the products in the shop?
Who is maintaining contacts with neighboring
farms related to the selling of their products?

recreational facilities

Who is responsible for the running of the
recreational facilities ?
Who is doing the work related to this facility?

the new stable that holds some 80 dairy cows

Who is responsible for the dairy cows and the
stable?
Who is doing the different work related to the
dairy cows?
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a walking trail to a pleasant fishing spot,

Who is responsible for the walking trail and the
fishing spot?
Who is doing the maintenance works related
to the walking trail and the fishing spot?

recently planted hedgerows

Who is responsible for the planting of the
hedgerows and its maintenance?

Identity

a Frisian dairy farmer and his mother

a second brother, who works also on the farm.
The harbour is theirs

The harbour also strengthens the identity of the
family.

The identity of the man is framed by his
productive activities, while the identity of the
women is linked to her reproductive role as
mother. This gives no information on her role
and productive activities on the farm, while we
know from feminist studies that women are
often initiators and are responsible for tourist
activities on the farm.
What is the role of this brother on the farm?
Partnership?
What about his eventual spouse?
What about the implication of the family
members in the property of the farm and the
harbor?
Partnership? Which family members
participate in an eventual partnership?
It is supposed that the identity of the different
family members is strengthen by the harbour.
It would be interesting to investigate on the
perception of the different members of the
family themselves and of the people around
them.
Are they are identified in the same way in
relation to the harbour? Or would they and the
people around link the different family
members in different ways to the harbour?

Agency

It took them a long fight
not their job
they won through
their agro-touristic facility
new ones have been created

starting to think

What was the role of the different family
members in this process of negotiation and
contact with the municipality and province?
How is the ownership of the different facilities
organized ? Are all the family members part of
the partnership?
What was the role of the different family
members in this creating processes?
Responsibilities family members for new
facilities?
Who started this thinking process in the
family?
63

Msc thesis: Dutch agriculture through the eyes of women
the Hoekstra family started to make the link with
the territory
They saw that

Who’s ideas, initiatives and activities are
related to the different family members?
What were the views of the different family
members? Did they all have the same view on
the start of agro-tourism?
make their work more interesting
What are the different activities and
responsibilities of the family members on the
farm?
the mother and her son are both strong-willed and What were the different roles of the mother
are very proud that the harbor and everything
and son in the administrative process before
connected to it has been made by them (using
obtaining the right to create the harbor?
their own resources).
What specifically makes the mother proud?
What specifically makes the son proud?
Which revenues are reinvested in the dairy
farming?
Who is responsible for that activity? Who is
doing the work?
Which revenues are used for subsistence of
the family?
Who is responsible for that activity? Who is
doing the work?
It is a testament to their agency

No distinction is made between the agency of
the different family members.
What is the perception of the different
members of the family of their agency?
What are the differences and the similarities?
they have made this initiative into a success
What was the role and contribution of each
family member to this success?
new social networks that have emerged out of this In which new social networks is each family
initiative (with tourists, but also with authorities
member implicated?
and other innovating farmers)
What was/is their role and position in this
network?
What are the differences and the similarities?
in their relation with the dairy market
How is agro-tourism on this farm changing the
relation of the different family members to the
dairy market?
What are the differences and the similarities
for mother and son and for the other family
members?
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