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A B S T R A C T   

Values act as driving forces for individuals to behave in a certain way or to choose certain actions. They may 
explain current differences of converted organic land among EU countries. In this paper, we identified and 
compared the types of values, economic and other, that motivate farmers to choose certified organic or con-
ventional production systems in France, Ireland and Sweden. To identify these values, we analysed and compared 
attribute-consequence-value representations of the choice of production systems among farmers, using a Means- 
end chain approach. Seventy-eight in-depth laddering interviews were conducted to explore how farmers 
characterised their choice, the consequences they perceived from these characteristics and the values they 
associated with these consequences. The uncovered values were classified along Rokeach’s typology to distin-
guish between instrumental and terminal values. Results indicate that both farmers with a conventional farm and 
farmers with a certified organic farm are driven by complex sets of financial, business, or productivity values and 
by non-financial, non-business, or non-productivity values. Findings are useful to policy makers and farm ad-
visors, who can use these results to develop more efficient communication schemes to promote organic farming. 
The findings can also be communicated to consumers and the public in order to encourage consumption.   

1. Introduction 

Strengthening the development of certified organic farming in the 
EU is one of the ambitions of the Farm to Fork Strategy of the European 
Green Deal, which has the stated aim of having 25% of EU’s total 
agricultural land under certified organic farming by 2030 (European 
Commission, 2020). The practice of certified organic farming is well 
established and regulated in the EU. Organic production approaches 
have proven benefits as sustainable modes of production, including 
positive effects on biodiversity and soil and water quality. Certified 
production also holds the possibility of benefitting from enhanced 
profitability for farmers due to price premiums (Seufert and Ram-
ankutty, 2017). Although some EU member states are close to meeting 
the European target at a national level, such as Sweden with 20.4% of its 
agricultural land under certified organic production (Eurostat, 2020), 
this degree of progress towards achieving the targeted proportions of 

certified organic farming is not prevalent everywhere across the EU. In 
countries such as Ireland and France only 2.6% and 7.7% respectively, of 
the agricultural land was under certified organic production in 2019 
(Eurostat, 2020). The required communal effort to reach this common 
objective suggests incentivizing farmers to transition to certified organic 
production. Standard economic theory suggests that increased uptake of 
organic production can be incentivized using monetary policy schemes. 
However, psychological literature has long since highlighted a wide 
array of values (beyond the monetary ones), held by individuals and 
which are prominent standards that guide people’s thoughts, choices 
and evaluations of their behaviours; and as such, those values function 
as a rationale for certain actions (Rohan, 2000; Bardi and Schwartz, 
2003). Therefore, understanding the whole set of values that may 
motivate farmers to operate conventional production or certified 
organic production and differences which may exist between farmers in 
the two production types, would be key in designing efficient incentives 
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to further support uptake of certified organic production. Nevertheless, 
this is not currently well understood in the scientific literature. 

Rokeach (1973:7), in his seminal work, defined human values as an 
enduring type of belief about a personally or socially preferable “mode 
of conduct or end-state of existence”. He distinguished between instru-
mental values, which are concerned with desirable modes of conduct 
and terminal values, which are focused on a desirable final state of ex-
istence. These two have important motivational functions that guide 
human actions: if one behaves in a way prescribed by instrumental 
values, this will be rewarded through the attainment of desired end- 
states, directed by terminal values (Rokeach, 1973). Terminal values 
act as motivating drivers in an individual’s life as they correspond to 
ultimate goals to be achieved, which, unlike biological goals, cannot 
ever completely be satiated and thus always need to be pursued 
(Rokeach, 1973). While economic motivations are often put forward to 
explain farmers’ production decisions, non-pecuniary drivers, which 
generally constitute unobservable motivating variables in economic 
models, have recently been highlighted by economists and other 
scholars as instrumental in understanding farmers’ behaviours. As 
Howley (2015) pointed out, a wide range of non-pecuniary factors, 
together with pecuniary types of benefits, can be expected to influence 
farmers’ activities. Furthermore, recent studies have also found that 
farmers may engage in activities that reduce economic benefits and may 
appear irrational from a financial standpoint, where non-economic 
motives are deemed to be important (Mzoughi, 2011; Howley et al., 
2014; Hansson et al., 2020; Adamie and Hansson, 2021). The idea of the 
importance of non-pecuniary drivers in farming has old historical roots. 
Already nearly hundred years ago, Ashby (1926) emphasized the need to 
recognize non-economic motives in farming that link to psychology such 
as instinct, emotion or sentiment. In a study by Gasson (1973), human 
values were one facet of psychological motivations that were suggested 
as driving farmers’ behaviours and activities. As Fritzsche (1991) 
described in his model of business decision-making, personal values of 
instrumental or terminal nature are at the origin of a decision process. 
Along this decision process, personal values are mediated or altered by 
other external factors, such as alternative choices relevant to profes-
sional life decisions. This model is relevant for any business disciplines 
to which farming inherently belongs and uncovering the types of values 
that farmers hold is an important stepping-stone towards predicting and 
understanding decisions in implementing specific production systems. 
Detailing the wide array of pecuniary, as well as non-pecuniary values, 
that may motivate farmers’ choice of production system is therefore a 
promising path towards more efficient design of incentives to support 
accelerated uptake of certified organic production. 

Accordingly, in this study, we identified the underlying values that 
function to motivate the choice of production type, i.e. conventional or 
certified organic farming, among farmers in a cross-country comparison. 
More specifically, we explored the choice of running a conventional 
farm or a certified organic farm using the Means-End Chain approach 
(MEC; Gutman, 1982). This approach enables us to investigate the 
mental representation of the farmers’ choice of production approach, 
including how they characterised their production system using attri-
butes, what consequences they perceived from these characteristics and 
what values they associated with. Data were collected through in-depth 
interviews by using the laddering technique (Reynolds and Gutman, 
1988) with samples of farmers engaged in conventional production and 
farmers engaged in certified organic production in France, Ireland and 
Sweden. This means that we are also able to highlight possible differ-
ences in the mental representation and values across those countries. 

Substantial literature has focused on the types of values that moti-
vate farmers’ occupational choices (Gasson, 1973; Willock et al., 1999; 
Maybery et al., 2005; Ferguson and Hansson, 2013) or that influence 
their choice of farming practices (McInerney, 2004; Vänninen et al., 
2009; Lagerkvist et al., 2012; Barnes et al., 2011; Hansson and Lager-
kvist, 2015). This study contributes to the literature by detailing the 
values that are linked to farmers’ choices of production system and by 

comparing such findings across two different types of samples (con-
ventional/certified organic) and across three countries. As such, this 
paper also contributes to furthering the understanding of which values, 
beyond those of financial, business or productivity types, influence 
farmers’ production choices. Furthermore, while the MEC approach has 
recently been used by Hansson and Lagerkvist (2015) and Hansson and 
Kokko (2018) to study farmers’ decision-making regarding animal 
welfare and farm business renewal respectively, this approach has not 
been adopted to understand farmer’s decision-making in deciding 
whether to run a conventional or a certified organic farm. Moreover, a 
geographical comparison has rarely been used in the literature focused 
on farmers’ values. Additionally, in existing literature, survey and closed 
questions have predominantly been used to identify farmers’ values 
(Willock et al., 1999; Barnes et al., 2011; Ferguson and Hansson, 2013; 
Sweikert and Gigliotti, 2019). We therefore contribute to the relatively 
less dominant qualitative literature by uncovering values using in-depth 
interviews. Findings presented here are useful for policy-makers and 
advisors in order to segment and target communication about the 
perceived benefits of conventional versus certified organic farming. 
Improved communication can then help foster the level of organic 
production and reach the communal European target at a national level. 

2. Conceptual framework 

2.1. The Means-end chain (MEC) approach 

The Means-end chain (MEC) approach (Gutman, 1982) was origi-
nally developed in marketing to understand consumers’ choices. This 
research focuses on how the selection of products or services with spe-
cific attributes- the “means”- help to achieve personal desired end-states, 
or personal values (Gutman, 1982; Lind, 2007; Humble et al., 2021). The 
MEC approach posits that consumers’ purchasing decisions are not 
based on the attributes of the products themselves, but on the values the 
attributes are expected to satisfy. The key purpose of the MEC approach 
is to uncover individual values by understanding how consumers char-
acterize their choices in terms of attributes, what consequences they 
perceive from these attributes and finally what values they associate 
with these consequences (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). It further as-
sumes a hierarchical relationship between these MEC elements that 
depicts consumers’ cognitive structures, by starting from the product 
attributes that link to consequences. The consequences then link to 
values. 

Although developed for the consumer side of the supply-chain, the 
MEC approach has recently been successfully applied to understand 
farmers’ decision-making (Hansson and Lagerkvist, 2015; Hansson and 
Kokko, 2018). The MEC approach is useful for the purposes of our study 
to characterize farmers’ decisions to run conventional or certified 
organic farms. It facilitates the understanding of this choice through 
identifying which attributes farmers link to their production approach, 
the consequences of these attributes and finally, why these conse-
quences are important to the farmers at a more abstract level, in terms of 
which financial, business, or productivity values and which non- 
financial, non-business, or non-productivity values they function to 
satisfy. We take the attributes to correspond to farmers’ personal defi-
nition of their production system, which is also an explanation according 
to them for conducting this specific type of farming. The MEC approach 
can thus contribute to the understanding of financial, business or pro-
ductivity values and non-financial, business or productivity values 
which determine farmers’ choice of production type. 

2.2. Typology of values 

Several typologies of values have been developed in, or adapted to, 
the farming literature, in order to understand farmers’ behaviours. 
Studies that have identified different typologies of values, specifically 
among farmers and in relation to a type of decision, fall into two 
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categories: studies that focus on values in relation to the farmer occu-
pation and studies that focus on values in relation to farmers’ farming 
practices. 

Concerning the first type of studies, Gasson (1973) in her seminal 
article outlined a list of 20 dominant values for farming as an occupa-
tion, which emphasize the personal and social aspects of motivations 
towards farming. In this work, she identified four types of value classes: 
instrumental, social, expressive and intrinsic, which demonstrate the 
importance of non-financial motives in farming. Willock et al. (1999) 
identified five groups of objectives, including both values and goals that 
guide farmers’ careers, based on a survey of Scottish farmers. The five 
identified clusters gathered motives related to quality of life, status, sus-
tainability, success in farming and off-farm work. Maybery et al. (2005) 
identified typologies of values in relation to the work of farming, but 
more specifically associated values with the behaviour of land stew-
ardship and land management. In particular, this study highlighted 
economic, conservation and lifestyle types of farming values. In more 
recent work, Ferguson and Hansson (2013) focused on Swedish dairy 
farmers’ business behaviour to expand, maintain, or exit their enter-
prise. They identified three distinct categories of values influencing 
these behaviours: identity, business and farm-living values. 

The aforementioned second type of studies identified value typol-
ogies related not to the farming occupation in a broad sense, but to 
farming practices specifically. For instance, values in relation to the 
uptake of environmental practices were considered by Barnes et al. 
(2011) who focused on the values of farmers operating in a specific 
Scottish area belonging to a compulsory water quality management 
scheme. Three different types of value categories were found: economic, 
environmental and social. Another value categorization that has been 
developed in relation to farming practices is the distinction between the 
use and non-use values in animal welfare, first suggested by McInerney 
(2004) and developed by Lagerkvist et al. (2011), focusing on the eco-
nomic value of animal welfare to farmers. A binary type of value clas-
sification that has also been used in relation to ethical dimensions of 
farming practices and farmers’ motives, is the distinction between 
intrinsic and extrinsic types of values which originates from the field of 
philosophy and ethics (Zimmerman, 2018). These two have been studied 
in connection to the adoption of genetically modified (GM) crops by 
farmers (Vänninen et al., 2009). 

The value typologies presented above have specifically been identi-
fied in agricultural and environmental economics, however in-depth 
value theory originates from psychology. In particular, two major 
frameworks from psychology have typically been adopted to study 
farmers’ values (Hansen and Greve, 2014; Baur et al., 2016): the 
Rokeach (1973) framework and the framework of Schwartz (1992). As 
indicaded above, Rokeach (1973) distinguished between instrumental 
and terminal types of values, which are positioned at different hierar-
chical levels. While instrumental values correspond to desirable modes 
of conduct and provides a mean to an end goal, terminal values are 
desirable end-states of existence. These two types of values have further 
sub-categories. Terminal values can be either personal, i.e. self-oriented, 
or social, i.e. focused on others. Similarly, instrumental values are 
divided into moral and competence values. Moral instrumental values 
refer to, “certain kinds of instrumental values, which, when violated, 
arouse pangs of conscience or feelings of guilt for wrongdoing” 
(Rokeach, 1973:8). For competence values, “their violation leads to 
feelings of shame about personal inadequacy rather than feeling of guilt 
about personal wrongdoing” (Rokeach, 1973:8). The Theory of Basic 
Human Values originally developed by Schwartz (1992) defines a total 
of 10 universal personal values. The 10 personal values are organized 
into four higher-order groups: openness to change, self-enhancement, 
conservation and self-transcendence (Schwartz, 1992). However, as 
Schwartz (1992:47) noted, “Studies combining our abstract level of 
measurement with contextually specific measures would increase our 
understanding of how values enter into concrete decision-making.” In 
fact, Rokeach (1973) and Schwartz (1992) measured values that are 

personal in such a way that they are considered to be guiding principles 
in life, generally. These two different frameworks and associated types 
of values should therefore be seen at a higher level of abstraction than 
those presented from the agricultural and environmental economics 
literature. 

Both the value typologies focused on farming occupation and the 
ones focused on farming practices from the economics literature, are 
relevant for our study. With the MEC approach, farmers are asked to 
characterize their choice of production system, which can be related to 
the type of farming practices used. Farmers are however, also questioned 
about the reasons why they decided to run a specific production system 
and this can be interpreted as being a question of the role of the farmer 
for a specific type of production system. For this reason, it was useful for 
the purposes of this study not to limit our conceptual framework to one 
or another pre-defined value typology that has been defined for the 
farming sector, but instead, to use a more abstract typology which is 
based on more broadly defined concepts. For the purposes of this study, 
we adopted the Rokeach (1973) framework to classify the values iden-
tified in our context. Hansen and Greve (2014) emphasized the useful-
ness of Rokeach’s distinction between instrumental and terminal values 
to understand if farmers are in a state they prefer to remain, or in a state 
that aims to achieve something else in the future. The Schwartz classi-
fication has also been considered not suitable to study values in farmers’ 
choices because of its high level of abstraction (Hansson and Sok, 2021). 

From the literature review, it is evident that farmers hold both per-
sonal and competence values such as “pride of ownership” or “expanding 
the business” (Gasson, 1973) but also social and moral values such as “be 
respected for my work” (Ferguson and Hansson, 2013) or “leaving the 
land in a better shape” (Maybery et al., 2005). We therefore expand the 
framework by Rokeach (1973) to classify values in this paper across four 
different categories: instrumental competence, instrumental moral, terminal 
personal and terminal social values. Understanding whether farmers with 
conventional production or farmers with certified organic production 
hold more predominantly moral or competence goals or are more self- 
oriented or focused on others can support targeted policy communica-
tion to farmers. 

3. Data and methods 

3.1. Laddering interviews 

The data for this study were collected through laddering interviews 
with a sample of 38 conventional farms, including 20 from Sweden, 5 
from France and 13 from Ireland; and 40 organic farms, including 19 
from Sweden, 6 from France and 15 from Ireland. Laddering is an in- 
depth, one-to-one interviewing technique during which respondents 
are asked a series of probes, typified by the question, “Why is that 
important to you?” (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988). The technique was 
developed to identify MEC elements in a structured way. The laddering 
interview technique has been used in many cases to collect data on 
consumers’ MECs (e.g. Lind, 2007; Van Rijswijk et al., 2008; Roininen 
et al., 2010; Humble et al., 2021) and recently also to collect data on 
farmers’ MECs (Hansson and Kokko, 2018; Hansson and Lagerkvist, 
2015) to identify drivers underlying their decisions. The laddering 
interviewing technique involves two main procedures (Olson, 1989). 
The first step is to identify an entry point from where the interviewer can 
then start the probing process as a second step. The series of probes has 
the intended goal of determining sets of linkages between attributes (A), 
consequences (C) and associated values (V), forming an A/C/V ladder. 
Probing is repeated as many times as needed, so that the respondent can 
“climb up” the ladder and reveal all possible A/C/V elements (Reynolds 
and Gutman, 1988). The interview ends once the respondent can no 
longer think of an answer to the probe. Different elicitation techniques 
are suggested by literature to uncover the entry points from each 
respondent (Bech-Larsen and Nielsen, 1999). We used the direct elici-
tation technique, which entailed asking the respondents to list attributes 
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in relation to their choice of production system. More specifically, we 
asked farmers to list five aspects or keywords that summarized their 
chosen production system and what they associated with it or what it 
meant to them and alternatively, what led them to conduct this type of 
business. From these entry points, the “soft” laddering technique was 
used instead of the “hard” type (Costa et al., 2004). Soft laddering allows 
for the respondents’ flow of speech to remain as natural as possible, as 
they can provide different reasons for answering one probe, leading to 
more than one (forked) answer, in contrast with the hard type of lad-
dering structure (Costa et al., 2004), where respondents are forced to 
focus on only one answer. The soft laddering was preferred in our case 
given our rather small sample and the exploratory nature of our study 
(Costa et al., 2004; Hansson and Lagerkvist, 2015). 

Prior to the interview, letters were sent to farmers in each country 
informing about the purpose of the study, the interview procedure and 
seeking their participation. Farmers who agreed to participate, were 
encouraged to prepare prior to the interview by thinking about through: 
what their production system (conventional/certified organic farming) 
meant to them and why was it important for them to work with their 
particular production approach. Interviews were undertaken by mem-
bers of the research team, who participated in training sessions con-
cerning the interviewing technique prior to carrying out the interviews. 

In Sweden and Ireland, respondents were sampled through non- 
proportional quota sampling with the objective of interviewing the 
same number of farmers in each type of production system and of 
achieving a representative regional distribution. Swedish farmers were 
selected based on the criteria that all farmers, both conventional and 
organic, had crops and livestock. More so, during the sampling process, 
the researchers made the decision to foremost contact farmers with 
farms of greater size, both in terms of area (Ha) and production. This 
decision was made due to the greater proportion of those farmers 
initially contacted with smaller farms, who did not run their farms as 
professional businesses, but rather for purposes such as a hobby activity 
or subsistence farming. Livestock (beef) systems are the predominant 
system in Ireland, however many organic farms are mixed (livestock and 
crops). The Irish farms were thus sampled to cover both livestock and 
mixed systems for both organic and conventional farms. In France, we 
focused geographically on the sub-region Puy-de-Dôme and targeted 
mixed crop-livestock farmers, although two of the interviewed farmers 
with organic production turned out a posteriori to be specialised in 
livestock with no crop production. Tables 1 and 2 provide further details 
on the interviewing mode used in each country as well as information on 
each country’s sample in relation to farm and farmers’ characteristics. 

3.2. Coding process 

All ladders obtained from the interviews were broken down by 
splitting up each “ladder response”, into their so called “MEC elements”, 
which were then organized according to their correct, successive 

laddering order: attribute, consequence, value (Gengler and Reynolds, 
1995). The French and Swedish ladders were translated into English for 
coding purposes. The coding involved both deductive and inductive 
coding. Deductive coding was first carried in order to structure the data 
in line with the theoretical framework of MEC. The coding scheme for 
deductive coding was based on the three MEC categorical concepts of 
attribute, consequence and value. Concerning the value concept, the 
Rokeach’s framework (1973) was used in order to define and guide the 
classification of responses within this category which resulted in the 
value categories presented in Section 2.2: instrumental moral, instru-
mental competence, terminal personal and terminal social. 

Inductive coding was then used for each deductive category: the 
attribute, consequences and the four types of values, in order to refine the 
data and create summary content codes under which the responses were 
categorized. Summary content codes should be constructed in a way 
which achieves a balance between accuracy and broadness of meaning 
(Costa et al., 2004). This second step, the inductive coding, was carried 
out separately for the conventional farms and the sample of certified 
organic farms and without distinction between the country cases. This 
first inductive coding process resulted in 105 different summary content 
codes for the conventional farmer interview content and 109 codes for 
the organic farmer interview content. 

This original list of summary content codes and their corresponding 
definitions were then discussed among the authors, in two coding 
rounds. Three different coders, including the author who developed the 
summary content codes, in the first round, coded a 20% representative 
sample with these codes, to check for inter-coder reliability. Coding 
agreement was of 75% and the Perreault’s and Leigh’s reliability index 
(Reynolds and Phillips, 2009) of 75% for the conventional sample. They 
were of 73% and 84% respectively, for the organic sample. The 
remaining codes for which there was disagreement between all three 
coders, were discussed among the coders until an agreed code was 
reached for these. The list of summary content codes was then revised 
based on these discussions, which led to the second round of inter-coder 
reliability with similar results in terms of the levels inter-coder 
reliability. 

3.3. Hierarchical value maps 

The last step of the analysis encompassed the graphic representation 
of the farmers’ dominant ways of reasoning, through the construction of 
hierarchical value maps (HVM) based on the MEC elements (Reynolds 
and Gutman, 1988). This type of cognitive map is drawn from an 
implication matrix, which outlines both the direct and indirect domi-
nant connections among summary content codes. For the purposes of 
this study, six different HVMs were drawn with the LadderUX software, 
one for each country case study and production system, in order to 
identify similarities and differences of motivations between the con-
ventional and the certified organic farms samples, as well as between 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics for organic farms.  

Countries Interviewing 
mode 

Gender 
(female) 

Average 
farm size 
(ha) 

Farming 
specialization 

N 

Sweden Phone 16% (n 
= 3) 

291 Mixed farming: 
47% (n = 9) 
Livestock: 53% 
(n = 10) 

19 

France Phone/ face to 
face/ video 
meeting 

17% (n 
= 1) 

103.5 Mixed farming: 
67% (n = 4) 
Livestock: 33% 
(n = 2) 

6 

Ireland Zoom 20% (n 
= 3) 

52.8 Mixed farming: 
47% (n = 7) 
Livestock: 53% 
(n = 8) 

15  

Table 2 
Descriptive statistics for conventional farms.  

Countries Interviewing 
mode 

Gender 
(female) 

Average 
farm size 
(ha) 

Farming 
specialization 

N 

Sweden Phone 5% (n =
1) 

242 Mixed farming: 
15% (n = 3) 
Livestock: 85% 
(n = 17) 

20 

France Phone/ face to 
face/ video 
meeting 

0% 155 Mixed farming: 
100% 

5 

Ireland Zoom 0% 57 Mixed 
farming:15% 
(n = 2) 
Livestock: 85% 
(n = 11) 

13  
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geographical regions. The HVMs enabled us to visualise connections 
between concepts present in the minds of the farmers, which contribute 
to our understanding of the farmers’ decision-making processes when 
choosing a specific production system. As the HVM aggregates the re-
lationships between concepts, a balance needs to be found between the 
quantity of data mapped and its interpretation as much data as possible 
should be kept in the map, while facilitating the interpretation of the 
HVM. As advised by Reynolds and Gutman (1988), we generated several 
HVMs using different cut-off values until finding the most interpretable 
HVM with the conservation of at least 50% of the data. The cut-off value 
selected for the conventional farms was at 2. For the organic farms the 
cut-off value was at 2, except for the Irish case for which the cut-off value 
was at 3. The respective HVMs are shown in the results section. 

4. Results 

We identified 216 ladders from the interviews undertaken with 
farmers with conventional farms. This includes 71 ladders for France, 
144 for Ireland and 101 for Sweden. However, not all of these ladders 
were complete from attribute to terminal value, with some ending at the 
consequence level. French respondents provided on average 14 ladders 
with 4.3 elements each, with a total of 239 direct links and 358 indirect 
links between elements. Irish respondents provided on average 11 lad-
ders with 3.51 elements together with a total of 362 direct links and 412 
indirect links. Swedish respondents provided on average five ladders, 
with 3.32 elements per ladder and a total of 225 direct and 180 indirect 
links. 

In the organic case, we identified a total of 610 ladders from the 
interviews. This includes 262 ladders for France, 195 for Ireland and 153 
for Sweden. Similar to the conventional case, not all ladders were 
complete from attribute to terminal value, with some ending at conse-
quence level. French respondents provided on average 13.6 ladders with 
4.2 elements for each ladder, with a total of 262 direct links and 373 
indirect links between elements. Irish respondents provided on average 
13 ladders with 3.71 elements for each ladder, together with a total of 
528 direct links and 667 indirect links. Swedish respondents provided on 
average eight ladders, an average of 3.7 elements for each ladder and a 
total of 402 direct and 424 indirect links. 

4.1. France 

The HVM (Fig. 1) derived from the French respondents indicate that 
conventional farming methods are justified with the reasoning that they 
allow for a “sustainable approach”, to be “precise”, “environmental”, “a 
passion”, “less restrictive”, that they can “use of chemical inputs” and 
have a “healthy production”. Additionally, the attributes of “progres-
sive”, “sensible” and “diversified practices” were also found among 
French conventional farms. In the French organic case (Fig. 2), the 
attribute of “no or less use of chemicals” is central, together with “low- 
intensive system” and “technical”. Other market-oriented attributes are 
present such as “premium” and “certified”. 

“Ensure production” is a central concept in the conventional HVM 
(Fig. 1) and is directly connected to the attributes “healthy production” 
and “progressive” and to the consequences of having “less inputs”, 

Fig. 1. French conventional HVM; Note: cut-off = 2, concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, from bottom elements 
(attributes) to top elements (terminal values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been repeated. Glowed 
bubbles correspond to the central concepts. 
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“profits”, “animal welfare”, “making best use of resources” and “avoid-
ing constraints”. “Earn a living” is a central instrumental competence 
value which is strongly connected to the other central concept of 
“making best use of resources”, as well as to the consequences of being 
“self-sufficient”, “quality” and “challenging”. The concept of quality is 
key in the motivations made by farmers holding a conventional farm. 

“Environmental impact”, which refers to any positive (e.g. improved 
water quality) or negative (e.g. pollution) impact on the environment is 
a central concept for the French certified organic farms that results from 
the attributes “less or no use of chemical inputs” and “low-intensive 
system” (Fig. 2). The other central consequence of being “suited to farm 
context” strongly results from the attribute of having a “low-intensive 
system” and leads to the consequences of “profits” and “environmental 
impact”. 

The bolder links in the conventional HVM (Fig. 1) reveal that “use of 
chemical inputs” was often linked to “avoiding constraints”. “Use of 
chemicals” was also recurrently associated with “profits”. Finally, the 
consequence of doing something “challenging” was often connected to 
the instrumental competence value to “earn a living”. Comparatively the 
most prominent links in the organic HVM (Fig. 2) connects the conse-
quences “nice scenery” and “suited to farm context”. Another important 
connection is that between the consequence to “give back” and the 
instrumental competence value to “be autonomous”. 

4.2. Ireland 

In Ireland, entry points given by respondents as justifications for 
choosing a conventional production approach, were related to personal 
aspects including that farming occupation, or the farm, is “inherited”, “a 
passion”, “for personal interests”, “traditional”, “social” and provides 
the opportunity to “work with animals” (Fig. 3). Furthermore, some 
attributes that might have been expected to be organic attributes were 
also mentioned such as “sustainable approach”, “low-intensive”, “envi-
ronmental”, “healthy production” and “local supply chain”. In the Irish 
organic case, (Fig. 4) the attribute “environmental”, stemming from 
nature or one’s surroundings, “low-intensive”, as well as “sustainable 
approach”, are prominent attributes in the characterization of organic 
farming and the justification for choosing this system. 

The central concept of the conventional HVM (Fig. 3) in the Irish case 
regards the economic motivation of “profits” which directly links to 
conventional farming being “low-intensive” and “environmental” and to 
the direct consequences of “fewer costs”, to “sell”, to “develop the 
business”, “animal welfare” and being “self-sufficient”. “Preserving 
traditions” and to “transmit” are other central concepts which highlight 
the importance of social motivations among Irish respondents with a 
conventional farm, whereby “legacy” and “traditions” are important. 
Furthermore, the terminal personal value of “life quality” is prominent 
for Irish respondents and is sometimes mentioned as an attribute to 
justify a production system. “Self-care” and “work environment” are 
other central concepts that show the importance of well-being in the 

Fig. 2. French organic HVM; Note: cut-off = 2; concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, from bottom elements 
(attributes) to top elements (terminal values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been repeated. Glowed 
bubbles correspond to the central concepts. 
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Irish case. The conventional HVM (Fig. 3) suggests that the “security” 
value is also important to Irish respondents with a conventional farm 
being linked to the instrumental competence value of “earning a living”. 

In the organic case, “profits” and “less inputs” are central economic 
consequences that dominate the Irish HVM (Fig. 4) and the link between 
these two concepts is the strongest for the Irish organic case. The 
consequence of “environmental impact”, which has less of an economic 
affiliation, is also a central concept and strongly linked to implementing 
a “sustainable approach”. Compared to French respondents, terminal 
social values are not dominant in the Irish case. However, several ter-
minal personal values are important such as “life quality” which is 
central and links to the instrumental competence value of “earning a 
living” and to the consequences of having a good “work environment” 
and “profits”. 

The two most prominent links that the conventional HVM (Fig. 3) 
displays include the connection between to “be flexible” and “self-care” 
and the connection between the consequences of having “fewer costs” 
and “profits”. The most prominent connections in the Irish organic case 
(Fig. 4) link from the “environmental” attribute to the consequences of 
“benefit biodiversity”, which then links to “preserve soil quality”, which 
leads to “profits”, which ultimately leads to having “less inputs”. One 
link that comes up several times is the one between “sustainable 
approach” and “environmental impact”. 

4.3. Sweden 

The HVM (Fig. 5) derived from the Swedish respondents indicate 
that conventional farming methods are justified with the reasoning that 
they allow for “precision”, they are “less restrictive”, “suited to the farm 
context”, make “use of chemical inputs”, provide “sufficient resources” 
and ensure the upholding of “open landscapes”. Several of the re-
spondents also provided a justification in which they compared their 
production system to organic farming, hence the “in contrast to organic” 
attribute in the HVM (Fig. 5). The organic HVM (Fig. 6) further indicates 
that the central attributes that are used by farmers with organic pro-
duction to characterize their production systems are related to using 
“less or no chemical inputs”, “diversified farming” and to have “natu-
rally raised animals”. Other attributes that are related to market aspects 
were given in the organic case such as having a “premium”, being part of 
a “short supply chain” and producing “products of quality” which are 
also “adapted to social demand”. 

The consequence, to “ensure production”, is one of the main concepts 
of the conventional HVM for the Swedish respondents in the conven-
tional case (Fig. 5) and is linked to several attributes and leads to the 
consequences of “effectiveness”, “quality”, “scenery” and “sustainabil-
ity”. “Profits”, “effectiveness” and “efficiency” are other prominent 
concepts that are directly or indirectly connected to the instrumental 
values of “business sustainability”, as well as the terminal values of 
“security” and “societal survival”. The “suited to farm context” attribute 
is a central concept that leads to the consequences of “ensuring 

Fig. 3. Irish conventional HVM. Note: cut-off = 2, concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, from bottom elements 
(attributes) to top elements (terminal values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been repeated. Glowed 
bubbles correspond to the central concepts. 
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production” and “transparency”, and to the instrumental values to “care 
for the environment” and to “earn a living”. The most central conse-
quences identified from the HVM for the respondents in the certified 
organic case (Fig. 6) are the “sustainability” concept and to “benefit 
biodiversity”. “Sustainability” linked mostly to the instrumental moral 
value to “think about future generations” and to the terminal social 
value of “holistic view”. 

The most prominent ladder in the HVM obtained from the conven-
tional case in Sweden (Fig. 5) interlinks the attribute, “suited to farm 
context” and the consequences of, “ensuring production” and “effec-
tiveness”. The most prominent links in the organic case in Sweden, are 
between the consequences of “variety”, “benefit biodiversity” and 
“preserve soil quality” (Fig. 6). Another important connection links the 
attribute “less or no use of chemical inputs” to the consequence of being 
“reliant on farm resources”, which leads to “preserve soil quality”. 
Similarly, the attribute “sustainable approach” links to the consequence 
of “sustainability” which is highly linked to the instrumental moral of 
“thinking about future generations”. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

This study identified how the choice of production system among 
samples of farmers engaged in conventional or certified organic pro-
duction from a subset of three European countries, namely France, 
Ireland and Sweden, can be characterised. This helps inform about the 
values which motivate farmers to use conventional or certified organic 

production approaches. This study adopted a Means-end chain (MEC) 
approach (Gutman, 1982) by conducting laddering interviews with re-
spondents from conventional and certified organic farming systems, in 
the three considered countries. The MEC-approach, combined with the 
laddering interviewing technique, enabled us to uncover precise values 
held by the interviewed farmers. This stands in contrast to analyses 
conducted with surveys, in which respondents are asked to describe or 
order their values from a selection of pre-defined values, used in many 
previous studies on farmer values (Ilbery, 1983; Maybery et al., 2005; 
Barnes et al., 2011). Respondents’ values uncovered in this study were 
classified along Rokeach’s typology (Rokeach, 1973), which distin-
guishes between instrumental and terminal values and which we 
adapted for our purposes to understand if farmers are in a state they 
prefer to remain, or in state that aims to achieve something else in the 
future. Six HVMs were developed to summarise the cognitive repre-
sentation of attributes, consequences and values related to production 
systems operated by the respondents. Comparing the HVMs allowed us 
to identify similarities and differences in the motives and values held 
across the different production systems (both practice-wise and 
geographically). The HVMs generated in this study also enabled an 
understanding of the links present between attributes, consequences and 
values, which are present in the respondents’ minds and part of their 
decision-making processes. Our study makes a contribution to literature 
focused on farmers’ decision-making and their choices (Gasson, 1973; 
Willock et al., 1999; Maybery et al., 2005; Ferguson and Hansson, 2013; 
Vänninen et al., 2009; Lagerkvist et al., 2012; Barnes et al., 2011; 

Fig. 4. Irish organic HVM; Note: cut-off = 3; concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, from bottom elements (at-
tributes) to top elements (terminal values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been repeated. Glowed 
bubbles correspond to the central concepts 
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Hansson and Lagerkvist, 2015; McInerney, 2004; Vänninen et al., 2009). 
To discuss the results, we distinguish between financial, business, or 

productivity (FBP) values and non-financial, non- business, or non- 
productivity (non-FBP) values, that we specifically define and use for 
this analysis. FBP values correspond to the types of instrumental values 
or consequences that concern the business (e.g. maintain the business, 
develop the business etc.), financial, or monetary aspects (e.g. earn a 
living) or the productivity of the farm (e.g. efficiency, remaining 
competitive etc.). Non-FBP values correspond to all instrumental values 
and consequences that are not related to financial, business and pro-
ductivity aspects. FBP and non-FBP values are broader than the concept 
of pecuniary and non-pecuniary benefits developed by Howley (2015), 
as our defined values go further than the monetary aspect. We only refer 
to the FBP values and non-FBP values for the interpretation of the re-
sults, once the values were classified along Rokeach’s framework. First, 
results indicate that both FBP and non-FBP types of values underlie both 
the conventional farmer’s and organic farmer’s decision to implement a 
specific production system. For example, concerning instrumental types 
of values, FBP values which motivate certified organic production 
include, “maintaining the business”, “earning a living”, as well as more 
social motives such as “morality”, “care for others” and “prove the value 
of organic farming”. Non-FBP values also motivate conventional farming 
such as “preserving traditions”, “morality”, “responsibility” and “sup-
porting family”, as well as FBP values, including “earning a living”, 
“being autonomous” and “taking up a challenge”. 

With regard to terminal values, personal values are relatively more 
dominant than social values for both production systems as depicted by 
the HVMs, although the HVMs for the respondents with certified organic 

farms display more social terminal values than the HVMs in the con-
ventional cases. This finding indicates that respondents with certified 
organic production may have more socially preferable end-states of 
existence, while the end-states of existence may be relatively more self- 
oriented among farmer with conventional production. The respondents 
from both the conventional and certified organic production systems, 
value “life quality”, “security”, “pride” and “joy”. Both types of re-
spondents also hold the terminal social value of “social recognition”, but 
respondents engaged in certified organic production also hold other, as 
well as a greater number, of social terminal values such as, “societal 
security”. “Societal security” was held as a value by the respondents with 
a certified organic farm in all studied countries. “Holistic view” and 
“societal health” were values held by our study’s respondents engaged in 
certified organic production in Sweden and France. 

The central concepts identified for the respondents with conven-
tional production systems, such as “earning a living”, “profits” and 
“ensuring production”, indicate that FBP values direct and centre the 
other types of consequences and rationales within this type of produc-
tion system. Contrastingly, for the responses from the certified organic 
production systems sample, the identified central concepts of “sustain-
ability”, “environmental impact” and “benefit biodiversity”, indicate 
that farmers’ decision-making with organic farms is inter-connected 
with non-FBP rationales. This does, however, not apply to the Irish 
organic case, in which decision-making is interlinked with rationales 
based on “profits” and “less inputs”. Finally, our results highlight that 
farmers engaged in organic production have a more complex decision- 
making structure than farmers engaged in conventional production, as 
evident from more complex HVMs. This was especially the case for Irish 

Fig. 5. HVM for Swedish respondents, conventional case. Note: cut-off = 2. concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, 
from bottom elements (attributes) to top elements (values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been 
repeated. Glowed bubbles correspond to the central concepts. 
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and Swedish respondents. In fact, respondents engaged in certified 
organic production from Sweden and Ireland presented longer ladders 
compared with conventional respondents, showing that these re-
spondents tended to communicate a higher number of rationales from 
the same starting point. The ladders from organic farmers displayed a 
more complex, forked structure than ladders from conventional farmers. 

Both types of respondents display values that cover terminal, as well 
as instrumental values. Except for in the work of Hansen and Greve 
(2014), farmers’ values have rarely been classified along these two di-
mensions, despite the valuable distinction which this two-dimensional 
categorization provides. Instrumental values dominate terminal values 
in terms of frequency for all farmer sample groups, except in the case of 
the organic Swedish farmer group. The respondents engaged in con-
ventional production- considering all countries together- have 1.5 times 
more instrumental values than terminal values, while respondents with 
organic production have 1.1 more instrumental values than terminal 
values. This may indicate that respondents with conventional produc-
tion are predominantly in a state that aims at accomplishing other and 
more permanent life goals. Among the conventional farmers there are 
more respondents who end the reasoning with an instrumental value 
rather than a terminal value, which may reflect that these persons see 
farming as a means to reach a state which is not a fulfilled end-state 
itself, but rather a means to an end. This may be the case for re-
spondents who farm as a secondary business, which is characteristic of 
the Irish sample, as this would be an activity to achieve another mean. 
This result also reflects the fact that some respondents sometimes 
reasoned with two different instrumental values succeeding each other. 
For instance, the willingness to “think about future generations” led to 
the willingness to “comply with morals”. This is consistent with Rokeach 
(1973) who does not assume a one-to-one relationship between any 
instrumental and any terminal value. For instance, one terminal value 
may be instrumental to another terminal value or an instrumental value 
may be instrumental to another instrumental value (Rokeach, 1973:12). 

It is worth noting that some respondents found the attribute – 
consequence – value focus of the interviews challenging and started 

their ladders with a more abstract value. This was especially the case for 
the Irish conventional and organic respondents. These respondents 
provided abstract starting points to the initial probing question 
regarding what motivated them to work with a specific production 
system, including “life quality”, “pride”, “satisfaction” and “joy”. 
Furthermore, some farmers often skipped one MEC level between MEC- 
elements by, for instance, directly associating an attribute to a value. 
Instead, the MEC approach used in this analysis, assumes a linear rela-
tionship from attributes (A) to consequences (C) and consequences to 
values (V). This A/C/V hierarchical relationship depicts a human 
cognitive structure based on concreteness-abstraction dimensions and 
knowledge of the model may influence the researcher working with such 
theory to “force” such patterns on the data. This may prevent the 
important consideration and acknowledgement that cognitive structures 
of individuals may not be as linear and organized as this model. Our 
results instead indicate that the cognitive structures may be better rep-
resented by another relationship between the MEC-elements and future 
research will have an important task in furthering the understanding 
about the possible reversed structure or circularity of MEC-elements. 
There may also be cultural differences attributed to how respondents 
reason along their MECs, which is a topic that could be investigated in 
future research. 

Our study’s findings is useful in a policy perspective, whereby 
enhancing the adoption of certified organic farming practices across the 
EU is one of the cornerstones of the Farm to Fork Strategy (European 
Commission, 2020). In their policy recommendations to the European 
Parliament, Guyomard et al. (2021) suggest that the achievement of 
Green Deal objectives requires the need for changes in food consumption 
patterns that should be driven by the agricultural and food retail sectors, 
but also by public awareness campaigns of the health and environmental 
benefits of food such as organic produce. The identified consequences 
and values in this analysis can be of use for advisers to farmers and for 
policy makers, to support targeted communication concerning these 
production systems. This would comprise the promotion or marketing of 
the potential perceived benefits of organic farming, which are here both 

Fig. 6. Swedish organic HVM; Note: cut-off = 2; concepts organized from attributes-consequences-instrumental values to terminal values, from bottom elements 
(attributes) to top elements (terminal values), n = number of times element has been mentioned. The bolder the link is, the more often it has been repeated. Glowed 
bubbles correspond to the central concepts. 
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non-FBP and FBP, as well as socially oriented and self-oriented. For 
farmers with organic farms, environmental values such as sustainability, 
biodiversity, and soil quality, and economic values such as earning a 
living and autonomy, are important and mirror many of the objectives of 
the EU Farm to Fork strategy (European Commission, 2020). These 
values could be used in promotional campaigns to show that farmers 
with certified organic production are already well on their way to 
achieving the Farm to Fork strategy. They can also be mirrored with 
conventional farming in order to encourage conventional farmers to 
make the switch. In addition, farmers with certified organic production 
place greater value on social values such as societal health and care for 
others – values that are increasingly driving consumer behaviour. While 
social norms are strong predictors of organic food consumption behav-
iour (Shahriari et al., 2019), they could also be explicitly incorporated in 
food awareness campaigns to attract participation in organic schemes by 
focusing on these social values that are important to farmers engaged in 
certified organic production, but which are also increasingly important 
to other individuals such as consumers. 

The cross-country comparison of this analysis can also be used to 
adapt such communications and their encompassing arguments to the 
French, Irish and Swedish contexts. The food industry’s stakeholders, 
including organisations such as KRAV in Sweden and Bord Bia in 
Ireland, could also benefit from a better understanding of farmers’ 
choices and the personal values which drive them to apply for organic 
certification. Indeed, certification organisations can make use of the 
revealed goals and values from this study in their discourse to promote 
their certifications and associated labels. Furthermore, the study can be 
of interest to consumers in order to understand how farmers come to 
make the decision to maintain or implement a specific production sys-
tem and the values which underlie these decisions. Finally, the farmers 
themselves have shown interest in gaining insight into the results of this 
analysis, which may indicate a willingness to understand how they 
themselves compare to their peers, either within the same or between 
different production systems. This highlights the potential sense of 
community that is important to continue farming in a specific way. 

As a final, yet important note, future research can utilise the novel 
distinction of values in this paper, namely FBP values and non-FBP 
values, for the classification of values in theoretical frameworks. This 
qualitative distinction, as well as the detailed information about the 
nature of consequences and values from this analysis, can be adapted or 
utilised within future economic models regarding farmers’ decision- 
making in relation to production systems. Today’s economic models 
can extract further unobservable variables, to which personal values 
belong, by defining them more precisely based on the results of this 
analysis. 
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