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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Contributions of a feminist perspective to the analysis of farm
viability: the livelihoods reproduction framework
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ABSTRACT
The agrarian question dealing with peasants’ reproduction in
adverse global conditions is a topic of deep debate closely linked
to farm viability. Approaches that define viability in monetary
terms cannot explain peasants’ way of farming. Holistic
approaches can better analyse this question but existing
frameworks leave aside aspects of reproduction. Here, we revise
sustainable livelihoods and resilience frameworks through a
feminist lens and propose livelihoods reproduction to address
some blind spots. We do so through a literature review and a
case study of olive oil farms in Spain. Our analysis highlights the
importance of household labour distribution for farm viability.
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I. Introduction

When the industrialization of agriculture and the consolidation of capitalism as the domi-
nant global socio-economic system began to push small farms to the corners, several
agrarian questions emerged, debating the survival and viability of peasantry (Akram-
Lodhi 2021; Bernstein 2006a; Bernstein et al. 2018). Particularly, with the persistence of
peasantry in a context of corporate dominance (Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2009; van der
Ploeg 2018), discussions analyzed whether peasantry would cease to exist due to the
development of capitalism or, on the other hand, peasantry could exist alongside capit-
alism and even offer an alternative or resistance to it (Darnhofer 2010; Sevilla Guzmán and
Woodgate 2013). Researchers, from different perspectives, have been trying to address
the question of how peasants and small farmers ‘hung on to their farms and their way
of life’ (Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren 2021, 2) under the threat and
pressure of industrial agriculture and capitalist economy (Bernstein et al. 2018; Cabell
and Oelofse 2012).

The current globalized economic system is an increasing challenge for small and
peasant farms (Hazell 2005). The production model of big producers and retailers is
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forced upon them (Aubert and Perrier-Cornet 2009; Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013)
and they are vulnerable to land encroachment and loss of resources due to extractive
industries (Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren 2021). With the seepage of the
principles of the Green Revolution into the agricultural domain, small farms have been
subsumed and subordinated to capitalist agriculture, predominantly adopting the role
of suppliers of cheap labor (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013), while their local knowledge,
practice and institutions have been negated (Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013). Small
farms also feel the squeeze of agriculture caused by the decrease of off-farm prices and
increase in farm costs (Akram-Lodhi 2021; van der Ploeg et al. 2019), and nowadays, we
need to add the social and ecological emergency generated by climate change, a
global challenge that also (if not more acutely) affects small farms (Azadi et al. 2021;
Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren 2021; Morton 2007).

However, the peasantry remains, in both the Global South and the Global North, and
small farmers still engage in alternative strategies that gives them autonomy from the
capitalist market (Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren 2021; van der Ploeg
2011, 2018). Some authors maintain that peasant agriculture is bound to disappear or
at least go through a process of differentiation, as capitalist dynamics become interna-
lized in farming households and the process of farming abandonment continues (Bern-
stein 2006b). However, a different perspective shows that, along with a process of
depeasantization, there is a process of repeasantization and new peasantries emerging
(Góngora, Milán, and López-i-Gelats 2019; Monllor 2013; van der Ploeg 2018). From this
approach, peasant and small farms, hand in hand with agroecology, are pointed to as a
pathway to more sustainable food systems (Akram-Lodhi 2021; Holt-Giménez and
Altieri 2013; van der Ploeg et al. 2019).

Peasant agriculture is defined as a distinct mode of farming carried out by small farms,
based on family labor and guided by moral economy (Chayanov 1966). In peasant farms,
the owners are the ones managing and working the farm, which cannot be separated
from the farm’s family unit (or akin social group) (Bernstein et al. 2018; van der Ploeg
2013). These farms are characterized by some autonomy from the market and a reliance
on internal resources, which are fundamentally self-reproduced and self-controlled (Bern-
stein et al. 2018; van der Ploeg 2011), and the goal of their economic activity is not only
the generation of profit but also the reproduction of the farm itself (Padró et al. 2019; van
der Ploeg 2013) and thus, maintaining farming as their livelihood.

Behind the different views on the persistence of peasantry in adverse contexts lie
different conceptualizations of viability. The use of different conceptions of viability
entails reaching contradictory resolutions to this agrarian question. If a narrow approach
to viability is taken, reducing it to the monetary dimension, peasant farms show worse
performance than industrial farm enterprises. Viability in this case refers to continued
economic growth. Thus, viable farms are those that manage to increase in farm size, in
terms of either land or labor (Aubert and Perrier-Cornet 2009). In this approach, farm via-
bility is equated to profitability (Latruffe et al. 2016; Spicka et al. 2019) This approach to
viability is incapable of explaining the endurance of peasant farming as it is seen as
largely unviable (van der Ploeg 2013). This is because this view of viability largely sim-
plifies the complexity of peasant farming, and it is not able to explain, for example, the
gap between income generated by the farm and the expenses of the farm household
(Spicka et al. 2019). While big industrial farm holdings are governed by a capitalist
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economy and a profit-producing logic, small farmers follow the logic of peasant economy
(van der Ploeg 2013) of maintaining farm’s livelihood, their way of life, as their long-term
goal (Darnhofer 2010).

The livelihoods framework, developed by Ian Scoones to understand the assets and
strategies that lead to sustainable livelihood in impoverished areas (Scoones 1998),
draw a more complex picture, moving the debate from a monetary focus toward the
household. Yet this framework was, rather, a description of the complexity of livelihoods;
it lacks the temporal dimension and fails to explain why peasant farms endure despite the
existence of adverse conditions – that is, why and how they are resilient. Peasant farms’
viability has also been studied using resilience approaches that analyze viability as some-
thing dynamic (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Darnhofer 2010; Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and
Van Lammeren 2021). However, when resilience approaches examine the social dimen-
sions of farm systems, they fail to incorporate the analysis of relationships and issues
that take place within the household and farm, leading to definitions of viability some-
times at the expense of women and other actors in the farm.

In understanding farm viability, beyond monetary and production terms and including
reproductive strategies that allow the project to sustain itself (Padró et al. 2019; van der
Ploeg 2013) a feminist approach is needed. Feminist approaches bring in reproduction as
the domain of the essential elements for social continuity and well-being, and place
nature and care at the base of the sustainability of life (Carrasco Bengoa 2017; Carrasco
and Tello 2013). The focus on reproduction of feminist approaches also links to a
peasant economics focus. Feminist approaches have seldom been applied to food
systems, but their contributions are essential in the context of a global sustainable tran-
sition. Taking a feminist perspective brings in issues of equality and justice, not only in the
relationship between farms and other agents in the broader system, but also within the
farm and the household. Thus, feminist approaches stress traditionally overlooked dimen-
sions of farm viability, such as relationships within the household, gender equality or well-
being (Carrasco Bengoa 2017; Siliprandi 2018), and put reproduction as the goal of small
farm viability at the center of the debate.

In view of all this, and considering the need to implement a holistic approach capable
of capturing the complexity behind the viability of peasant farming and the strategies
that small farmers use to reproduce their livelihoods, we propose to critically revise the
livelihood resilience framework (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014) from a femin-
ist perspective to better capture the different dimensions of farm viability. Considering all
the above, the objectives of this paper are twofold: (1) to identify what viability strategies
peasant farmers use to guarantee the reproduction of their livelihoods; and (2) to deter-
mine whether such strategies can be explained by existing conceptual frameworks, iden-
tifying potential gaps in those frameworks, and proposing changes that allow capturing
the strategies that could be overlooked using a feminist perspective. We do so by identi-
fying the viability strategies used by peasant farmers in the particular case study of small
olive farms in Terres de Ponent (Spain). We understand viability strategies as the practices
through which farmers access and implement resources and manage the farm in order to
reproduce and sustain both the farm and the household or social group. The identifi-
cation of strategies has run in parallel with a feminist analysis of the sustainable liveli-
hoods and livelihoods resilience frameworks. These two processes were conducted in
an iterative way, combining both deductive and inductive analyses, resulting in the
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development of the livelihood reproduction framework to examine peasant and small
farms’ viability. In the following sections, we present the main critiques of the sustainable
livelihoods and livelihoods resilience framework, we present the livelihoods reproduction
framework (LRF) and we operationalize that framework for the case of small-scale olive
farmers in Terres de Ponent. We end the paper with a discussion of the framework and
outline the limitations of this work and future research needs.

II. The sustainable livelihoods and livelihoods resilience frameworks:
main characteristics and limitations

The sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF) and resilience theory are not approaches
limited to peasant farms or even food systems, but they have frequently been applied
to these fields with success (Scoones 2015; Tendall et al. 2015). Both approaches offer hol-
istic frameworks for farm viability, inasmuch they take into account ecological, social and
economic dimensions of farms and viability, and they integrate the notion of reproduc-
tion of a system in the definitions of resilience and sustainable livelihoods. They under-
stand viability as the capacity of a farm system to generate the conditions and
resources needed for reproduction and to provide a dignified life to all.

The SLF aims to understand how sustainable livelihoods are achieved (Scoones 1998).
In SLF, livelihood strategies lead to sustainable livelihood outcomes and are explained as
dependent on access to capital assets – that is, ‘the basic material and social, tangible and
intangible assets that people have in their possession’ (Scoones 1998, 7), where access is
conditioned by institutional processes and organizational structures (Scoones 1998). The
definition of livelihoods and the focus on means of living in SLF (Chambers and Conway
1992) are appropriate for the examination of peasant farms, in which the economic goal is
sustaining farming as a means of living and a way of life. Much like peasant economics,
the sustainable livelihoods approach showed that rural and farming livelihoods can’t
be reduced to income (Natarajan et al. 2022; van der Ploeg 2013).

Peasant farms’ viability has also been approached from the point of view of resilience
theory, in which viability is a combination of resistance and adapting to change and dis-
turbance, and therefore is something dynamic (Darnhofer 2010; Holt-Giménez, Shattuck,
and Van Lammeren 2021). These approaches introduce self-organization and capacity for
learning as elements of resilience (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann,
and Rist 2014), and a resilient farm ‘cannot privilege the social nor the ecological’ (Darn-
hofer et al. 2016, 113). Resilience approaches can, then, be used to understand socio-eco-
logical systems as ‘the dynamic relationship between humans and the environment’
(Cabell and Oelofse 2012, 1), a definition that resonates with peasant economics’ under-
standing of farming as a co-production between society and nature, in a relationship of
reciprocity (van der Ploeg 2013). When applied to an agroecosystem, resilience
emerges from the interaction between farm, farmer and context, which, similarly to sus-
tainable livelihoods, is locally specific (Cabell and Oelofse 2012).

The livelihood resilience framework is particularly interesting to analyze how peasant
farmers sustain themselves, as it merges SLF with resilience approaches. Introduced by
Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist (2014), this framework is based on a comprehensive
definition of resilience as the ‘capacity of individuals, social groups or socio-ecological
systems to accommodate stresses and disturbances, to self-organize, and to learn in
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order to maintain or improve essential basic structures and ways of functioning’ (Ifejika-
Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014, 110). The framework operationalizes the livelihoods
approach through the lens of resilience, thus taking into account the components of live-
lihood and their interactions (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014). Livelihood resi-
lience positions livelihood and not just the farm system as the object of resilience,
connecting the indivisibility between household and farm characteristics of small and
peasant farms.

The livelihood resilience of a farm system is based on four comprehensive dimen-
sions: buffer capacity, self-organization, capacity for learning and diversity (Ifejika-Sper-
anza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014). Each of these dimensions has several defining
attributes. Buffer capacity determines the farm’s ability to endure in case of disturb-
ances and to absorb change and opportunities while sustaining itself. It is mainly
related to resource availability and accessibility, and such resources are categorized
as human, social, natural, physical and financial, based on the SLF. Following the orig-
inal definition of the framework (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014), self-
organization refers to a socio-ecological system’s ability to manage and regulate
itself and establish networks with other agents in the broader food system, allowing
it to control system processes and giving it agency in controlling the outcome of
such processes and emerging social structures. Attributes of self-organization are insti-
tutions; societal norms and rules, local or enforced by government agents; cooperation
and networks; and reliance on own resources and network structure, which is context
specific. Capacity for learning covers the system’s actors’ ability to access and transfer
knowledge, as well as their ability to apply knowledge and information toward the
improvement of their livelihood. Capacity for learning is indicated by the actors’
knowledge of threats and opportunities, a shared vision, commitment to learning,
functioning feedback mechanisms and actors’ capability for knowledge identification,
sharing and transferring. Lastly, diversity is a slightly different dimension of livelihood
resilience cross-cutting that can be assessed in terms of the other three dimensions
(see Table 1). In spite its comprehensive approach, the livelihoods resilience framework
shows some shortcomings, inherited from SLF and resilience approaches. One of the
main criticism of SLFs is how they tend to overlook or underexplain power relation-
ships and institutions, which are relegated to context (Natarajan et al. 2022;
Scoones 2015). Like seminal SLFs, livelihood resilience (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann,
and Rist 2014; Jacobi et al. 2018) includes attributes such as institutions, network struc-
ture, decentralization and independence that should bring power relationships and
social inequalities to the analysis, but the political – including gender inequalities –
ends up being treated as ‘background noise’ (Natarajan et al. 2022, 5). Furthermore,
livelihood resilience, like most approaches to farm viability, leaves out important
aspects of livelihoods, such as domestic and care work, job distribution and work con-
ditions, division of labor or time organization. This blind spot is partly due to the fact
that the household or family, which the farm system is based on, is taken as a mono-
lithic agent, rather than a social group made up of different individuals, where inequal-
ities occur (Ferreira, Barros, and Bevilacqua 2020; Natarajan et al. 2022). This leads to
overlooking gender inequalities and the prominence of women in the assumption of
care and non-productive tasks, which sustain the reproduction of the farm and house-
hold (Álvarez-Vispo and Begiristain 2019; Siliprandi 2018). The household, as a
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Table 1. Dimensions and attributes of the livelihoods reproduction framework.
Livelihood resources

Natural capital Natural resources (soil, water, land, etc.) and ecosystem services (Jacobi et al.
2018; Scoones 1998).

Human capital Labor availability, skills and education, state of health of the members of the
household and people involved in the farm (Jacobi et al. 2018; Scoones 1998).

Social capital Associations, social networks and affiliations to groups, also reciprocity relations
and autonomy in decision-making (Jacobi et al. 2018; Scoones 1998).

Physical capital Infrastructure, machinery and tools (Jacobi et al. 2018).
Financial capital Financial resources in the form of income, savings or subsidies (Jacobi et al. 2018;

Scoones 1998).
Symbolic capital Includes non-material resources tied to identity and status (Conway et al., 2016),

farming and the farm as patrimony and subjective values such as beauty or
good (van der Ploeg 2013), and to processes of differentiation and quality
creation (Moragues-Faus and Sonnino 2012).

Capacity for learning
Different types of knowledge and
learning

Farmers need to stay informed and be able to identify both threats and
opportunities to or for their livelihoods (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist
2014; Jacobi et al. 2018). They do so by combining different sources of
knowledge and learning spaces, which means engaging in more technical or
scientific sources, but also using local and traditional knowledge (Altieri and
Nicholls 2012; Darnhofer 2010).

Shared vision How the vision for the farm of each of its members is adapted to a relation of
reciprocity with living nature (ecodependence), is shared with other members
of the farm (as fostered by a collective household (or social group) and fair
labor relationships) and with other local agents and social networks (Altieri and
Nicholls 2012; Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014; Jacobi et al. 2018).

Reflected and shared learning Reflected as it is based on past experience and not a mere response to present
conditions and shared as it is created and spread based on the relationships
with other local agents (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Darnhofer 2010; Jacobi et al.
2018). Also, exchange of knowledge between farm and household members
(across genders and generations) and ability to learn from other members
within the farm, which fosters a collective household or social group.

External self-organization and interdependence
Decentralization and independence Refers to the autonomy of the farm and household ‘from controls that are

outside the agroecosystem’s sphere of influence’, when it comes to designing
the agroecosystem, managing and generating resources and making decisions
(Cabell and Oelofse 2012). It is achieved, for example, through trade relations
that do not rely on middlemen and through local economy cycles, rather than
fully depending on globalized markets (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist
2014; van der Ploeg et al. 2019).

Reliance on own and local resources Low dependence on external inputs for farm management and prioritizing self-
provisioning (Darnhofer, Fairweather, and Moller 2010). This translates to an
agroecosystem that is adapted and fosters local natural resources and
ecosystem services and manages waste and by-products locally (Cabell and
Oelofse 2012; Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014).

Cooperation and networks The farm and household are part of local social networks and establish
relationships of cooperation and trust with different agents and groups in the
local food system (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and
Rist 2014; Jacobi et al. 2018). The agroecosystem benefits from such
connectedness, which generates social resources, promotes flexibility and
adaptiveness and fosters a shared vision at a local level (Lucas, Gasselin, and
van der Ploeg 2019).

Internal self-organization and interdependence
Work satisfaction Work pace and workload are satisfactory when farmers are satisfied with them

and are healthy (mentally and physically) (Dumont and Baret 2017; Dupré,
Lamine, and Navarrete 2017). Satisfaction includes issues such as enjoying
tasks and taking pride in or identifying with the work. In all its complexity,
work satisfaction directly impacts the reproduction of the farm as a livelihood
for future generations, as it influences the desirability of farming as a
livelihood.

Collective and flexible household
(or social group)

Collective refers to the number of people able (and healthy) to actively
participate in the farm, but also to a flexible task distribution between
members of the household or social group. In this way, it allows for farm to
have more labor available, fosters equal relationships between household
members and allows household members to share their workload and have a
more flexible schedule, contributing to work satisfaction.
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community, needs to be theoretically opened up in the examination of peasant liveli-
hoods; gender analysis needs to be incorporated into resilience thinking because
gender roles have an impact on farm resilience as they might limit access to land,
resources, and knowledge diversity and undermine social institutions (Aregu et al.
2016); and power relations and institutions have to be emphasized in the study of sus-
tainable livelihoods (Natarajan et al. 2022).

III. The livelihoods reproduction framework

To address the shortcomings of the livelihoods resilience framework, we propose adding
a feminist economics and ecofeminist perspectives to the analysis. The relevance of
gender inequalities in the management and viability of peasant farms is acknowledged
but not fully considered in peasant economics (van der Ploeg 2013). Feminist economics
expands the notion of reproduction already present in peasant economics. Much like
peasant studies, feminist economics arises from the critique of modernization and the
capitalist system, exposing their failure to provide a dignified life for all human commu-
nities (Álvarez-Vispo and Calle-Collado 2019; Carrasco Bengoa 2017; Herrero 2015). Fem-
inist economics highlights the reproductive sphere of labor and economy (Carrasco
Bengoa 2017), which includes domestic labor and care work (of both humans and
nature), essential to fulfill basic human needs, and enabling the so-called productive
sphere (Álvarez-Vispo and Begiristain 2019; Carrasco Bengoa 2017). Reproductive labor
is often assumed by women in the patriarchal division of labor (Herrero 2015): women
are appointed as caretakers while care labor is devalued (Rivera-Ferre and Álvarez-
Vispo 2017). Reproductive tasks, which care for life and sustain a social organization,
are made visible and put at the center of the economy (Herrero 2015; Rivera-Ferre 2018).

Fair labor relationships Fairness is reflected in a fair task distribution, not based on restrictive gender
roles. It also includes salaried workers and labor outside the household, and
would include a fair salary or compensation and safe and healthy working
conditions (Dumont et al. 2016; Dumont and Baret 2017; Shortall, McKee, and
Sutherland 2020; Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021).

Ecologically self-regulated While in an agroecosystem human intervention is needed to ensure that the
system provides for human needs, as agroecology shows, ‘it is possible for
farms and food systems that are organized by humans to have the capacity to
regulate energy and nutrient flows, control pests, and regenerate with much
less need for human intervention than the conventional model of agriculture’
(Cabell and Oelofse 2012, 3; Jacobi et al. 2018). This means that the
agroecosystem relies on the regulation of ecosystem services on which
terrestrial communities (including humans) depend.

Diversity (cross-cutting)
Diversity of system elements, across the other dimensions, generally contributes to autonomy, flexibility and
differentiation, taking shape in different viability strategies which strengthen and contribute to different attributes
across dimensions of livelihood reproduction. This may include biodiversity and agrobiodiversity, diversity of income or
diversity of knowledge.

Power relations and institutions (cross-cutting)
These are the political processes and formal institutions, including policies, political agents, regulations and
administrations (not an exhaustive list), but also informal social structures and institutions, such as family, class or
gender roles. These affect livelihood’s reproduction of the farm not only as a context, but seeping into all other
dimensions: for instance, they condition the access to and use of resources, they influence a farm’s ability to self-
organize locally and in how it relates to global agents, and they could shape the relationships and self-organization
within the household.
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In addition, ecofeminism, as a social movement and theory that integrates feminist
economics and political ecology, brings out human and social life as interdependent,
as human beings dependent on each other for care at different points in our life cycle;
and ecodependent, as dependent on nature and ecosystems (Herrero 2015). The intro-
duction of a feminist approach to the examination of the viability and resilience of
small farm livelihoods offers a broader horizon and answers the question, often raised
in resilience frameworks of ‘resilience for what’ (Darnhofer, Fairweather, and Moller
2010; Jacobi et al. 2018), by placing life at the center.

The LRF (Table 1) is built on the livelihoods resilience framework (Ifejika-Speranza,
Wiesmann, and Rist 2014), also using insight from the SLF, and adding new dimensions
and attributes – understanding dimensions as the areas of a socio-ecological system
that are relevant in the ability of a farm to be reproduced and attributes indicating
how each dimension can be characterized. The LRF uses two dimensions defined in the
livelihoods resilience framework (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014), capacity
for learning and self-organization, with diversity as a cross-cutting dimension (Ifejika-Sper-
anza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014). It splits self-organization into internal and external self-
organization and interdependence and categorizes the different capitals at play under the
dimension livelihood resources. The LRF adds power relations and institutions as a sixth
dimension, also cross-cutting, that needs to be emphasized in the analysis of livelihoods
(Natarajan et al. 2022)

Diversity is a cross-cutting dimension (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014), since
the diversity of system elements generally contributes to autonomy, flexibility and differ-
entiation, taking shape in different viability strategies which strengthen and contribute to
different attributes across dimensions of livelihood reproduction (Darnhofer 2010). This
may include biodiversity and crop diversity, diversity of income or diversity of knowledge.
Power relations and institutions, which include political processes and formal institutions
(e.g. policies, political agents, regulations and administrations, etc.) as well as informal
social structures and institutions (e.g. family, class or gender), affect livelihood reproduc-
tion. They seep into all other dimensions of LRF (Natarajan et al. 2022), and as a dimen-
sion, power relations and institutions includes the intersecting systems of oppression
affecting agroecosystems and particularly small farms (Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van
Lammeren 2021; Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021).

We follow the SLF to define livelihood resources as based on the livelihood assets
(Scoones 1998) while considering buffer capacity of the resilience framework as a
broader outcome achieved not only through assets but also through organizational
and learning attributes of livelihood reproduction. We expand capacity for learning
(Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014) as the system’s actors’ ability to access and
transfer knowledge outward and within the farm, as well as their ability to apply knowl-
edge and information toward the improvement and reproduction of their livelihood
(Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Darnhofer 2010), in a way that allows farmers and their commu-
nity to adapt to their specific circumstances and generate situated knowledge (Darnhofer
2021). A farm’s capacity for learning is largely grown through social networks and the
attributes within this dimension are developed within the farm and in the embeddedness
of the farm in its socio-ecological context. This is why capacity for learning can be
explained as acting as a hinge between internal and external self-organization and
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interdependence, emphasizing how the different dimensions seep into each other and
achieve livelihood reproduction in their interlinkage.

Self-organization, as a quality of a resilient socio-ecological system, refers to how
system managers are able to organize the system in a particular manner, that is
adapted to their needs and desires (Cabell and Oelofse 2012). In our attempt to theoreti-
cally open up the household, and taking a feminist approach in the examination of liveli-
hoods reproduction, we consider two self-organization dimensions – one external, the
other internal – and highlight the interdependence aspect also present in this dimension
of autonomy (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Jansen, Vicol, and Nikol 2022). In other words, to
increase autonomy from global actors, it is necessary to increase interdependence at the
local level, being interdependence as important as self-organization. Thus, external self-
organization considers system organization in relation to external agents (Ifejika-Sper-
anza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014). This translates into an agroecosystem that is globally
autonomous (system organization and resource management are not determined by
external institutions or power relations) (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; van der Ploeg et al.
2019) and locally interdependent, as it fosters networks and connections at a local
scale (Ifejika-Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014; Cabell and Oelofse 2012), in a way
that it can be relatively autonomous from global controls (Cabell and Oelofse 2012;
Jacobi et al. 2018; van der Ploeg et al. 2019), reliant on the use of internal or local
resources (Cabell and Oelofse 2012; Darnhofer, Fairweather, and Moller 2010) and
foster local interdependence through cooperation and trust (Cabell and Oelofse 2012;
Jacobi et al. 2018; Lucas, Gasselin, and van der Ploeg 2019).

Self-organization and interdependence also take place in how the system is managed
internally, as the household or the social group managing a farm is not an indivisible
agent but a community (Ferreira, Barros, and Bevilacqua 2020). This dimension highlights
the need to look into the household when analyzing livelihoods (Aregu et al. 2016; Natar-
ajan et al. 2022) and food systems (Trevilla Espinal et al. 2021) and to be able to delve
further into social dimensions, as they have tended to be less explained when assessing
agroecosystems (Dumont et al. 2016). This dimension refers to how system managers
organize their own work and the work of other members of the farm in a way that
fosters well-being (of human and non-human life) and equity and promotes a self-regu-
lated ecosystem. Both the cited literature and the strategies identified in the case study
guided the definition of the attributes within this dimension. Firstly, work satisfaction
directly conditions how an agroecosystem is managed and affects its viability (Dumont
and Baret 2017; Dupré, Lamine, and Navarrete 2017); it is constructed through tangible
aspects such as workload but also through enjoyment or pride. A collective and
flexible farm household (or other type of social unit) can make the agroecosystem
more resilient by bringing in more resources. However, this attribute is not only a
matter of how many people are in a farm household, but also how work is distributed
and knowledge exchanged within the household, as flexibility and horizontality further
contribute to labor availability and satisfaction. Fair labor relationships refer to social
equity in the working conditions and relationships established in an agroecosystem,
within the household and including farm workers – working conditions, financial situ-
ation, salary conditions and, fairness of labor relationships (Dumont and Baret 2017),
but also gender equality in work distribution (Shortall, McKee, and Sutherland 2020; Tre-
villa Espinal et al. 2021). Finally, we include ecological self-regulation, as defined by Cabell
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and Oelofse (2012) and integrated into livelihood resilience by Jacobi et al. (2018), within
this dimension to highlight how internal self-organization is also related to
ecodependence.

IV. Methodology

A. The case of olive oil production in the Terres de Ponent region in
Mediterranean Spain

Olive farming in the Mediterranean is a traditionally extensive crop, and even after a
process of intensification and the existence of a few big olive oil producers and manufac-
turers, it remains mostly in the hand of small farmers. Terres de Ponent is an administra-
tive area in the region of Catalonia, in the northeast of Spain (Figure 1), whose socio-
economic features in terms of agricultural production make it representative of olive oil
production in Catalonia and Spain. Olive is one of the most important crops in Catalonia,
amounting to 11 percent of harvested area in the region (DARP 2020), and up to 44.4
percent of Catalan farms produce olives (Martín et al. 2014). In Terres de Ponent, olive pro-
duction is one of the most important agricultural activities, with a long tradition and tied
to identity and landscape (Diputació de Lleida 2015), and the region is the second largest
olive producer in Catalonia.

Catalan olive oil production is characterized by the importance of peasant farmers
in the sector. Most olive farms in the area are small or have only few hectares dedi-
cated to olive crops in a diversified, often extensive, system. Thus, as in the rest of

Figure 1. Location of the Terres de Ponent region in Mediterranean Catalonia (Spain).
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the country and in the Mediterranean, farmers often complement olives with other
extensive crops, with vineyards, cereal or nut trees being the most common,
leading to a heterogeneous agricultural landscape. Farmers also often combine
olives with animal farming, mostly intensive, or tourist activities. The characteristics
of this type of farming (peasant-based) made the case relevant to implement and
develop the LRF.

B. Data collection and analysis

In previous sections, we explained the theoretical development of LRF, building on pre-
vious frameworks. The construction of the framework was done through parallel deduc-
tive and inductive analysis, with the fieldwork providing information to design the
framework as well as to test its suitability. This parallel and iterative process of combining
the theoretical development of the framework through literature review (deductive) with
the practical implementation in the field (inductive), allowed us to identify relevant attri-
butes that were not identified with the literature review only.

A total of 59 households were interviewed among olive peasant farmers in Terres de
Ponent during the summer of 2020, from July to September, resulting in 65 interviewed
household members. As inclusion criteria, we used three features: (1) the farm had to
manage less than 300 ha of farmland and less than 100 ha of olive orchards; (2) it had
to be located within Terres de Ponent; and, finally, (3) the destination of olives produced
had to be olive oil production. The starting points used to contact farmers were the
Catalan database of farmers who engage in direct selling, and the directory of the
Catalan Organic Farmers’ Association (Consell Català de la Producció Agrària Ecològica
2021). From there, we used the snowball sampling method (Miles and Huberman
1994). We stopped sampling when we reached the point where additional interviews
were not providing additional new responses (viability strategies). It is relevant to
mention here that the objective of this paper is to identify the diversity of viability strat-
egies being implemented by small olive oil farms, not to identify the number of farms that
ascribe to each of them (which might be approached in future work). The interviews were
conducted in person and in Catalan, the native language of the interviewees. The inter-
views lasted between an hour and an hour and a half, and were recorded and later tran-
scribed. Research notes were also taken in the field-book.

The interview was designed to gather information on the farm resources, both material
and immaterial, the agricultural management of the farm and how the farmers connected
with other agents in the food system and established networks. Among other aspects, we
gathered data on land resources, crops, yield and machinery; on the farmers’ training
background and on the decision process when it came to farmmanagement; and on com-
mercialization and distribution channels. We also aimed to collect data regarding how
work and time are organized within the farms and households or social group (such as
cooperatives), as well as how farmers perceive the viability of their farm, the goals they
set and the challenges they face. Among other aspects, we asked who is part of the
farm project and how they balance the different aspects of their lives, or about the
strengths and weaknesses they see in their own farms.

Data was analyzed using qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 1.5.2-2021) to ident-
ify the main viability strategies being employed. This examination was done in two steps.
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First, we coded the interviews to identify the viability strategies implemented by the
farmers in their farms and households. Then, we synthesized the previously identified via-
bility strategies into 34 parent strategies. Later, we examined how the identified strategies
strengthen the different dimensions and attributes of the livelihood reproduction frame-
work. When the audio quality was not good enough for transcription, we worked with the
research notes.

V. Results

A. Overview of the olive oil peasant farms in the case study

Table 2 provides some of the main characteristics of the farms interviewed in this work.
Most of the heads of farm were male; they ranged in age from 30 to 66 years old, with
most of them being between 40 and 64 years old. A large majority, 45 farmers, took
over the farm project from their parents, and 11 took over farming after their grandpar-
ents (that is, as a second generation); while new farmers with no direct generational ties to
farming were rare (n = 3). All the studied projects were family farms, with one exception in
which the social group at the base of the farm was organized as a cooperative. The
average farm size in the case study was 65.7 ha, but the range was very broad – from 3
to 265 ha. While farms this size are not often categorized as small, given the characteristics
of the case study and the extensive and diversified nature of the production system, more
land is needed (compared to vegetable production for example), and these farms are con-
sidered peasant farms in the area.

B. Viability strategies implemented and their impact on peasant farm
reproduction

A total of 34 viability strategies were identified in the case study (see Table 3). We clus-
tered them into five groups: associativity and diversification of income and crops; manu-
facturing and control over commercialization; traditional farming; intensification; labor
and work management. In what follows, we examine how the strategies impact the
different dimensions and attributes of the livelihood reproduction framework and, thus,
farm viability.

Table 2. Characterization of the farms analyzed in the case study.
Age range of the informants Gender of the informants

<40 40–64 >64 Female Male

15 40 4 16 49
Type of olive production (number of farms) Olive oil manufacturing (number of farms)

Organic Conventional Incorporated Not incorporated

29 30 49 10
Land dedicated to olive production (ha) Yearly olive production (k)

Average Max. Min. Average Max. Min.

21 80 0.5 45,094 480,000 500
Complementary crops (number of farms)
Almond Herbaceous crops Vineyards Fruit Horticulture Other
38 26 13 6 5 6
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Table 3. Viability strategies identified and the dimensions and attributes of the livelihood reproduction framework they impactΩ.

Livelihood resources
External self-organization and

interdependence Internal self-organization and interdependence Capacity for learning

Viability strategies
Human
cap.

Natural
cap.

Social
cap.

Physical
cap.

Financial
cap.

Symbolic
cap.

Reliance
on own
resources

Cooperation
and networks

Decentralization
and independence

Fair labor
relationships

Work
satisfaction

Collective and
flexible

household/
social groups

Self-
regulated
ecosystem

Different
types of

knowledge
and learning

Shared
vision

Reflective
and shared
learning

Associativity Collaboration and
exchange with
other producers

+ + + + + + + + + +

Membership: olive
oil cooperative

+ + + + + + + + +/− +

Membership:
farmers’ union

+ + + + + + +

Membership: ADV* + + + + + +
Participation in
associations

+ + + + − +

Income
diversification

Crop diversification + + + + + +

External agri-jobs − + + + + + − − +
Non-farming jobs − + − + − − +

Commercialization
and
manufacturing

Direct selling − + + + + + +/− +

Short circuit
commercialization

+ + + + − +

Small distributors + + + + +
Diversification of
selling channels

+ +

Wholesale channels − +/−
Incorporate
manufacturing

− +/− + + +/−

Intensification of
olive production

Higher use of
phytosanitary
products

+ − − −

Intensive planting
frame

+ −

Irrigation + + − −
Traditional and
extensive olive
production

Integration of
livestock and
crops

− + + + + +

Lower use of
fertilizer and

+ +

(Continued )
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Table 3. Continued.

Livelihood resources
External self-organization and

interdependence Internal self-organization and interdependence Capacity for learning

Viability strategies
Human
cap.

Natural
cap.

Social
cap.

Physical
cap.

Financial
cap.

Symbolic
cap.

Reliance
on own
resources

Cooperation
and networks

Decentralization
and independence

Fair labor
relationships

Work
satisfaction

Collective and
flexible

household/
social groups

Self-
regulated
ecosystem

Different
types of

knowledge
and learning

Shared
vision

Reflective
and shared
learning

phytosanitary
products

Organic agriculture − + + + +/− + +
Rainfed production + + + + +
Extensive planting
frame

+ + + +

Use by-products as
resources

+ + + +

Labor and work
management

Flexibility in task
distribution

+ + + + + + + +

Clear task
distribution

+/− − +/− −

Exchange of
knowledge within
the farm

+ +

Hiring employees + − −
Job outsourcing
(harvest/sowing/
pruning)

− +/− +

Support from
extended family

+ + +

Other Subsidies + + −
Harvest by hand +/− +/− +/−
Harvest
mechanization

+ + +/− +/− +

Disposing of olive
by-products

− +/−

*ADV: Association for crop protection; Ω (+) and (-) means a strategy strengthens or hinders, respectively, different attributes of external and internal self-organization and interdependence and capacity for learning and how a strategy adds (+) or
requires (-) certain capitals from livelihood resources, based on the interpretation from the interviews and expert analysis. It is not a quantification of the extent of the impact. Contributions indicated as +/- refer to strategies whose contribution to an
attribute of livelihood reproduction is dependent on the internal and specific circumstances of a farm project and its members.
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1. Associativity
We have identified five strategies focused on associativity (Table 3), that can be grouped
into informal association, i.e. farmers collaborating and exchanging with local producers,
neighbors or friends; and formal association, through membership and participation in
different types of organizations. Associativity strategies build social relationships and
thus contribute to a farm’s social capital and to building cooperation and networks. This
social capital can turn into other types of assets, more prominently as a source of knowl-
edge, contributing to a farm’s capacity for learning and human capital, and contribute to
the symbolic capital of the farm. Different associativity strategies act as sources for
different types of knowledge and information: informal collaboration with other produ-
cers can be a source of traditional knowledge, learning locally specific information and
from a previous generation of farmers; olive oil cooperatives, farmers’ unions or plant pro-
tection associations are a way to access technicians or updated information on regu-
lations or subsidies, for example.

Collaboration with other producers is a central strategy in the case study, as this type of
cooperation provides knowledge, labor and physical resources to a farm (Lucas, Gasselin,
and van der Ploeg 2019). These exchanges, which make very explicit the interdependence
of farming, are based on reciprocity and trust rather than monetary compensation,
leading to more decentralization and independence from external factors. One of the
farmers expressed that he and the neighboring farmers ‘help each other a lot’, as he
explained how he had friends taking over harvest or sowing when he had to be away
taking care of his sick father. By easing a farmer’s workload and allowing him flexibility
to be off the farm, informal exchanges and networks contribute to work satisfaction.

Membership in olive oil cooperatives allows farmers to access milling and commercia-
lization infrastructures (Moragues-Faus and Sonnino 2012), incorporating these strategies
without increasing the workload of farmmembers, contributing to work satisfaction. Olive
oil cooperatives can be spaces for consensus contributing to a shared vision between the
members. However, some farmers viewed cooperatives as spaces of struggle and divided
opinions, or as organizations with outdated views that can make innovation difficult. This
shows how, despite their potential as a space for farmers to engage in alternative food
networks, cooperatives do not always function smoothly (Moragues-Faus and Sonnino
2012).

Similarly, farmers’ unions can contribute to both decentralization and independence, as
they can amplify farmers’ voices and lobby in the face of policies or threats, and generate
a shared vision among the members. However, some farmers in the case study expressed
disenchantment over the impact of unions, feeling ‘costs keep rising and nobody does
anything’. Finally, while associativity strategies generally have a positive impact on
work satisfaction, we also found some farmers that experience participation in associ-
ations as overwork, when they feel like they have to put a lot of time and effort into par-
ticipating in or managing an association but receive few benefits from it: ‘I’m there for the
sake of it’.

2. Diversification of income and crops
Income diversification refers to those strategies through which farmers and household
members engage in alternative sources of income, other than the farm. They are
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characteristic of small farming (Chaparro Africano and Calle Collado 2017) and in the case
study they aim to address the economic inability of the farm project to sustain the house-
hold, in a context where farmers feel the squeeze of agriculture. We distinguish three
main types of diversification strategies: (1) external agriculture jobs, when farmers
perform agricultural tasks for other farmers; (2) non-farming jobs, when farm and house-
hold members have off-farm jobs, which range from jobs completely unrelated to farming
and agriculture (e.g. nurses, teachers or office workers), to jobs that are related to food or
even within the agriculture sector (e.g. restaurant managers, agriculture technicians or
industrial engineers specializing in farm machinery); and (3) crop diversification, where
olive oil is often combined with other crops and economic activities.

Generally, income diversification strategies contribute to stabilizing and ensuring
financial capital, financially sustaining small farms and their households (Moragues-Faus
2014), and to building global autonomy, as extra income can be invested in the farm
(van der Ploeg 2011). External agriculture jobs are tied to physical capital, as they
require specific machinery. They are also a potential space for shared learning and
social capital, since in the case study, farmers who do external agriculture jobs do so
within their local social network. Non-farming jobs can be a source for farmers to learn
new skills and opportunities for the farm. One of the farmers combined olive production,
using biodynamic agriculture, with an industrial engineer job designing farming machin-
ery, allowing her to design and use machinery better adapted to biodynamic production.
Finally, we have found that income diversification strategies through other jobs put
pressure on internal self-organization. In general, when farmers and household
members engage in other jobs, it limits their availability to work on farm and increases
their workload, leading to farmers feeling overworked or having to give up farming
tasks or strategies.

Crop diversification strengthens natural capital, as it contributes to the heterogeneity
of the local landscape and reinforces the identity of farmers, contributing to symbolic
capital. With crop diversification, farmers aim to stabilize and compensate yields and
prices; one year a crop can have a lower yield or be sold at a lower price, but having
other crops compensates the loss, contributing to financial capital. Having different
crops opens opportunities to diversify the selling channels and be less dependent on a
single buyer or channel, finding autonomy from market fluctuations while securing
access to buffer resources (van der Ploeg et al. 2019). Farmers in the case study
combine seasonally diverse crops, which means that work peaks don’t overlap. In this
way, despite the increased workload associated with farming different crops, doing so
does not increase the work pace and even makes work more enjoyable for farmers,
leading to work satisfaction.

3. Manufacturing and control over commercialization
Here we include those strategies that allow small farmers to decide the sale price of their
products, to control the conditions of the selling channel, to maintain the added value
and to have a closer relationship with consumers. We found three strategies (Table 3):
direct selling, short-circuit commercialization and selling through small distributors. The
alternative strategy is to use wholesale commercialization channels, where farmers sell
their product unbranded to big distributors and middlemen, who are the ones setting
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the price and commercialization terms. Farmers in the case study combine the two strat-
egies for their products and also diversify their commercialization channels.

Control over commercialization in olive oil production is tied to the incorporation of
manufacturing, which allows them to transform olives into an edible product and facili-
tates direct commercialization. Incorporation of olive oil manufacturing is done in
different ways: through membership in an olive oil cooperative, having an olive oil mill
(either individually or in partnership with other producers) or hiring the milling service.
Different strategies of incorporating manufacturing have different impacts on human
and financial assets (livelihood resources) and self-organization, but as a general strategy
it makes the farm more self-reliant in using and transforming products within the farm.
However, in the case study, its impact as a strategy that contributes to livelihood repro-
duction is related to the extent to which it allows farmers control over commercialization.

Farmers choose direct and controlled commercialization channels to address the
insufficient prices they get through wholesale channels, contributing to their financial
capital; ‘I do direct selling and now, I set the price, [it] is the only way’. In addition,
control over commercialization makes it less dependent on global markets and big distri-
butors (autonomy). Because it allows a more direct relation with consumers and small
retailers, farmers can build cooperation and networks (Bezner Kerr et al. 2022) and in
that way, it can contribute to both social capital and a shared vision. On the other
hand, wholesale channels make farmers more dependent on the prices set by fluctuating
global markets and on conditions set by big retailers and middlemen. However, it is per-
ceived as an easy strategy that doesn’t require more human capital; in contrast, using
more direct selling channels means learning new skills and introducing additional work
to their farming job. Control over commercialization strategies can be detrimental to
work satisfaction, as they increase the workload (Dupré, Lamine, and Navarrete 2017). In
fact, some farmers in the case study consider control over commercialization strategies
appealing, but do not implement them due to the expected workload increase. They
would only consider them if they could do it in cooperation with other producers –
that is, sharing the commercialization workload – highlighting again the importance of
cooperation and interdependence and pointing to the relevance of workload in livelihood
reproduction.

4. Traditional extensive farming
We have identified six strategies in this group (Table 3). Either as an alternative or in com-
bination with intensification strategies, farmers in the case study opt to maintain tra-
ditional extensive olive production, using strategies such as rainfed production and
wide planting frames. The desire to maintain the local traditional agricultural
landscape (symbolic capital) or the internal characteristics of the farm, such as orography
of the olive groves, and lack of access to irrigation channels are among the reasons to use
extensive strategies. We found traditional extensive farming to be tied to organic agricul-
ture. Olive trees are perceived by farmers as a type of crop that doesn’t require much in
terms of treatments and input application to have a minimum yield. Because of this,
organic olive oil production is generally perceived as an easy transition, even if farmers
acknowledge that it might mean lower yields (compared to with the use of intensification
strategies). Organic olive production appears tied to extensive strategies, which are
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connected to lower use of external inputs and to farmers trusting natural rhythms (rather
than forcing them) to manage the agroecosystem.

These strategies have a similar impact on livelihood reproduction: they contribute to
the reproduction of natural resources and foster biodiversity, contributing to self-regu-
lation of the ecosystem. Also, they encourage the use of by-products and recirculation
of resources (e.g. use of biomass as green cover), further strengthening a farm’s reliance
on its own resources. If focused on quality, extensive farming strategies can also lead to
financial capital, allowing for higher selling prices, and can be connected to the desire
to regain control over how farm products are distributed and sold.

5. Intensification
Olive trees are naturally alternate-bearing trees, which means that one year olive yield is
higher and the year after the production is lower. This characteristic conditions farm man-
agement, with some farmers in the case study intensifying their olive production to com-
pensate for it. With intensification, farmers increase and ensure olive production every
year, aiming to increase and ensure financial capital, trying to compensate for insufficient
sale prices. We found three strategies here (Table 3). Irrigation and intensification of plant-
ing frames can increase the physical capital of a farm. Intensification strategies also lead to
a high use of external inputs (phytosanitary products and fertilizers), as irrigation and
denser groves make olive trees more prone to diseases and can put pressure on the
agroecosystem’s natural resources. The high use of phytosanitary products also arises
from the perception that weeds and biodiversity compete with agricultural production.
Thus, despite the higher olive yield, intensification strategies increase dependence on
external inputs and can be detrimental for natural resources and the agroecosystem in
the long term.

Despite the fact that intensification and extensive farming strategies are opposite to
each other and have different impacts on livelihood reproduction, farmers in the case
study often implement them together. They might do so due to the physical and geo-
graphic characteristics of the farm; different fields and groves might require different
strategies. Diverse and differing strategies give small farmers flexibility in the manage-
ment of the farm and household, allowing them to adjust to their circumstances as
efficiently as possible and to better absorb disturbances or seize opportunities (Darnhofer
2010) and, in that way, ensure their reproduction. Farmers who generally manage a farm
following either an intensification or extensive strategy might incorporate particular strat-
egies from the alternative. One farmer in the case study, who manages his farm following
an extensive and quality-focused strategy, asserting the added value of traditional,
organic and rainfed production in the selling of his olive oil, opted to incorporate irriga-
tion to deal with situations of drought, which have become more common in the area
with climate change.

Experimentation and the desire to try out new strategies is also a reason for farmers to
combine alternative strategies. Some farmers had recently planted new olive groves in an
intensive planting frame, aiming to try it out as a relatively recent innovation in the region,
which could increase their production and make harvest easier. But at the same time, they
maintain the other olive groves using a more extensive strategy, avoiding the risk of a big
investment into a new strategy that requires a lot of physical, financial and natural capital
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– an example of how small farmers carry out viability strategies favoring reliability over
productivity (Roe, Huntsinger, and Labnow 1998; Spiegel et al. 2021).

6. Labor and work management
We found seven strategies in this group (Table 3). Labor and work management strategies
play a central role in livelihood reproduction, and can affect other groups of strategies, or
be affected by them. Farms in the case study rely on family labor as the main workforce,
and household members take on most of the workload related to agriculture production
tasks, commercialization and manufacturing, domestic and care jobs, income diversifica-
tion jobs and administrative tasks. In work organization between household members, we
have identified two opposite strategies: a flexible work distribution and a clear or strict
work distribution. With a flexible work distribution, all members of the household can
handle most tasks, even if each member has their expertise and they only do other
tasks exceptionally, in the case (for example) of a member being sick or having to
leave the farm. Similar to associativity practices, flexible work distribution contributes
to human capital, work satisfaction and a collective and flexible household. On one farm
that also does extensive sheep farming, the two adult sons in the household are the
ones taking care of the flock. Their mother usually takes care of other tasks, but if
neither of her sons are available, she is the one who takes the flock out to pasture. In
this way, the farm increases the labor availability of household members and allows
them to have a more flexible work schedule. Flexible work distribution also strengthens
fair labor relationships between household members, as work is more evenly shared, and
because it is related to an exchange of knowledge, it contributes to shared vision and
reflective and shared learning.

In our case study the most common method of task distribution is through sexual div-
ision of labor, which traditionally determines who is responsible for what tasks within the
farm and household and appoints women as caretakers (Álvarez-Vispo and Begiristain
2019; Rivera-Ferre and Álvarez-Vispo 2017). Women are responsible for domestic labor
and male farmers sometimes express that, even though agricultural work can be
flexible, they feel too ‘tied to the farm/land’ and struggle to dedicate time to family
and care work. However, women are usually the ones who take on jobs outside the
farm – jobs with more rigid schedules. They also assume commercialization and manufac-
turing tasks, especially when the farm project incorporates direct sales or manufacturing
strategies for some of the farm products. It is also common for the women in the house-
hold to handle all or part of the administrative work tied to the farm project, such as
keeping the books or handling contracts. This is a type of work that men farmers describe
as burdensome (‘there’s more and more paperwork’), and female farmers do not particu-
larly enjoy it either, one of them stating ‘I don’t enjoy it [administrative tasks], it never
ends; farm work is more relaxing’. Women also participate in agricultural tasks, for
example during work peak seasons, or tasks that do not require heavy machinery (jobs
that are usually taken on by men); even in these cases, women’s agricultural work is
described as support to the main farm job carried out by the men, as described in
other farming contexts in Europe (Shortall et al. 2017).

This sexual division of labor highly conditions the strategy of having a clear or even
strict work distribution between household members, which unlike flexibility, might
lead to unfair labor relationships and can hinder work satisfaction. With few exceptions
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found in the case study, women farmers are mainly responsible for the so-called non-pro-
ductive economic tasks of the farm and household. Following the terminology found in
the case study, women have a supportive role around the main productive farm work,
in a double sense: first, in the sense of taking over side or auxiliary tasks, which are deva-
lued and where their role in sustaining and reproducing the farm and household is often
overlooked (Ferreira, Barros, and Bevilacqua 2020); but also in the sense of being primarily
responsible for work and tasks that are essential to sustain the farm and household, make
farm or productive work bearable and make possible tasks that bring monetary and sym-
bolic value to the farm (Álvarez-Vispo and Begiristain 2019; Rivera-Ferre and Álvarez-Vispo
2017), such as direct sales, manufacturing or income diversification (van der Ploeg et al.
2019). Thus, a feminist economics approach shows how relevant the unpaid work of
women or extended family members is: it is essential in ensuring the viability of the
farm and, thus, its reproduction.

When family labor is not enough, small farmers use different labor acquisition strat-
egies. In addition to associativity strategies, farmers hire workers, either long-term or sea-
sonal, and count on the support of relatives outside the household. These strategies
contribute to human capital and ease the workload of family members. However, hiring
employees has a financial cost that the farmers perceive as very high. Also, particularly
in the case of seasonal workers employed during the olive harvest, farmers offer precar-
ious working conditions, sometimes not offering legal contracts or work insurance. Some
farmers struggle with having to offer low salaries, as they would like to offer better
working conditions but they feel too financially squeezed to do so. Tied to the struggles
of hiring, some farmers opt to adapt farm management to avoid needing employees,
focusing on strategies such as crop diversification, harvest mechanization, or prioritizing
more control over commercialization, rather than intensifying or increasing agriculture
production, or outsourcing some of the jobs. This latter strategy has a financial cost
and can make farmers reliant on external agents, but it eases the workload of household
members and allows them to take on strategies that otherwise couldn’t be assumed due
to a lack of human resources.

7. Other strategies
Counting on farming subsidies, from the European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) or
from regional governments or certification bodies, is similar to income diversification.
Subsidies can strengthen financial and physical capital, as they can be used to acquire
machinery and farm infrastructure. However, while subsidies can be seen by farmers in
the case study as indispensable to cover the costs of production, they can generate
dependence on external agents and are often disliked by the farmers because of that.

The main work peak in olive production happens during harvest (from late October
to early January). We have identified two main harvest methods: mechanized and hand
harvesting. Planting frames, tree morphology and age, orography of groves and desti-
nation of the olives affect the suitability of the different harvest methods; hence, they
are conditional on other viability strategies. Mechanization is generally faster than har-
vesting by hand, but some farmers feel that mechanized harvesting tends to damage
the trees. However, we have found that the impact of harvest methods on livelihood
reproduction is highly connected to the work management and labor acquisition strat-
egies and is very dependent on the context. For instance, if harvesting by hand is done
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by hiring temporary employees in precarious conditions, it might lead to unfair labor
relationships, something that might not happen if it is done with support from
extended family. Similarly, mechanization might contribute to reliance on own
resources if the farm has the necessary machinery or accesses it through associativity
strategies, but it might have the opposite effect if harvest is mechanized through out-
sourcing the service. Depending on the context, the impact on work satisfaction will
also be different.

C. Suitability of the livelihood reproduction framework

Our work has shown that peasants use a diversity of viability strategies to survive and
guarantee their reproduction. These strategies not only depend on external elements
and trends, but are also conditioned by the inherent and inherited factors of the farm
and agroecosystem. Ecological, structural and socio-economic circumstances internal to
the farm influence the viability strategies available to the farmers and shape how
farming adapts to or absorbs external factors (Padró et al. 2019). These internal conditions
can result in farmers adopting strategies that could be categorized as contradictory (e.g.
intensification and extensification), but this shows that in fact, peasant farmers evaluate
the different possibilities and organize the diversity of strategies available in novel
ways, to ensure their reproduction (Darnhofer 2021). Thus, in the LRF the dimensions
should not be understood as isolated nor in a hierarchical order, but rather organized
in a way that communicates how livelihood reproduction is context specific, emerging
from the particular circumstances and resources of a farm project (Figure 2).

We organized viability strategies into five groups, which strengthen several attributes
within the LRF. LRF shows how associativity strategies not only contribute to building
cooperation and networks, allowing the farm to self-organize within their local system.
Also, by bringing in social and human assets in the form of labor, knowledge and shared
infrastructure, associativity impacts internal self-organization, contributing mainly to flexi-
bility andwork satisfaction. By introducingwell-being and satisfaction aspects in the analy-
sis of farm viability, LRF allows us to identify trends that would otherwise be neglected. For
instance, income diversification strategies, which are often seen as positive strategies for
resilience and are central to sustain financial assets and farmers’ struggle for autonomy,
might conversely strain human assets and constrain households’ self-organization and
work satisfaction.While the shared aspect of the capacity for learning as adimensionof resi-
lience is tied to associativity strategies, in which farmers can also self-organize externally,
the LRF also shows how shared and reflective learning is built within the household as
well, through strategies such as exchange of knowledgewithin the farm,which in turn con-
tribute to labor availability and flexibility. The LRF also allows us to understand how some
strategies that might increase autonomy, such as control over commercialization, might
not be adopted because the increased workload cannot be assumed by the farmer,
while associativity strategies can help in overcoming such barriers. Intensification strat-
egies contribute mainly to building financial capital through increased production
(unless this is accompanied by increased debt that would further increase farm vulner-
ability), with no other positive impacts on other dimensions of the LRF and, on the contrary,
reducing autonomy and self-regulation of ecosystems. Traditional practices, however, con-
tribute to building natural capital and a self-regulated ecosystem, increasing reliance on
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their own resources and the use of different types of knowledge and learning. These prac-
tices can be combined by farmers even though they may be perceived as contradictory.

The LRF introduces a feminist perspective that allows for the analysis of strategies that
take place within the household and thus accounts for the impact of work and labor man-
agement strategies on farm viability, strategies that are often overlooked by other frame-
works but are fundamental to ensure the household’s reproduction. The application of
the LRF in the case study highlights the importance of flexible task distribution in the
reproduction of the farm by contributing to equal relations and well-being, but also by
strengthening livelihood resources and as a strategy that enables diversification of viabi-
lity strategies. One problem we have encountered in our work is that the nature of the
fieldwork didn’t allow for the proper examination of one key dimension in feminist ana-
lyses: power relations and institutions. To address this dimension the fieldwork would
have required a different methodology than the one we used to identify the strategies.
The feminist literature shows this dimension can definitely hamper the reproduction of
farms; we could not, however, confirm this empirically.

Figure 2. Schematic representation of the dimensions of the Livelihoods Reproduction Framework
(LRF).
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VI. Conclusions

Peasant farms endure in a context of agricultural industrialization and mercantilization
that threatens their reproduction, fueling the ongoing debate around agrarian questions.
By introducing a feminist perspective and delving into the social aspects, LRF is an
approach to peasant viability that goes well beyond a monetary notion of viability and
accounts for the complexity and centrality of reproduction. As a framework, the LRF is
centered on the farm’s resource base, including material and non-material resources,
and it spreads outwards through dimensions that explore organization attributes and
interdependencies within the agroecosystem and the household, how farmers engage
in learning and social networking and how the farm and its members organize and
foster interdependence in relationship to other agents in the system and as embedded
in its local context. By making visible what different dimensions and attributes contribute
to the reproduction of peasant farms and particularly, the role that household relations
and production play in reproduction, the LRF contributes to the understanding of why
and how peasantry endure despite adverse conditions. The LRF introduces in the liveli-
hoods and resilience debates factors such as social reproduction, working conditions,
and well-being, that existing frameworks do not take into account. Particularly, social
reproduction debates that from a feminist perspective, recognise the existence of
unpaid labor as central to reproduction.

The analysis, using the LRF, of the viability strategies identified in small olive oil pro-
duction sheds some light on how small farms endure. Farmers use different strategies
within associativity, income diversification, control over commercialization,
intensification and extensification, and work management to reproduce and sustain
their farm. These strategies strengthen different dimensions of LRF and in fact, viability
strategies that could be considered opposite are implemented simultaneously. The use
of the different strategies identified is conditioned by both external factors and internal
resources and circumstances of the farm.

Finally, our analysis highlights the importance of interdependence in peasants’ viability
and the need to examine relationships and strategies that take place within the house-
hold. Our work hints at the relevance of power relations and institutions in the study
of viability and points to the need for future research in this direction. The attribute of
work satisfaction also needs to be further explored. Future work could also focus on
the quantification of those reproductive tasks that are essential for the reproduction of
peasant farms.
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