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Importance of Strategic Decisions

Strategic decisions = decisions that commence the

implementation of a strategy

• The decisions you make today, that turn out to be

strategic, determine your family Õs future

• Collectively, people Õs strategic decisions will greatly

influence the fate of Nations and much of the life on the

Planet
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The value of understanding how farming families make
strategic decisions

•For the farming family:   so they can make more effective strategic
decisions (plan for the long-term)
(Getting clear about family motivations; suitability & availability of
options; relationship between family and farm)

•For government agencies:  so they can devise programs that will
lead to the emergence of outputs favourable to their long-term
objectives
(working out what results they want and were best to intervene in the
whole system to get them)
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Farming families as Thinking Systems

• We can view farming families as Thinking Systems that develop their

own goals and learn from experience

• Their operations produce both intended and un-intended outputs

• Farming families are a class of Thinking Systems that are surrounded by

other classes of Thinking Systems (e.g. purchasers of products, sellers

of resources, governments) and environmental systems

• What happens in the landscape emerges from the operations and

interactions of all these systems

• Farming family Õs decisions are influenced by internal (within the family

system) and external occurrences (within the whole system)
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Decision-System Theory
Interprets the organising processes  that farmers use to

turn internal and external resources  into practical

opportunities  to satisfy their  personal and families Õ

aspirations / motivations

SatisfactionStrategic Decisions

about people + resources

Aspirations /

motivations
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Decision-Systems Theory (DST)
DST was developed from in-depth interviews with farming
families

DST includes:
Hierarchy of motivation stories (5 stories)
Hierarchy of decision-systems (3 decision-systems)
Concept of suitability and availability of opportunities
Concept of lenses (5 lenses - how farmers view options )
Concept of personal career paths (individual versus family)
Policy classification system called boxes of influences  (7 boxes

of influence)
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Hierarchy of motivation stories

Succession of familySuccession of family
responsibilityresponsibility

Enjoying farmingEnjoying farming

Overcoming isolationOvercoming isolation

Learning about farmingLearning about farming

Educating childrenEducating children
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Hierarchy of decision-systems & Ethical justifications used

Decisions justified by care

ethics

Decision justified by utilitarian

ethics  / business ethics

Range of justifications

Family decision-system

Farm business trading
decision-system

Land-ownership decision-
system

Numerous other decision-
systems: e.g. education,
investments, health,  off-farm
employment etc.
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Concept of suitability and availability of opportunities

SUITABILITY:SUITABILITY:
• whether the farmer thinks the opportunity is personally interesting

and likely to satisfy family motivations / aspirations
AVAILAILBITY:AVAILAILBITY:

• Personal components: include the farmer’s interests, current knowledge,
skills, energy, enthusiasm, the land they own, the capital they have and the
contacts with other people and organisations that they can use

• External components: include markets, finance, transport, insurance,
information, expertise, training courses, land for sale, water to purchase,
infrastructure, research, government programs

• Random components: include droughts, floods, fires, diseases, interest
rates, fluctuation in the economy and market fluctuations
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Concept  of Lenses

Vast range of
possibilities and options

Lens 1
Intrinsic
interests

Lens 2
Family
considerations

Lens 3
Knowledge of
personal
components of
opportunities

Opportunity taken up

Internal components of opportunity:
The SUITABILITYSUITABILITY   of an opportunity

Lens 5
access to external
components of
opportunities

External components of opportunity:
The AVAILABILITYAVAILABILITY  of an opportunity

Lens 4
Social considerations

Feed-back to compare intended and
unintended results with the family Õs
motivations / aspirations as a guide to future
decisions
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Concept of personal career paths

Partner 1 Õs Personal
Career Path  (BLACK
LINE)

Partner 2 Õs Personal Career Path
(RED LINE)

Children's Personal Career Path, if they
continue with the farm, or next people to
farm the land (DOT LINE)

Farm land leased /
owned by farming
partners (DASHED
GREEN  LINE)

Post-farming
career, retirement
or another business

Joint career paths in farming
(anything from 1 to 50 + years)

Partner 2's career path may involve
a period of off farm employment
(teacher, medical, office worker etc)
(RED LINE)
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7 Boxes of Influence  (part iterative process)

Start of
career: an
intrinsic
interest in
something:
influenced by
pre-school
and primary
education
BOX 1

End of
career:
retirement,
succession,
health,
professional
advice and
regulations
BOX 7

Experience &
knowledge:
influenced by
secondary /
tertiary
education
BOX 2

Business
and
commerce:
influenced by
knowledge of
markets,
regulations,
resources,
labour
BOX 6

Social
obligations:
influenced by
their
understanding of
community
norms and
requirements
BOX 5

Family
obligations
to members
of parents'
family:
influenced by
parents and
siblings
BOX 3

Obligations to members of the farmers’ own
family: influence of spouse and children BOX 4
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Template for classifying policies and programs according to
how they influence farm decision-makers

P
olicies &

P
rogram

s

End of career
(retirement)

Business and
commerce
(regulations,
markets etc)

Social
obligations
(including
NRM)

Obligations to
own family

Obligations to
parents'
family

Later
education

Intrinsic
interest +
Early
education

BOX 7BOX 6BOX 5BOX 4BOX 3BOX 2BOX 1

The Agency should look within the entire system for
leverage points to create the changes that will deliver the
results they want
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ThanksThanks


