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Abstract

In Western countries, most farming systems are highly specialized with a strong fo-
cus on increasing productivity, maximum biological control and technological optimization.
Nonetheless, these farming systems experience economic and social difficulties and are con-
fronted with the ecological boundaries of their environment. As a response, there is increasing
attention for a shift in agricultural focus from optimization and control to one on resilience
and adaptive capacity.
Flexibility is seen as an important aspect of a farm’s resilience and can be defined as the room
for change or the degrees of freedom. It enhances the possibility to react to environmental
changes and is part of the farm’s adaptive capacity. These concepts are well described and
operationalized in management science, but agricultural science focusses mostly on theoret-
ical and conceptual aspects. There is a need to translate this theoretical knowledge into
practical knowledge, so that flexibility can be used as an evaluation criterion over and above
traditional concepts such as efficiency and productivity. The first step in such research is to
provide insight in the influencing factors of the farmer’s choice set.

This study is performed on the case of the Flemish beef farming sector, chosen for its hetero-
genic characteristics of farm and production systems. First, in-depth interviews with farmers
reveal major changes on the farm, their responses to these changes and the factors facili-
tating or impeding these choices. After coding, this data is analyzed with fuzzy cognitive
mapping, a knowledge-driven modelling tool. The cognitive maps highlight the relationships
between different flexibility concepts, causes and effects. This allows to identify the main
factors influencing a farmer’s decision process. As influencing factors from all levels of a
farming system are represented, this methodology includes a systems approach and the re-
sults offer insights to support more flexible farm management for both researchers and policy .
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