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So how did we use CHAT? 
 
It starts with my phd research on intiatives for sustainable farming. In which we saw 
big differences in success, with respect to their participation and support by  farmers 
and other agri-food chain partners. We were curious about why this happened and 
thought that in order to understand this problem, we should gain insight in their 
developmental history.  
 
That is why title of the abstract we have send in for this conference was: “Using an 
activity systems approach to elicit developmental triggers for sustainable farming 
initiatives”. 
 
To reconstruct these developmental histories we used the CHAT concepts, which 
helped us to make understanding of what happened in those cases. However, on one 
case, Promising farming, we did not have a lot of information because the facilitator 
of the initiative was reluctant to give us the contacts. 
 
However, our initial purpose was that less successful cases could learn from actions 
of the successful cases. But what CHAT and the developmental histories learned us, is 
that this is something that you should NOT do. CHAT says that the potential for 
change is inherent to the activity system itself. So solutions should be find from 
within the activity system.  
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So Than, the case of Promising farming reported us that funding would stop and that 
the initiative would end. However, the facilitator is eager to find out, how 
achievements of the initiative and the participants can be perpetuated or valued in 
some way, even if the initiative would end in its existence.  
 
So there we saw an opportunity to use CHAT as an intervention approach. So this 
papers deals with how we used CHAT to develop our intervention.  
 
First let’s say something about the case 
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Promising Farming in Flanders:  
an initiative that started as part of an Interreg project from 2009 until 2012.  
The initiative was prolonged in Flanders with funding of the province.  
Since its start the initiative is coordinated and facilitated by one employee of the 
Flemish agricultural research institute, Inagro.  
The aim of this initiative is to spur Flemish farmers towards more sustainable 
farming practices. The way they want to achieve this is by implementing an 
ISO14001-method. This is an environmental management system. The method used 
in the initiative was developed with farmers in France.  
At this moment 10 farmers participate in the project. 
 
Promising farming is threatned in its future existence, because funding will stop, and 
the question raises if investment in a project with such a low participation rate is 
justifiable. 
 
However, the facilitator is eager to find out, how achievements of the initiative and 
the participants can be perpetuated or valued in some way, even if the initiative 
would end in its existence.  
 
Because of our research interest in the Flemish initiative, we offered our experience 
to guide the search of Promising Farming towards a meaningful future for its 
participants.  
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The goal of our action research process is to support Promising Farming in their 
search towards a meaningful future for its participants.  
 
 
Therefore we will start from following research questions: 
 
- in order to help the initiative we first had to understand the roots of its problems. 
Why does it struggle to find funding and participation?  
 
- Besides this, we needed to develop an interesting intervention approach to obtain 
our goal: i.e. finding a meaningful future development for the case.  
 
Based on these questions, we found in the CHAT framework a valuable approach. 
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We started with a preliminary research on our case, to better understand what it was 
about and to enable working out an intervention that fits the case.  
 
Therefore we interviewed the only person facilitating and coordinating the initiative 
since the start of the initiative. We used available documents for fact checking and 
participated in a few meetings.  
 
We used this interview to reconstruct the case’s developmental history, by analyzing 
our data based on the CHAT concepts as presented at the start of our session.  
 
This analysis also enabled us to identify problems/contradictions as reported by the 
facilitator. Most problems could be attributed to following interrelated causes: the 
lack of means, the lack of personnel, the lack of support within the agricultural 
industry sector.  
 
This preliminary analysis was compared with the principles of CHAT, to find out 
what was additionally needed in our further action research process.  
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We introduced the main concepts of CHAT in the beginning of this session. CHAT is 
often described based on following 5 principles: 
1. The activity system is the basic unit of analysis 
2. The second principle is multivoicedness: every activity is a community of different 

points of view, traditions and interests.  
3. The third principle stresses the importance of historicity : current problems and 

posibilities for future development can only be understood in light of the activity’s 
developmental history. 

4. Contradictions are the driving forces for change 
5. Activity systems can run through expansive cycles of transformation. The 

potential for an activity’s development is inherent to the activity system itself.  
 

We will use these 5 principles to outline our intervention approach.  
However there has been done some writing on the principles for intervention in 
activity theory.  

6 



The first principle is that the activity system is the basic unit of analysis. 
 
For our case 
 
The central activity system is that of the initiative “Promising farming”.  
 
Surrounded and connected activity systems are those of: 
- Inagro: the organisation providing the facilitator of the initiative 
- Farmers: the target group for whom the initiative was founded 
- Agri-food chain: who are closely linked to the farmers activity and themselves 

often impose sustainability tools for farmers to accomplish to. 
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The second principle is multivoicedness: every activity is a community of different 
points of view, traditions and interests.  
 
So far, our preliminary analysis: based on the viewpoint of the facilitator/coordinator 
of the initiative.  
Need to hear the voices of other participants and stakeholders involved in the 
initiative.  
 
Based on our preliminary analysis of the case, other important stakeholders to hear in 
the initiative: 
- we need to hear the target group of the initiative, i.e. the participating farmers. It 

is important to gain insight in how they perceive the activity they are involved in. 
What do they value, where are they struggling with, what are their motivations to 
get involved in the initiative?  

- farmers who showed interest in the initiative, but in the end decided not to 
participate in the initiative or ended their involvement during the course of the 
initiative.  

- agri-food chain partners: limited support/interest for the initiative. Previous 
actions from the initiatives facilitator did not succeed in growing support form agri-
food chain partners. To create insight in the failed support from the agri-food 
chain, also their voice should be heard.  

- Inagro: offers facilitation.  
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The third principle is historicity and claims that the initiatives potentials and problems 
can only be understood against its own history. 
 
Our preliminary research already gives an idea of the developmental history, but data 
retrieved from other voices involved in the project help to finetune developmental 
history.  
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The fourth principle asserts the central role of contradictions as sources for change.  
 
Our preliminary analysis already shows some of the problems the initiative is facing. 
 
The facilitator/coordinator attempted to solve some of these problems, but often 
without results. E.g. she tried to convince agri-food chain partners to support and co-
fund the initiative, but her call was rejected. These attempts can be situated on 
action level. 
According to CHAT : when tackling problems on action level do not work, they should 
be addressed on activity level.  
 
To enable problem solving on activity level, subjects need to understand the primary 
roots of the problems they want to address. Therefore our intervention should be 
able find the root causes of the activity system’s problems together with all 
participants.  
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The fifth principle entitles the possibility for expansive learning of the initiative.  
 
This is what we try to accomplish with our intervention. We hope our interventional 
efforts will help the case participants to develop the initiative towards a meaningful 
future. 
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We plan three steps in our intervention procedure. This table shows how they align 
with the needs we described in the previous slides.  
1. Performing interviews with other participants involved in the activity system: 

farmers and approached agri-food chain partners. 
2. Multistakeholder workshop 
3. Farmer workshop 
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The workshop serves two purposes:  
(i) meet the multivoicedness of the activity system, thus gaining insights in its 

history, its root problems and possible future developments;  
(ii) create a learning process of mutual understanding between different relevant 

stakeholders in initiatives for sustainable farming. 
 
What we want stakeholders to learn in this workshop:  
(i) What makes an initiative useful for agri-food chain partners; e.g. why are they 

not interested in participating in Promising Farming;  
(ii) What makes an initiative useful for farmers; e.g. why did they want to participate 

in a new initiative, despite other (sometimes obliged) existing initiatives;  
(iii) What is the impact of new initiatives and tools on these stakeholders.  
 
Who will be invited to this workshop?  
We will invite representatives from all related activity systems defined earlier: 
participants of Promising farming, farmers union representatives, decision makers of 
INAGRO, agri-food chain partners.  
 
All these actors are aware of the multiple initiatives taken on sustainable agriculture.  
 
So how will we deal with the big amount of participants?  
 

14 



We will organize a carrousel of 3 round tables for discussion. At each table another 
example of a sustainability initiative will be discussed on its pros and cons and what is 
valued in this initiative by the stakeholders. Every group will discuss every initiative.  
 
Each table discussion is led by a facilitator who knows with the purpose of the 
workshop and supported by an expert on the initiative. One of the initiatives will be 
Promising Farming.  
 
There will be asked to come up with a prioritization of characteristics of an initiative 
for sustainable farming and possible other important characteristics that were not 
assigned at the round tables. At the end of the session we will ask stakeholders for 
their interest in participation in potential future actions.  
 
These results must show windows of opportunities for the case.  
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The results of the multistakeholder workshop will show the window of opportunities 
to the participants of Promising Farming.  
a small workshop will be organized with the current participants of Promising 
Farming. The results of the multi-stakeholder workshop will be discussed. The data 
retrieved from the multi-stakeholder workshop will show them the alternatives for 
future development of Promising Farming. Based on these alternatives they can 
discuss on how they would see the future development of their initiative.  
 
We will write down the results of these interventions in an understandable report, 
that can be used as a working document for future actions with interested 
stakeholders.  
 
We hope our intervention will activate stakeholders to work together and that our 
intervention can be prolonged to come to real change.  
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Any suggestions are welcome! 
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