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Abstract
Agri-environmental policies programmes mainly focus on economic incentives for the agri-environmental transition in 
grassland use. However, barriers rooted in farmers’ self-identities, which determine their behavioural intentions toward 
environmentally friendly practices, are often unaddressed in policy design. We conceptualise two self-identity gradients, 
productivist–multifunctionalist–conservationist and traditionalist–innovationist, to analyse drivers and barriers of agri-envi-
ronmental transition processes among farmers. In order to grasp the complex multidimensional and hierarchical concept of 
self-identity as initially proposed by Stryker (Journal of Marriage and Family 30: 558–564, 1968), our analysis comprises 
a triangulation of qualitative and quantitative methods on a comprehensive dataset of 75 interviews with Swiss alpine 
grassland farmers. Through the semi-deductive coding of responses to open questions (revealing hierarchical aspects) and 
a factor analysis of closed, Likert-scale questions (revealing multidimensional aspects), we positioned each farmer along 
the conceptualised self-identity gradients. Our framework allows to explain contradictory behaviours exhibited by farmers: 
Our results revealed a mismatch between the farmers’ prevailing conservationist-innovationist self-identity and their actual 
intensification behaviour. This mismatch can be explained by the discrepancy between the individual self-identity and the 
prevailing productivist–innovationist idea of a good farmer, on which farmers continue to base their decisions. Within this 
discrepancy, however, lies the potential for a shift in the idea of what constitutes a good farmer and a consequential agri-
environmental transition.
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Abbreviations
FOAG  Federal office of Agriculture
LSU  Livestock unit
Ha  hectare
CHF  Swiss francs
AGFF  Swiss Grassland Society
FSO  Federal office of Statistics
SI1 to SI6  Self-identity questions
IB1-IB3  Intensification or extensification questions
IPF  Integrated principal factor analysis
ID-1 – ID-75  Identifier for individual farmers

Introduction

Grasslands play a vital role in providing ecosystem ser-
vices, including forage production, carbon sequestration, 
biodiversity, erosion control, and recreation (Allan et al. 
2015; Schmidt et al. 2018; Le Clec’h et al. 2019; Huber 
et al. 2022). An agri-environmental transition towards more 
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sustainable grassland cultivation practices, particularly in 
the alpine regions, has been encouraged by various policy 
measures (Huber et al. 2017; Hunter et al. 2020). Financial 
incentives of policy measures allow farmers to maintain or 
increase their income while reducing their grassland use 
intensity (Pedolin et al. 2023). However, these policies often 
overlook cognitive barriers and drivers rooted in farmers’ 
self-identities, which shape their attitudes, motivations, and 
intentions toward environmentally friendly practices (Burton 
and Wilson 2006; McGuire et al. 2013; Sulemana and James 
2014; van Dijk et al. 2016; Cullen et al. 2020; Zemo and 
Termansen 2022; Schaub et al. 2023).

With this study, we want to answer the question of how 
self-identities of Swiss alpine farmers influence their indi-
vidual decision-making processes with regard to grassland 
use intensity. In order to answer this question, we contribute 
to the existing literature by expanding both theoretical and 
methodological perspectives. We introduce a conceptual 
framework that outlines two gradients of self-identities found 
in theoretical and empirical literature: productivist–multi-
functionalist–conservationist and traditionalist–innovation-
ist. These self-identity gradients are recognized as influ-
ential drivers or barriers of agri-environmental transition 
processes. In terms of methodology, we employ a concurrent 
mixed methods approach (Collins et al. 2006; Tashakkori 
et al. 2020), triangulating quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods in both data collection and analysis (Strijker et al. 2020), 
using a comprehensive dataset of 75 interviews with Swiss 
alpine grassland farmers. This approach allows us to delve 
into the complex multidimensional, hierarchical concept of 
self-identity as proposed by Stryker (1968).

The self-identity concept of Stryker (1968) is a frame-
work previously employed to describe farmers’ self-identity 
formation and re-formation, and to explain farmers’ behav-
iour and behavioural transitions (Zemo and Termansen 
2022). Self-identities are assumed to be multidimensional 
and hierarchical (Stryker 1968; Burton and Wilson 2006). 
This assumption is crucial, as it allows a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the complex, nuanced, and seemingly 
contradictory behaviour of farmers.

Burton and Wilson (2006) conceptualised a farmer-driven 
agri-environmental transition based on the productivist/post-
productivist/conservationist transition model (Cloke and 
Goodwin 1992) as well as the self-identity concept, followed 
by a large body of literature addressing different aspects of 
farmers’ complex self-identities, their notions of what makes 
a good farmer, and the resulting effects on behaviour. For 
instance, Sulemana and James (2014) revealed that specific 
self-identity traits substantially influence farmers’ attitudes 
toward environmentally friendly practices. Several studies 
have examined the direct association between farmers’ self-
identities and their observed behaviour, such as McGuire 
et al. (2013), van Dijk et al. (2016) and Warren et al. (2016). 

Howley et al. (2015) concentrated on intended behaviour, 
while Hyland et al. (2016) and Cullen et al. (2020) adopted 
a two-step modelling approach to connect farmers’ self-iden-
tities with their attitudes and subsequent behaviour. How-
ever, it’s worth noting that to the best of our knowledge, no 
previous studies explicitly integrated the multidimensional, 
hierarchical nature of self-identity in their methodological 
design, nor did they have a comparably comprehensive data-
base at their disposal.

Conceptual Framework: transition processes 
and self‑identity theory

Agri-environmental transitions have been conceptualised 
from a macroeconomic perspective, shifting from a produc-
tivist to a multifunctional paradigm (Cloke and Goodwin 
1992; Wilson 2001; Mather et al. 2006). In a productiv-
ist agricultural society, agricultural land primarily serves 
the production of food and fibre, while a multifunctional 
approach recognises the broader spectrum of ecosystem ser-
vices. The transition from a productivist agricultural society 
to a multifunctional agricultural society manifests in less 
intensive land use practices, as trade-offs among different 
ecosystem services are acknowledged (Allan et al. 2015; 
Schirpke et al. 2019).

This macroeconomic lens might suggest that external fac-
tors, such as policy changes, are the primary drivers of these 
transition processes (Evans et al. 2002). Nevertheless, these 
strategies often lack efficacy and efficiency, as exemplified 
in Switzerland where incentive-based agri-environmental 
schemes to promote landscape elements primarily attract 
farmers who can participate without significant changes to 
their existing practices (Mack and Huber 2017; Mack et al. 
2020). Other studies support the observation that farmers 
often engage in agri-environmental schemes for conveni-
ence, but are hesitant to adopt significant agri-environmental 
adjustments, such as transitioning towards less intensive land 
use (Ingram et al. 2013; Lastra-Bravo et al. 2015; Pavlis 
et al. 2016).

To better understand farmers’ behaviour and internal 
transition processes, a shift from a macroeconomic per-
spective that overemphasises farmers’ economic considera-
tions (Brown et al. 2021), to a microeconomic, actor-based 
perspective is needed. Central to this understanding is the 
concept of self-identity (Stryker 1968), which encompasses 
how individuals (i.e. farmers) perceive themselves, others, 
and how they desire to be perceived. In his identity theory, 
Stryker (1968) postulated that the variability in individuals’ 
behaviour is caused by a corresponding variability in self-
conception (i.e. self-identity).

This self-identity concept offers three features that make 
it a powerful tool for deciphering farmers’ decision-making: 
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complexity, self-categorisation, and evolvement. Firstly, the 
complex multidimensional and hierarchical design of self-
identities allows to explain ambiguous, allegedly contradic-
tory behaviours of farmers (Burton and Wilson 2006). Sec-
ondly, an individual’s self-identity remains consistent across 
different situations (Stets and Burke 2000), but not over 
time: The formation of self-identities is a dynamic process 
involving self-categorisation (Stets and Burke 2000), which 
enables individuals to express their self-identities in survey 
or interview contexts. Lastly, an individual’s self-identity 
is shaped and reshaped through interactions with the social 
environment (Stryker 1968; Riley 2016; Bruno et al. 2022). 
Consequently, understanding how self-identities evolve and 
how they influence decision-making is pivotal for fostering 
transition processes towards more environmentally friendly 
behaviours (Lequin et al. 2019).

Burton and Wilson (2006) Introduced a farmer-driven 
agri-environmental transition model rooted in Stryker’s 
identity theory, and established farming-related self-iden-
tity concepts which have since been used and extended 
in various studies to analyse farmers’ behaviour, internal 
transition processes, and policy implications in Europe and 
the US (McGuire et al. 2013; Sulemana and James 2014; 
Howley et al. 2015; Hyland et al. 2016; van Dijk et al. 
2016; Warren et al. 2016; Naylor et al. 2018; Cullen et al. 
2020; Bartkowski et al. 2022). Building upon this collec-
tive research, we propose two gradients within farmers’ 
self-identities as essential drivers in the transition towards 
more environmentally friendly, less intensive agricultural 
practices.

The first gradient encompasses self-identities catego-
rized as productivist, multifunctionalist, and conservation-
ist, a categorization used in studies like Burton and Wilson 
(2006); McGuire et al. (2013); Sulemana and James (2014); 
Hyland et al. (2016); Cullen et al. (2020); and Letourneau 
and Davidson (2022). Productivists focus on intensive land 
cultivation and agricultural products, while Multifunction-
alists consider both agricultural production and other eco-
system services to be equally important. Conservationists 
perceive themselves as stewards of the environment and 
providers of ecosystem services. Consequently, we antici-
pate extensification behaviours among conservationists 
and intensification among productivists (Home et al. 2014; 
Howley et al. 2015; Hyland et al. 2016), while multifunc-
tionalists may exhibit nuanced behaviour (Karali et al. 2014; 
Letourneau and Davidson 2022).

The second gradient encompasses the two opposing 
identities of traditionalist and innovationist, as described in 
Karali et al. (2013) and Cullen et al. (2020). Traditionalists 
uphold tradition in farming practices and resist change, in 
particular regarding new technologies (Cullen et al. 2020). 
In contrast, innovationists view change as vital for success-
ful business-making and securing the future of their farms 

(Cullen et al. 2020), and are open to new technologies (Sule-
mana and James 2014). As a result, we anticipate substan-
tial changes in production intensity among innovationists 
towards both intensification and extensification.

While these gradients offer insights into individual self-
identities, understanding their hierarchical arrangement is 
critical to comprehend farmers’ behaviours. This hierarchy 
is established by embedding self-identities into a common, 
often subconscious idea of a good farmer (Burton et al. 
2020; Westerink et al. 2021). In visibly adhering to the 
common idea of what constitutes a good farmer, individuals 
can maintain or increase their cultural, symbolic and social 
capital (Burton and Wilson 2006; Sutherland and Darnhofer 
2012). Consequently, farmers may defy their individual self-
identities to conform to the ideal behaviour expected of a 
good farmer. The traditional, productivist idea of a good 
farmer has been regarded as a barrier to agri-environmental 
transition processes (Burton 2004). However, similar to indi-
vidual self-identities, this idea of a good farmer is shaped 
and reshaped in its environment, and may evolve over time 
(Burton et al. 2020; Westerink et al. 2021).

Materials and methods

Study area

Our interviews were conducted with farmers in the Swiss 
agricultural mountain zones I to IV1, 88% of which are com-
prised of agricultural area (FOAG 2019). Permanent grass-
lands are the dominant type of agricultural cultivation in 
these zones, as the topography and climate constrain arable 
farming and horticulture. Mountain grasslands contribute 
greatly to the ecosystems services of the Swiss agricultural 
sector (Huguenin-Elie et al. 2019). The zones represent a 
natural type of heterogeneity, as conditions for agricultural 
production become increasingly difficult with increasing 
zone numbers. Within our study area, we also observe sub-
stantial heterogeneity in the land use strategies adopted by 
farmers. We classified these strategies into three categories: 
conventional extensive (stocking rate lower than 1 ruminant 
livestock unit per hectare [LSU]/ha), conventional intensive 
(stocking rate higher than 1 LSU/ha) and organic. These 
boundaries fit the Swiss alpine conditions very well. Due 
to production constraints, the average stocking density is 
around 1 LU/ha. Therefore, intensities higher than 1 LSU/

1  In Switzerland, agricultural zones classify the agricultural land 
into six levels: plain, hill and mountain I to IV The detailed classifi-
cation considers climatic conditions (e.g. length of growing season), 
accessibility and land slope. For more details, consult the correspond-
ing regulations (FOAG 2020).
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ha point towards the use of additional input such as fertilizer, 
irrigation, or additional fodder.

In Switzerland, the multifunctionality of the agricultural 
sector (i.e. food production, decentralized settlement and 
resource and landscape protection) is defined by the con-
stitution. Upon fulfilling environmental cross-compliance 
obligations, farmers are eligible for governmental financial 
compensation for non-market ecosystem services, the so 
called direct payments (Mann and Lanz 2013). Further vol-
untary measures aim to de-intensify agricultural production. 
For grasslands, examples are the promotion of biodiversity 
(Mack et al. 2020; Wuepper and Huber 2022) or livestock 
production restricted to grasslands (Mack and Kohler 2019). 
Direct payments are an important part of farmers’ income, 
especially in the less productive mountain zones (Möhring 
and Mann 2020).

Sampling

To recruit interview partners, we reached out to members 
of the Swiss Grassland Society (AGFF2) in February 2020. 
We informed them that participation in the interviews was 
voluntary, and to encourage participation, we offered com-
pensation in the form of a 75 CHF gift card. A total of 242 
farmers from the Alpine region accepted our invitation and 
provided additional information on their location, farm size, 
production type and stocking density through a short ques-
tionnaire (Appendix A).

This information helped us create a sample of 75 inter-
view partners grouped into the three management intensity 
categories conventional extensive, conventional intensive, 
organic farmers. Our selection process considered the total 
numbers of each category within mountain zones I to IV, 
ensured an even spatial distribution, and avoided extreme 

cases (consult Table 1 for summary statistics of the inter-
view partners). The interviews took place from October 
to December 2020, and were conducted via phone due to 
the COVID-19 crisis. Prior to these interviews, the farm-
ers received detailed information about data use, privacy 
and processes in case of emergency (Appendix B). In terms 
of ethical approval, all participants signed a letter of con-
sent (Appendix B). All interview partners gave consent 
for recording the phone call for further (anonymised) data 
processing.

Data collection

Our semi-structured interview questionnaire included a mix 
of open and closed questions aiming to capture farmers’ self-
identities and their future land use intentions (see Table 2). 
Farmers also granted us permission to connect their inter-
view data with census data from the Farm Structure Survey 
(FSO, 2016). allowing us to gain insights into their past 
intensification or de-intensification strategies.

In line with the feature of self-categorisation (Stets 
and Burke 2000), we adopted an indirect approach to 
assess farmers’ self-identities. First, we asked what it 
means to be a farmer nowadays (SI1), aiming to evoke 
an affect (feeling, emotion or mood, see Hogg and Abra-
hams 2004) towards their self-identities. Subsequently, 
we analyzed the internal and (perceived) external idea 
of a good farmer (SI2 and SI3), inquired about barriers 
to achieving that image (SI4), and probed for the top-
most layer of a farmer’s self-identity (SI5). Regarding 
closed questions on self-identity, we asked the farmers 
to indicate their level of agreement with a series of state-
ments (SI6) (Cullen et al. 2020). Most of these statements 
directly addressed one of our conceptualized gradients of 
self-identity, while two statements were considered to be 
neutral in this regard (SI6c and SI6h). The sequence of 
open questions preceded the closed questions to prevent 
any priming effects (Podsakoff et al. 2003) and lever-
age the affective imagery related to self-identity (Slovic 
et al. 2007). We also indirectly analyzed intensification 

Table 1  Summary statistics of 
the interview partners

Extensive Intensive Organic

Total number of interview partners 25 25 25
Number of interview partners by mountain zone:

I 3 11 6
II 11 12 5
III 9 2 7
IV 2 0 7

Roughage-eating livestock unit [LSU] 26.4 39.1 26.8
Hectares of grassland [ha] 32.0 24.7 26.6
Grassland use intensity [LSU/ha] 0.8 1.6 1.0

2  The ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaft zur Förderung des Futterbaues/Working 
Group for the Promotion of Forage Production’ (AGFF) is an associa-
tion of all farmers and institutions in Switzerland interested in forage 
production. The association has about 3,000 members.
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or extensification intentions through questions IB1-IB3 
(see bottom of Table 2). Changes in grassland area and/or 
the number of livestock revealed the general direction of 
their intended behaviour, while IB3 revealed more context 
around these changes.

For the interviews, all questions were translated into 
French and German. We assume no loss of information 
due to these translations.

Our interviews were part of a broader study assessing 
the drivers and barriers related to the adoption of envi-
ronmentally friendly grassland management practices. 
On average, each interview took 1.5 h. Prior to the open 
self-identity questions, we presented a set of general open 
and closed questions related to the farm, production con-
ditions, and management strategies (see Appendix C: 
complete interview guide). This initial block of questions 
facilitated the creation of a trusting rapport between the 
interviewers and farmers. By framing the interviewers 
as allies rather than researchers (Lune and Berg 2017), 
we aimed to make farmers more comfortable discussing 
their self-identities. This approach also helped counter any 
potential possible response bias towards socially desira-
ble behaviour (Social Desirability Bias, Nederhof 1985): 
Farmers might expect the researchers in this project to 
favour more environmentally friendly behaviour, as they 
were informed in advance about the overall aim of the 

project (i.e. assessing the drivers and barriers related to 
the adoption of environmentally friendly grassland man-
agement practices).

To understand past changes in grassland use intensity, we 
accessed census data from the Farm Structure Survey (Fed-
eral Statistical Office FSO, 2016). This data source provided 
detailed information on land use and animal production at 
the farm level. The stocking rates of roughage-eating live-
stock on grasslands was a suitable measure of grassland use 
intensity and its changes. To assess past changes within the 
last five years, we subtracted the stocking rates of 2016 from 
those of 2020 for each individual farm.

Qualitative analysis: Coding and data conversion

The analysis of open questions SI1-SI5 (see Table 2) 
involved a semi-deductive coding process (Miles and 
Huberman 1994) that aligned responses with the two 
conceptualized self-identity gradients outlined in 
our framework. The primary author assigned farm-
ers’ statements to codes such as ‘productivist’, ‘mul-
tifunctionalist’, ‘conservationist’, ‘traditionalist’, or 
‘innovationist’ according to the definitions provided 
in our conceptual framework. Additional support for 
statements was coded as a separate statement, while 
responses against a particular identity were coded with 

Table 2   Open and closed interview questions

a) (Likert Scale with five levels: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree)

Farmers’ self-identity

Open Questions
SI1 What does it mean to be a farmer nowadays?
SI2 What makes for a good land manager/good farmer?
SI3 What do you think other farmers would consider a good farmer/land manager?
SI4 What barriers do you think there are to farmers being good land mangers/farmers?
SI5 What is the best moment in your life as a farmer?
Closed Questionsa)

SI6 Please can you tell me how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements:
a. To be successful in farming it is important for me to adapt and use new technologies
b. I am good at finding different types of information to help me run my business
c. I have to keep my farm running to ensure I have something to pass on to my children
d. Farmers should be allowed to maximise their income irrespective of the environmental consequences
e. We need to produce more food, even if some damage is caused to the environment
f. Farmers are good caretakers of the countryside
g. Farmers have a strong positive role to play in protecting the environment
h. I enjoy farming much more than I would other potential sources of employment
i. I don’t think it is a good idea to take too many risks when it comes to farming
j. I am cautious about adopting new ideas and farm practices

Farmers’ intensification or extensification intentions
IB1 Are there plans to change grassland area in the next 5–10 years? If yes, by how much?
IB2 Are there plans to change the type and/or number of animals in the next 5–10 years? If yes, what ani-

mals and by how much?
IB3 Under what circumstances would you consider to in- or extensify your production?
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the opposing identity. This coding process occurred 
in three stages. The initial stage established a com-
prehensive codebook with accompanying coding rules, 
documented in Appendix D. The second stage involved 
refinements and standardisations of all codes in adher-
ence to the coding rules. To minimize personal bias, 
all co-authors of this paper confirmed and revised both 
the coding rules and the coding during a third stage. 
For coding and structuring of this qualitative data, we 
used MAXQDA, 2022 (Software 2021).

To facilitate the comparison of the results derived from 
both qualitative and quantitative data (Tashakkori et al. 
2020), we converted our qualitative findings related to the 
two self-identity gradients into quantitative values. State-
ments coded as “productivist” or “innovationist” were 
assigned a value of 1, while statements coded as “conser-
vationist” or “traditionalist” received a value of -1. State-
ments coded “multifunctionalist” were assigned a value of 0. 
Subsequently, we calculated the sum of all values for “pro-
ductivist”, “multifunctionalist” and “conservationist” state-
ments to position each farmer along a numeric productiv-
ist–multifunctionalist–conservationist gradient. In a similar 
fashion, the sum of values for “traditionalist” and “innova-
tionist” statements allowed us to position each farmer along 
a numeric traditionalist–innovationist gradient. These two 
sums were divided by the total number of statements to gen-
erate normalised values within in the range of -1 to 1.

Quantitative analysis: Factor analysis and data 
conversion

The closed questions SI6 generated Likert-type scale data. 
To identify underlying self-identity factors, we applied 
iterated principal factor analysis (IPF, Cullen et al. 2020), 
selecting four factors based on both empirical criteria (elbow 
criterion on scree plot) and the four corners of our two con-
ceptualized self-identity gradients. Eigenvalues and the scree 
plot, as well as results of the validity tests can be found 
in Appendix E. These factors were labelled “productivist”, 
“conservationist”, “traditionalist” and “innovationist”. Fac-
tor analysis was conducted in R Statistical Language (R Core 
Team 2020) using the fa() function of the “psych” package 
(Revelle 2021).

We determined each farmer’s position along the two 
self-identity gradients using factor scores. By subtract-
ing the conservationist factor scores from the productivist 
factor scores, we placed each farmer on the productivist-
multifunctionnalist-conservationist gradient. Similarly, 
subtracting the traditionalist factor scores from the inno-
vationist factor scores placed each farmer on the tradition-
alist-innovationist gradient. These values were normalised 
to the range of -1 to 1, aligning with the quantified results 
of the qualitative analysis.

Results

Results of the qualitative analysis

Statements along the two self‑identity gradients

In response to open interview questions (see Table  2, 
SI1–SI5), farmers conveyed their self-identities along the 
two conceptualized self-identity gradients. It is worth men-
tioning that we did not find a prevalence of certain self-
identity statements among the three sampling groups con-
ventional extensive, conventional intensive, and organic 
farmers.

Among the 75 interviewed farmers, 413 expressed pro-
ductivist aspects of their self-identity, leading to 65 produc-
tivist statements. These statements often revolved around 
the idea of a good farmer (Burton et al. 2020) as one who 
produces food to “feed people” and generates their income 
from sales rather than “only direct payments”. Productivist 
statements also perceive environmental protection regula-
tions as barriers (“obstacles”):

SI1: I want to feed people, and that is actually the most 
important thing for me. Yes, and it means a lot to me, 
yes. (ID4-19, organic suckler cow farmer)5

SI1: Then you have to make sure that you make ends 
meet [financially], not that you end up having to live 
only on direct payments. (ID-68, extensive dairy 
farmer)
SI4: Now the junior comes, wants to enlarge the stable 
a little, wants to invest, and is now reaching the limits 
because of the ammonia. It’s actually crazy that they 
put up such obstacles. (ID-42, intensive suckler cow 
farmer)

On the other hand, 39 farmers expressed multifunctional-
ist aspects of their self-identities, generating 57 multifunc-
tionalist statements. These statements emphasized “sus-
tainability” in terms of social (“population well-being”, 
“society”), environmental (“landscape preservation”) and 
economic aspects (“food production”). Unlike productivist 
views, multifunctionalist statements embraced a balance 
between production and site-specific adaptations:

3  In line with the multidimensionality of self-identities, most farm-
ers expressed aspects of more than one self-identity in their state-
ments. As a consequence, the sum of number reported here and in the 
following paragraphs will be much higher than 75.
4  ID = Identifier, i.e. ID 19 is farm nr. 19.
5  Quotes are translated for the purpose of the publication (original 
language is German/French). We do not assume loss of information 
due to these translations.



325How farmers’ self‑identities affect agri‑environmental transition in Grassland Use: a mixed…

SI1: Yes, so you cultivate soil sustainably. So that you 
can produce something with the resources you have 
there. (ID-10, organic dairy farmer)
SI2: Farmers manage a large part of Switzerland’s 
area. And we have a great influence on the well-being 
of the population. In addition to production and land-
scape preservation. (ID-67, extensive suckler cow 
farmer)
SI1: We have several vocations, we have food voca-
tions for society, landscape vocations, symbolic voca-
tions that go with aesthetics. (ID-54, intensive dairy 
farmer)

A total of 53 farmers expressed conservationist aspects 
of their self-identities, resulting in 121 conservationist state-
ments. They show their close connection with the environ-
ment (“working with nature for nature”) and the perceived 
beauty of it (“orchids”):

SI2: A good farmer works with nature for nature. (ID-
16, intensive dairy farmer)
SI5: No, there is no such thing as the best [moment]. 
There are moments every year when you simply see 
that all of a sudden there is an achievement through the 
work that you have done for perhaps 10 or 20 years. 
For example, the extensive areas, you’ve been working 
on them for 20–30 years, and then you find an orchid 
somewhere where you didn’t have one before. (ID-25, 
organic mixed rearing dairy cow and goat farmer)

Only 9 farmers expressed traditionalist aspects of their 
self-identities, contributing 15 statements. Traditionalist 
statements often criticised the pursuit of “innovative” farm-
ing approaches or “taking risks”. In other statements, the 
farmers expressed fatigue towards changes and reminisced 
about times when everything was “easier”:

SI3: Yes, so I think, a lot of people talk about a good 
farmer that is innovative and farmers that are inter-
ested in mechanisation and digitalisation. I think a lot 
of farmers think that a good farmer is someone who is 
a step ahead of the others but also maybe takes more 
risk. But at the end of the year, the best farmer is the 
one who paid all his or her debts, took his/her holidays 
and her/his farm is well organised and maybe even 
could invest a little. (ID-41, intensive mixed dairy beef 
and goat farmer)
SI4: I always get the feeling, when I hear what people 
say about the past, that it used to be easier. You had a 
guaranteed sale. It’s certainly much easier. You could 
just go ahead and produce, and you didn’t have to 
think so much about how you could be more efficient 
or whether [doing] something else would make more 
sense. (ID-58, extensive mixed suckler cow, horses and 
sheep farmer)

In contrast, 43 farmers revealed innovationist aspects of 
their self-identities, providing 95 statements, These state-
ments, often triggered by questions about the idea of a 
good farmer (SI2–SI3) highlighted the importance of “self-
reflection” (or “review”), self-responsibility and “resilience” 
(“react and act”), and forward-looking mind (“in line with 
the times”):

SI2: For me, a good farm manager is someone who 
regularly reflects on what exactly he is doing and what 
he is achieving with his actions, and questions whether 
their actions are still in line with the times. Yes, a good 
farmer also regularly tries to develop himself further. 
(ID-23, organic suckler cow farmer)
SI2: A good education, a good resilience, ongoing 
review of the factors we have, react, act. (ID-33, inten-
sive dairy farmer)

Hierarchies and current movements in farmers’ 
self‑identities

Farmers framed their statements differently based on their 
self-identities, giving insight into a common, subconscious 
idea of a good farmer. Again, these findings are independ-
ent from three sampling groups conventional extensive, 
conventional intensive, and organic farmers. Productivist 
self-identities led to confident generalizations, with farm-
ers assuming views were shared by “most farmers” due to 
common “professional pride”. Moreover, farmers did not 
defend innovationist attitudes, but rather directly discredit 
those farmers with a traditionalist attitude who say “if some-
thing is new, it’s nothing,” and claim that they are “not in 
the right profession”.

SI1: Most farmers would rather receive their income 
from the products than from direct payments…. So 
farming would be a privilege per se, but the danger 
is that we will be degraded to landscapers. And that’s 
not so good for professional pride. The farmer should 
be the nation’s breadwinner. (ID-59, extensive dairy 
farmer)
SI2: Complaining certainly doesn’t help. And if some-
thing is new, to say it’s nothing, then it doesn’t turn out 
so well anyway. (ID-44, intensive dairy farmer)
SI4: […] Then there is the other point which a lot of 
people have difficulties with: the attitude, the mindset 
that we have taken with us since the Second World 
War, during which the Wahlen6 plan for food security 
simply got stuck in many people’s heads. The thinking 
here, at least here in the canton of Lucerne, is to have 

6  The “Plan Wahlen” was a Swiss program that promoted food pro-
duction during the Second World War to ensure self-sufficiency.
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to produce as much as possible, after me the Deluge7. 
So in that sense, this restricts us in the area of ecology; 
actually in all areas—ecology, social and economic 
—that we are not where we should be because we are 
trapped in old patterns. And then there are also some 
who are not in the right profession. They are farmers 
by tradition and lack the ability to innovate. (ID-46, 
intensive suckler cow farmer)

Farmers with multifunctionalist and conservationist self-
identities often framed their statements defensively, seeing 
themselves as conflicting with the idea of a good farmer. 
They feel “discredited” or were considered as “too green”, 
but also perceive a “movement” among farmers (especially 
from the “older generation” to the “younger generation”) 
towards a greater conservationist awareness, that is, a shift 
in self-identities:

SI1: But it is also very important that we take part in 
the public discourse and positively participate in these 
secondary factors of agriculture, the whole landscape 
quality management, even if it is a bit discredited, it is 
absolutely part of it. (ID-28, organic mixed dairy and 
beef fattening farmer)
SI2: In my view, simply producing as much as possible 
is not what makes a good farmer. (ID-75, extensive 
dairy farmer)
SI4: For example, when it comes to ecological 
thoughts. My parents grew up with the principle of 
producing as much as possible and earning as much 
money as possible. That was the way it was after the 
war. And we, the younger generation, are moving away 
from that again. And that hurts them a bit when the 
meadows are no longer almost dark blue from all the 
nitrogen fertiliser. The older generation thought that 
was so great! […] And then you hear critical voices 
from the people around you, that you are a bit too 
green or something. (ID-66, extensive mixed dairy and 
beef fattening farmer)

Past and future grassland use changes according 
to the qualitative results

We converted qualitative data into numeric values within 
the range of -1 to 1, placing each farmer on the two pro-
posed self-identity gradients, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The 
majority of farmers exhibited a conservationist–innovation-
ist self-identity (upper left quadrant). This group exhibits 
large changes in grassland use intensity in the past (first 
row, darker colours), and also inclined to alter (especially 

intensify) their grassland use in the future (it is, however, 
important to note that most farmers indicated they do not 
plan to change their grassland use intensity).

Furthermore, Fig. 1 reveals that farmers identifying as 
purely conservationist (along the line) did not necessarily 
opt for extensification. Surprisingly, many organic farm-
ers (squares) with a conservationist self-identity chose to 
intensify their production and intend to continue doing 
so. Extensive farmers (circles), on the other hand, often 
engaged in extensification or maintained their grassland 
use intensity. Among those who intensified in the past, 
many were intensive farmers (triangles). However, it’s 
interesting to note that no intensive farmers expressed 
intentions for future intensification.

Results of the quantitative analysis (factor analysis)

The two gradients according to the factor analysis

Our factor analysis of the quantitative data revealed four 
clearly distinct factors (see Table 3), each aligned with 
specific self-identity dimension: “productivist”, “con-
servationist”, “traditionalist” and “Innovationist”, as 
indicated by the statements in SI6 (see Table 2). Despite 
our relatively small sample size (n = 75), the overall Kai-
ser–Meyer–Olkin value of 0.56 and a significant Bartlett 
Test of Sphericity indicated that our data were acceptable 
for factor analysis. Nearly all statements strongly load on 
one primary factor, with minimal or negative loadings on 
the other factors. Only two statements, “Farmers should be 
allowed to maximise their income irrespective of the envi-
ronmental consequences” and “Farmers are good caretak-
ers of the countryside” exhibit cross-loadings. However, 
these variables are retained in the analysis due to their 
conceptual relevance.

The productivist factor encompasses statements related 
to income maximisation and production, even at envi-
ronmental expense. This factor also includes the neutral 
statement regarding the importance of keeping the farm 
running in order to pass it on to children. In contrast, the 
conservationist factor includes two statements: farmers 
playing a strong positive role in protecting the environ-
ment and farmers being good caretakers. The two factors 
oppose each other, with statements loading positively on 
one factor and negatively on the other, confirming our con-
ceptual gradient.

The traditionalist factor encompasses the statements 
reflecting a cautious approach and risk aversion. On the 
other hand, the innovationist factor includes statements 
about adopting new technologies and finding different types 
of information, along with the statement that farming is the 
most enjoyable profession.7  Proverb that indicates indifference towards whatever happens after 

one is gone.
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Fig. 1  Farmers locations within the two identity gradients, according 
to the qualitative analysis. The top row shows farmers who intensi-
fied, extensified or kept their grassland use intensity ΔLUI (accord-
ing to census data) in the past. The bottom row shows farmers who 
intend to intensify, extensify or keep their grassland use intensity 

in the future. Squares, triangles and circles indicate organic, inten-
sive (stocking rate higher than 1 LU/ha) and extensive (stocking rate 
lower than 1 LU/ha) farmers, respectively. The saturation of the dots 
relates to the extent of the changes: the darker the dot, the stronger 
the change

Table 3  Results of the factor analysis: Factor loadings

Statement Productivist Conservationist Traditionalist Innovationist

I have to keep my farm running to ensure I have something to pass on to my 
children

0.61 0.01 -0.12 0.01

We need to produce more food even if some damage is caused to the environment 0.60 -0.08 0.08 0.07
Farmers should be allowed to maximise their income irrespective of the environ-

mental consequences
0.57 -0.39 -0.03 0.13

Farmers have a strong positive role to play in protecting the environment -0.17 0.62 -0.11 0.2
Farmers are good caretakers of the countryside -0.02 0.38 0.11 0.32
I am cautious about adopting new ideas and farm practices 0.10 -0.07 0.54 -0.15
I don’t think it is a good idea to take too many risks when it comes to farming -0.12 0.04 0.54 0.02
To be successful in farming, it is important for me to adapt and use new technolo-

gies
0.08 0.03 -0.17 0.44

I enjoy farming much more than I would other potential sources of employment 0.16 0.18 0.06 0.4
I am good at finding different types of information to help me run my business -0.26 0.20 -0.17 0.36
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Past and future grassland use changes according 
to the quantitative results

Figure 2 complements the information of Fig. 1 on qualita-
tive results. However, Fig. 2 represents farmers’ positions 
based on the quantitative results on farmers’ self-iden-
tity derived from the factor analysis. The overall trends 
observed in the quantitative results mirror those uncov-
ered through the converted qualitative results. Again, the 
majority of farmers showed conservationist–innovationist 
self-identities. In contrast to the qualitative results, Fig. 2 
shows hardly any points on the axis lines. This discrepancy 
arises from the fact that the farmers were required to give 
a statement about all self-identity dimensions in SI6 (see 
Table 2).

Discussion

Our conceptualized multidimensional and hierarchical 
framework of self-identities has proven valuable for under-
standing the drivers and barriers in agri-environmental 
transition processes. Triangulating qualitative and quan-
titative methods allowed us to analyse the prevailing self-
identities and their influence on Swiss farmers’ behaviour, 
shedding a new light on the diversity and complexity of 
their actions.

Both our qualitative and quantitative methods revealed 
the presence of the conceptualized two self-identity gradi-
ents: productivist–multifunctionalist–conservationist and 
traditionalist–innovationist. Our quantitative approach 

Fig. 2  Farmers’ locations within the two identity gradients, according 
to the quantitative analysis. The top row shows farmers who intensi-
fied, extensified or kept their grassland use intensity ΔLUI (accord-
ing to census data) in the past. The bottom row shows farmers who 
intend to intensify, extensify or keep their grassland use intensity in 
the future. Squares, triangles and circles indicate organic, intensive 
(stocking rate higher than 1 LU/ha) and extensive (stocking rate lower 

than 1 LU/ha) farms, respectively. The saturation of the dots relates to 
the extent of the changes: the darker the dot, the stronger the change. 
Federal Office for Agriculture FOAG (2020). Weisungen und Erläu-
terungen 2020 zur Verordnung über den landwirtschaftlichen Produk-
tionskataster und die Ausscheidung von Zonen (Landwirtschaftliche 
Zonen-Verordnung; SR 912.1). Bern, Switzerland, Bundesamt für 
landwirtschaft
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provided a comprehensive view of the multidimension-
ality of farmers’ self-identities. The qualitative results, 
although less complete in all dimensions, aligned with 
these findings. Neither the qualitative nor the quantitative 
results allow any conclusions to be drawn about a connec-
tion between the sampling groups conventional extensive, 
conventional intensive, and organic farmers.

At first glance, there seems to be a mismatch between 
self-identities and farmers’ past, observed and future, 
intended behaviour. However, our qualitative analysis of 
responses to open questions offered a possible explanation 
for these alleged inconsistencies, i.e. through a hierarchical 
order of identities embedded in a subconscious idea of a 
good farmer. The framing of statements allows us to con-
clude that the idea of a good farmer among our interview 
partners combines the productivist and innovationist self-
identities. Especially productivist self-identities have been 
shown to be an important part of the idea of a good farmer 
in other countries and environments as well (Burton 2004; 
Burton et al. 2008, 2020).

The results of our factor analysis further support the inter-
pretation that the innovationist self-identity belongs to the 
idea of a good farmer, as the corresponding factor includes 
the neutral statement that farming is the most enjoyable pro-
fession. The innovationist self-identity is associated with the 
willingness to take risks and move away from traditional 
practices. In the past 20 years, the Swiss agricultural sector 
has been subject to several policy reforms, including both 
market liberalisation and greening measures (Mann and 
Lanz 2013; Spörri et al. 2023). These changing conditions 
required innovative, creative responses from farmers to cope 
with evolving policy and market dynamics (Sutherland and 
Darnhofer 2012).

Farmers with multifunctionalist or conservationist self-
identities tend to adopt a more and more defensive position, 
fearing that environmentally friendly practices may be per-
ceived negatively. This contrasts with findings from other 
studies, such as Cullen et al. (2020), where the belief that 
farming is the most enjoyable profession aligns with conser-
vationist self-identity.

Despite the prevailing idea of a good farmer as productiv-
ist and innovationist, we found that a majority of the farmers 
identify as conservationist–innovationist. They deviate from 
the traditional productivist idea of a good farmer in terms of 
their beliefs and motivations. However, many of them, espe-
cially organic farmers, continue to act in a productivist man-
ner, intensifying their grassland use. This identity conflict 
is not unique to our study and has been observed elsewhere 
(Bruno et al. 2022; Letourneau and Davidson 2022).

Farmers play a dual role as both contributors and victims 
of environmental changes, including land degradation or 
climate change. This complex role has led to a shift in the 
productivist–multifunctionalist–conservationist self-identity 

gradient. However, agricultural policies in Switzerland have 
not been able to reach their environmental goals (El Benni 
et al. 2023). The same can be observed for the rest of Europe 
(Brown et al. 2021). Farmers tend to participate in agri-
environmental schemes when they do not have to change 
their practices to fulfil the requirements (Börner et al. 2017; 
Mack et al. 2020). Thus, the emerging conservationist aspect 
of farmers’ self-identities has not yet been strong enough to 
drive substantial behavioural change. Meanwhile, the inno-
vationist aspect of self-identity serves as a common ground 
for both farmers’ individual self-identities and the prevail-
ing idea of a good farmer. It is a critical driver for change 
towards more environmentally friendly practices. However, 
the main component of agri-environmental policies in Swit-
zerland still consists of action-based measures which pre-
cisely dictate to farmers how to cultivate their land more 
sustainably (Forney 2016).

Conclusion

Our framework of hierarchical and multidimensional self-
identities not only shows, but also explains inconsistencies 
between farmers’ self-identities and corresponding behavior. 
in particular, we showed a discrepancy between the prevail-
ing productivist–innovationist idea of a good farmer and the 
prevalence of conservationist–innovationist self-identities 
among most farmers.

Our analysis allows us to draw conclusions in regard to 
possible internal and external drivers of a future agri-envi-
ronmental transition. As an internal driver, the discrepancy 
between the idea of a good farmer and conservationist–inno-
vationist self-identities may influence the positioning of the 
good farmer idea on the conceptualized productivist–mul-
tifunctionalist–conservationist gradient (Letourneau and 
Davidson 2022). When farmers see the conservationist 
aspect of their self-identities better reflected in the idea of a 
good farmer, they may feel encouraged to act accordingly. 
Shifts in the perception of what constitutes a good farmer 
have been observed in relation to organic farmers in England 
(Sutherland and Darnhofer 2012) as well for US Corn Belt 
farmers (McGuire et al. 2013).

Our results also have clear policy implications as external 
drivers. To meet farmers at their idea of a good farmer, pol-
icy designs should focus on the innovationist aspect of farm-
ers’ self-identities rather than the conservationist aspects. 
More precisely, policy measures should be designed such 
that they are perceived as innovative and forward-looking. 
Current agri-environmental policies targeting Swiss grass-
land farmers may be partly ineffective, as they primarily 
trigger conservationist self-identities (Letourneau and 
Davidson 2022). Similar conclusions were drawn by Burton 
et al. (2008) for German and Scottish farmers, advocating 
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entrepreneurial, result-based agri-environmental schemes 
that empower farmers to innovate in achieving environmen-
tal goals. To some extent, action-based may have posed a 
barrier to transition towards more environmentally friendly 
practices (Wunder et al. 2018), as they clash with farmer’s 
innovationist self-identities. Our observations on future, 
intended behaviour of organic farmers illustrate this very 
well: while these farmers have to follow a list of action-
based rules for certification, they use their remaining free-
dom to intensify. Beyond policy measures, further leverage 
points lie in farmer education and improved communication 
from policymakers to enhance system understanding.

Our analysis also holds implications for future research. 
Our theoretical discussion and analysis highlight the impor-
tance of methodological triangulation when considering a 
multidimensional, hierarchical self-identity framework 
(Stryker 1968). In future research, both methods could be 
refined to better capture the multidimensionality and hierar-
chy of self-identities. By predefining topics and statements 
that reveal all assumed aspects of farmers’ self-identities, 
open questions can be designed to reveal multidimensional-
ity. Closed questions can uncover hierarchy by incorporat-
ing steps to evaluate the importance of different statements. 
Our results are specific to grassland farmers in Swiss alpine 
regions. However, the explanatory power of self-identities in 
relation to contradictory behaviour and corresponding solu-
tions for policymaking justify the additional effort needed to 
expand the analysis to other contexts.
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