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The International Year of Family Farming has focused world attention on the 
economic and social role played by this type of agriculture, as well as on its potential 
for meeting global challenges. It has also identified weaknesses and the need for 
decisive, far-reaching public action to overcome these. However, policy making and 
implementation require a clear-cut statistical definition of family farming at the 
global level, as well as a detailed picture of the various forms this agriculture may 
take at the national level. Hence the proposal to characterise family farming by the 
conjunction between the domestic unit and the production unit, and to determine 
criteria for fine-tuning this definition in each country.

Public policy for family farming

Definition  
for better support
Jean-Michel SOURISSEAU, Jean-François BÉLIÈRES, Philippe BONNAL, 
Pierre-Marie BOSC, Bruno LOSCH, Jacques MARZIN

> 

Through Perspective, 
CIRAD provides  
the opportunity  
to explore new avenues 
for discussion and 
action based on 
research, without 
presenting an 
institutional position.

persp ctivee

Development strategiesnovember 2014 . no29

In 2014, family farming took centre stage 
when the United Nations (UN) devoted an 
international year to it, in view of its eco-

nomic and social importance, as well as its poten-
tial. Indeed, family farming is the predominant 
form of agriculture in the world, with FAO 
putting the figure at 88% of all farms. These 
farms provide work for the vast majority of agri-
cultural workers, who still represent 40% of the 
global labour force, although situations vary 
considerably (less than 2% in Western Europe; 
almost 80% in West Africa), and they are the 
main suppliers of most of the world’s agricultural 
markets. In addition to this predominance, their 
virtues have been brought to light: knowledge of 
ecosystems; sustainable management of natural 
resources; contribution to food security and 
regional development; and capacity to provide 
future employment. Family farming is therefore 
a key component of the response to global chal-
lenges such as climate change, food security, the 
depletion of fossil fuels, emerging diseases, and 
employment. However, it may also result in the 
development of agricultural practices that com-

promise the future, especially if farmers are in a 
vulnerable situation and have no option but the 
reckless use of the non-renewable natural 
resources available to them.

Family farming is still a highly controversial 
category. Some say it is outdated and incapable 
of providing rural people with a decent living 
and of producing enough food for the world, 
whose population is expected to grow from  
7 billion in 2011 to 10 billion in 2050. To meet 
these objectives, they propose modernising and 
extending production structures, and increasing 
labour productivity everywhere to bring it in line 
with that of the richest countries. This model 
would lead to a significant reduction in family 
farming and, ultimately, to its virtual disappear-
ance. However, others see this as a somewhat 
unrealistic and risky prospect given the impor-
tance of this type of agriculture and the functions 
it provides.

It is because of its potential, but also its weak-
nesses and the threats it faces, that family farm-
ing requires decisive, far-reaching public action. 
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To ensure the policies implemented are effective, 
it is first important to obtain recognition of 
“family farming” as a category of its own within 
these policies and in international discussions. 
This implies developing a strict, operational 
definition that is compatible with the statistical 
possibilities of the international institutions, in 
order to evaluate the numbers of family farms 
and their contribution to development. In addi-
tion, each country must adapt this generic defini-
tion to its own context, in order to develop 
actions that are coherent with its history and its 
national challenges.

CIRAD’s research (see box p. 4) has resulted in 
proposals on these two levels, both global and 
national: producing a generic definition of family 
farming by the conjunction between the domes-
tic unit and the production unit; and clarifying 
this conjunction in each country using specific 
criteria.

Counting family farms  
throughout the world

Despite its potential and the international year 
devoted to it by the UN, it is clear that family 
farming remains an unstable, even vague concept. 
There are several reasons for this.

The first of these are tactical reasons. Since this 
category has been explicitly promoted in inter-
national debates during the international year, 
producers’ organisations, which cover a very wide 
range of forms of production, need to be able to 
refer to it. Claiming to belong to this category 
may prove interesting in the future. A vague 
definition that makes little distinction will there-
fore be widely acceptable and accepted.

Another reason is that family farming is built 
upon different national contexts and political 
pathways, in which the use of this category is 
aimed at exploiting specific differentiations and 
characteristics. Representations of farming cat-
egories may thus vary and be satisfied with a 
vague definition that encompasses this diversity.

Finally, the concept is vague because it is used 
within different frameworks: an ideological 
framework for the protection of lifestyles: a 
normative framework for promotion policies; 
and an academic framework for knowledge pro-
duction about the way agriculture works.

This lack of clarity means that family farming is 
often associated with, or even confused with: 
small-scale farming, defined by the cultivated 
area; subsistence farming, defined by its purpose; 
or peasant agriculture, defined by its community 
and regional roots and by its autonomy with 

regard to industrial inputs and agricultural ser-
vices. This confusion makes it difficult to deter-
mine what family farming actually is.

A shared definition at the global level is therefore 
needed. This would enable a more accurate esti-
mation of family farming numbers, as well as 
those of other forms of agriculture (entrepre-
neurial and family business farms), and a better 
long-term assessment of the contribution each 
type of agriculture makes to sustainable develop-
ment. It will then be possible to quantify the 
respective weight of each type in food produc-
tion, employment and rural income, as well as in 
the (good or bad) management of natural 
resources, and to subsequently develop appropri-
ate policies. All of this knowledge will help to 
respond to arguments for the concentration of 
agriculture and against family farming to meet 
global challenges.

Labour as a criterion  
for the definition

Research by CIRAD confirms the existence of 
intrinsic linkages between the domestic unit and 
the production unit. The family-based nature of 
the permanent labour used on farms, without 
excluding casual workers, is a key criterion for 
defining this type of organisation.

Family farming thus differs from entrepreneurial 
agriculture, which exclusively uses wage labour, 
and family business agriculture, which uses per-
manent wage labour to supplement the family 
workforce. In family farming, family and produc-
tion unit are embedded; productive capital is 
included in the family’s property; domestic and 
productive approaches, and market and non-
market approaches, are all combined. In entre-
preneurial agriculture on the other hand, 
productive capital is held by private or public 
stakeholders guided by capitalist or financial 
principles.

The labour criterion makes it possible to differ-
entiate family farming and to include it in agri-
cultural censuses, irrespective of national 
contexts, productive systems, legal statuses and 
operating systems. 

It also enables a more generic and operational 
definition than denominations based on other 
criteria. Indeed, the size of the production unit 
(small producer, small-scale farmer) cannot be used 
to compare national situations, as it depends on 
productive systems and contexts. The objectives 
pursued (subsistence farming, commercial farming) 
are not exclusive and change according to incen-
tives. The economic logic and rationale (peasant or 
capitalist) only refer to the economic and financial 
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dimension and are subjective criteria. In terms of 
economic independence and community roots, 
which are often used as arguments against agri-
business, these depend on the socio-economic and 
cultural context and are therefore insufficiently 
generic.

In particular, labour can be used to define a 
statistical category whose criterion is objectively 
verifiable, reflecting the organisation of family 
farming and the implications of this type of 
production in terms of its resilience and its con-
tribution to global development challenges. If 
labour is systematically and better integrated 
into national and international agricultural cen-
suses, global statistics will be improved and it 
will be possible to measure the importance of 
family farming in agriculture worldwide. This 
will help to inform international debates and 
discussions on changes in agriculture and its 
production structures, with the aim of compar-
ing the potential of the model based on concen-
tration, which is advocated in most cases, with 
that of family farming.

Taking diversity into account
Although the type of labour used on farms 
makes it possible to define family farming at the 
global level and to identify its specificities with-
out distorting them, it fails to capture the great 
diversity of this form of agriculture. For example, 
it groups together family farms with varying 
levels of capitalisation and labour productivity, 
and which therefore have different needs and 
expectations in terms of public policy. In order 
to go beyond statistical surveys and to translate 
these into suitable public action, a more accurate 
analysis of the diversity of family farms and their 
requirements is needed, based on the realities of 
each national context. For example meeting the 
challenges in India of a family farming system 
that is fragmenting, where access to land is 
becoming increasingly difficult, does not call for 
the same instruments as increasing the stability 
of production and prices in a farm in the Sahel, 
where access to land is secure, or winning mar-
kets for family farms in Brazil’s Nordeste region 
that have to cohabit or even compete with lati-
fundia.

Eight criteria pertaining to farm structures and 
operating methods can clarify this diversity. They 
refer to conditions of access to resources and 
capital, which determine the possibilities for 
transforming production and activity systems. 
They can be broken down and ranked according 
to past national trajectories, political power 
struggles between agricultural stakeholders and 
within local civil society organisations, and agri-

cultural issues as they are perceived at the local 
level. These criteria are as follows:

– security of access to natural resources, espe-
cially land, and the quality of these resources. 
This criterion concerns a number of situations 
ranging from landless families to family farms 
with so much land and natural capital that its 
transmission is problematic;

– investment capacity, whether family farmers 
are restricted by their lack of capital, over-
indebted, or producing surpluses that enable 
them to increase their technical and strategic 
options;

– the role and importance of self-consumption 
in the family strategy. The primary concern of 
vulnerable multi-activity farmers is to feed their 
families, whereas others may only consume a 
small proportion of their production;

– the type of integration into upstream and 
downstream markets and independence in rela-
tion to these markets. This criterion ranges from 
family farmers who decide to limit their external 
dependency through the technical models or 
marketing systems, to family farmers who are 
integrated upstream and downstream into con-
centrated, industrialised and finance-dependent 
food systems;

– the degree of diversification of farm produc-
tion. Some family farms are involved in complex 
agroforestry, with multi-storied cropping sys-
tems; others specialise in grain and fruit markets;

– multi-activity and the role of agriculture in 
activity systems, which ranges from a strictly 
food production or even social function, to exclu-
sive specialisation in agriculture, or predomi-
nantly off-farm wage employment;

– the degree of substitution of family labour with 
physical capital. Some families maintain manual 
systems, with high labour intensity, using paid 
workers during peak periods. Others opt for 
mechanised systems with high labour productiv-
ity, using only family workers;

– the objectives of the activity and the strategies 
for mobilising farm output, which range from 
increasing returns to family workers to produc-
tive accumulation, diversification or even increas-
ing farm financial capital. 

These criteria can be taken into account by public 
policies, and also by agricultural and rural organ-
isations or institutions. These may or may not 
foster and create favourable conditions for the 
expression of household strategies. They influ-
ence and determine the options available to 
family farms, as they are their intermediaries for 
the organisation of production and marketing, 



respond – in local, national and international 
markets – to the expectations societies may have 
of their agriculture.

In the effort to define family farming and its 
diversity, it is therefore also necessary to explore 
hybrid forms, especially family business farms, 
which take organisational characteristics from 
both enterprises and families, but are guided  
by family principles. Moreover, new forms of 
agriculture will no doubt appear. It will then be 
of strategic importance to characterise these 
emerging forms and to monitor their perfor-
mances and their contribution to sustainable 
development. <

as well as for policy issues. They also explain their 
diversity and are stakeholders in the policy pref-
erences that may support them.

Family farming has the potential to meet future 
challenges, provided it is recognised and accom-
panied for what it represents and for all the 
functions it performs. There is however little 
doubt that the industrialisation or agricultural 
concentration processes underway will continue. 
The future of family farming therefore depends 
on its relationships with other forms of agricul-
ture, and on its capacity to evolve towards con-
figurations that are better able to compete with 
these systems. It has the necessary assets to 
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This Perspective is the result of research conducted 
by CIRAD since the late 1990s by the Family 
Agriculture and Globalisation programme, from 
1998 to 2005 and, more recently, by the ART-
Dev and MOISA joint research units. It is 
inspired by the books and special issues of jour-
nals published during the International Year of 
Family Farming, and also by the scientific events 
organised on this occasion.
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