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Introduction 
• Importance of combinations of activities in and around agricultural 

activity 
• Diversification of productions and activities involves many cognitive, 

political and operational stakes 
• Analytical tools  describing and understanding 
• Policies and engineering tools  support social and technical 

changes 
 
Conceptual framework of activity system: 
- practices and decisions 
- of social entities at the micro-scale (individual, household, family, 

small firm, small group of individuals, etc.) 
- who implement at least one farming activity (crop and / or animal) 
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Outline 
1. Overview of the concept of activity system 

 
2. Theoretical and empirical positioning 

 
3. Conditions of use and field of validity 
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Definition 
 

• Do not attribute objectives 
to the activity system or to 
the social entity a priori. 

 
• Imply to define the content 

and the perimeter of its 
components: the considered 
social entity and its 
activity/ies, the categories 
of motivations for action 
and decision-making, the 
resources taken into 
account, and the prioritized 
environmental components. 
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1. Overview of the concept of activity system 



Outputs? 
• From the point of view of the social entity, the "outputs" of the 

activity system are linked to motivations, representations and types of 
activities considered. 

 
• The "outputs" of the activity system expected by the community are 

often not the same. 
 
• Which "outputs" of the activity system must be studied? Income, 

quality of life, commodity production, non-market production, work 
sense, adaptability, vulnerability, viability, environmental and social 
externalities, etc.?  
 11 

1. Overview of the concept of activity system 



Theoretical roots: 
systemic thought 
• The legacy of systems thinking (Crozier & Friedberg, 1977 ; Morin, 

1990, etc.) 
• Applied to agricultural and rural issues (Brossier et al., 1990 ; 

Sebillotte, 1996 ; Norman, 2002 ; Cochet, 2011, etc.) 
• The combination of activities in a systems approach (Chayanov, 1990 

; Curie et al., 1990 ; Aubry, 2007 ; Mundler, 2007 ; Gaillard & 
Sourisseau, 2009, etc.) 
Activity system is the field of consistency of practices and 

farmers' choices. 
Emerging properties, interactions between activities, but also 

between the resources mobilized and between the system and its 
environment. 

 

12 

2.   Theoretical and empirical positioning 



• Poly-rationality, subjectivity and intentionality of the social entity : 
Osty (1978), Brossier et al. (1990), Darré (1999) and Fiorelli (2010), 
etc. 

 
• Theories of action and decision-making that solve sociological 

oppositions such as "structure / agency “: 
• The actor of the activity system (his decisions and practices) is not 

entirely determined by the upper structures and institutions nor is 
he either a fully and freely rational creator of his own activities. 

• Bourdieu (1980), Boltanski and Chiapello (1999), etc. 13 

Theoretical roots: action 
and decision-making  

2.   Theoretical and empirical positioning 



• Activity does not only create market values. 
 
• Hannah Arendt (1994) distinguishes three basic dimensions of the 

human activity: 
(1) the "Labor" dimension, which is the economic and domestic life 

(satisfying the needs), 
(2) the "Work" dimension, which is the personal creation (creating a 

common world and usual objects), 
(3) the "Action" dimension, which represents the political and 

associative lives in the public space. 
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Theoretical roots: 
conceptions of activity, labor 

2.   Theoretical and empirical positioning 



Theoretical roots: resources 
• The social entity has commercial and non-commercial resources, some are 

latent (not immediately available or not mobilized in the activity), other 
activated (directly available for action and decision). 

 
• Major authors guide our thinking : 

• Boserup (1970) and her explanation of the historical evolution of the 
agricultural techniques 

• Polanyi (1983) and his social approach of the exchange which is not only 
the fact of the market or the State, 

• Mazoyer and Roudard (1997) and the theory of agrarian systems,  
• Gumuchian and Pecqueur (2007), and their approach of territorial 

resources 
• Amartya Sen (2008) with the concept of capability and his contributions to 

the theory of the personal choice 
• Ostrom (2010) who gave us criteria to think collective action in the 

management of common pool resources. 
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2.   Theoretical and empirical positioning 



Empirical works 
• We mobilized the same concept of activity system in: 

 
• the Argentine pampa (Gasselin, 2009, 2013 ; Albaladejo et al., 2011, G) : what 

are the adaptive capacities of Pampean smallholder households?  
• the region of Salars in the Bolivian Andes (Gasselin & Vaillant, 2010): what are 

the consequences of the emergence of quinoa in global trade on agricultural and 
social sustainability? 

• the Andes in southern Ecuador (Vaillant, 2008, 2013) : what are the causes of 
emigration and its consequences on the agricultural practices of farmers? 

• western Guatemala (Bathfield et al., 2010, 2013, 2015): how and why do 
technical practices change in the coffee plantations of small coffee producers in 
a context of volatility of the coffee market? 

• and in the South of France (Terrier et al., 2010 ; Gasselin, 2011 ; 2012): how to 
support the set up of  new agricultural activities in pluriactive households? 16 

2.   Theoretical and empirical positioning 



Choosing the social 
entity 
• An individual or a collective actor who contributes to implement the 

activities, who manages them, and gains an advantage of them. 
 

• Identify in the context studied what are the units of work, decision-
making, management, residence, production, accumulation, savings, 
consumption and risk taking (Gastellu, 1980). 
 

• These units do not always overlap and are not necessarily the same 
for all activities. Sometimes they may quickly change in time and 
space. 
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3.  Conditions of use and field of validity 



Delimitating the 
activities 
• May always be achieved in various ways  decisions and 

regulations 
 

• Describing a human activity implies defining what its 
perimeter is based on: work, income, production, value 
creation, the meaning, competence, space, period, 
qualification, responsibility, membership to a corporation, 
socialization, etc.  
 

• In many contexts, the activities are also very dependent on 
status (social, legal, fiscal) 
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3.  Conditions of use and field of validity 



Categorizing the 
motivations 
• Motivations govern the choice of activities, practices and the 

meaning that gives them the social entity. 
 
• 7 categories of motivations: 

• “Economic" motivations  
• “Axiological” motivations  
• "Relational" motivations 
• "Identity" motivations 
• The motivations of the “body-at-work” 
• “Technical” motivations 
• “Aesthetic” motivations 19 

3.  Conditions of use and field of validity 



Available resources 
to be considered 

 
• “Human” resources 
• “Natural” resources 
• Material resources 
• Financial resources 
• “Informational” resources 
• Identity resources 
• Social resources 
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3.  Conditions of use and field of validity 



Activity system = a new 
perspective 
• The actor and the system 
• Not only applied to poor people  
• Importance given to the analysis of decision-making and practices 
• Considering the poly-rationality of the actor in a systemic 

perspective.  
• Imperative contextualization of the system and its environment 
• Examination of the historicity (micro and social) 
• Relationships to the environment (both a context and a product of the 

activity). 
 
The activity system framework creates new research perspectives and 
opens the way to design new support tools for the agricultural advisory 
as we did it in two projects 
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Conclusion 
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Thank you for 
your attention! 
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