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Each individual farm has its own specific characteristics arising from variations in
resource endowments and family circumstances. The household, its resources, and
the resource flows and interactions at this individual farm level are together
referred to as a farm system19. The biophysical, socio-economic and human elements
of a farm are interdependent, and thus farms can be analysed as systems from
various points of view. 

The resource endowment of any particular farm depends, inter alia, on
population density, the distribution of resources among households and the
effectiveness of institutions in determining access to resources. Regardless of their
size, individual farm systems are organised to produce food and to meet other
household goals through the management of available resources – whether owned,

Figure 1.4  Farmers’ View of a Farm System, Bangladesh20

19
In the literature a wide variety of definitions of farm system and farming system are found, which emphasise different
aspects of a system. For example, systems components and systems interrelationships (see Dillon et al 1978 and
Shaner et al 1982) and complementary biophysical and socio-economic processes (see Norman et al 1982).

20
Lightfoot et al 1991.
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rented or jointly managed – within the existing social, economic and institutional
environment. They often consist of a range of interdependent gathering,
production and post-harvest processes, so that besides cropping and livestock
keeping21, household livelihoods can encompass fishing, agro-forestry, as well as
hunting and gathering activities. Off-farm incomes, which make a significant
contribution to the livelihoods of many poor rural households, are also included.
Farm systems are not found only in rural areas; significant levels of urban
agriculture exist in many cities and towns in a wide range of developing 
countries.

The functioning of any individual farm system is strongly influenced by the
external rural environment, including policies and institutions, markets and
information linkages. Not only are farms closely linked to the off-farm economy
through commodity and labour markets, but the rural and urban economies 
are also strongly interdependent. For example, as noted above, it is quite common
for small farm households to derive a significant part of their income – often 
40 percent or more – from off-farm activities. Farm women and men are also linked
to rural communities and social networks, and this social capital influences the
management of farms. 

A farming system, by contrast, is defined as a population of individual farm systems
that have broadly similar resource bases, enterprise patterns, household livelihoods
and constraints, and for which similar development strategies and interventions
would be appropriate22. Depending on the scale of the analysis, a farming system
can encompass a few dozen or many millions of households. 

Over the past 30 years, the original approach to analysing farming systems has
evolved markedly, as illustrated in Table 1.2. Essentially, the scope of the analysis
has gradually expanded, placing increasing emphasis on horizontal and vertical
integration, on multiple sources of household livelihoods, and on the role of 
the community, the environment and support services23. The use of the Farming
System Approach (FSA) as an analytical framework became common in the 1970s,
and it has contributed to a paradigm change in rural development thinking. 

From a predominantly top-down, reductionist view of agricultural development
dominated by technical productivity considerations, there has been a marked shift
to a more holistic perspective. This is based upon a broader goal of improved
livelihoods and greater household food security, where household structure,
gender, social networks, local institutions, information, policies and markets all play
a role. Concurrently, analytical techniques have become more participatory, with 
an increasing stress on indigenous knowledge, and upon group planning,
experimentation and monitoring. There is now also a greater insistence on the

21
Households of refugees and agricultural workers, who lack land or livestock, are generally not considered to be
farm households.

22
See also footnote 19 on diversity of definitions of farming systems.

23
Collinson (2000) provides a comprehensive history of Farming Systems Research.
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prime responsibility for change and initiative residing within the farming
community, and with this shift in emphasis, the underlying importance of human
resource capacity has become more widely recognised. The current FSA approach,
with its focus on the farm household as the centre of a network of resource
allocation decisions, has much in common with the Sustainable Livelihoods
Approach (SLA)24.

Table 1.2  Evolution of the Farming Systems Approach

Characteristics 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s

System Level:

Farm

Household

Groups/Community

District/Zones/Catchments or Sector

Livelihood Focus:

Crops

Crop-Livestock

Multiple Household Livelihoods

Functional Focus:

Research

Research & Extension

Research, Extension & Support Services

Multi-sectoral, incl. Infrastructure

Stakeholder Focus:

Public

Public & Civil Society

Public, Civil Society & Private

Other Foci:

Gender

Household Food Security

Productivity & Resource Management

Source: Adapted from Dixon and Anandajayasekeram (2000).
Note: Darker squares indicate greater focus on the element in that period.

24
While both approaches are farmer-centred approaches, which recognise diverse livelihoods, Sustainable
Livelihoods (see Ellis [2000] for a comprehensive overview) places greater emphasis on vulnerability.
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MAJOR CATEGORIES OF FARMING SYSTEM

As stated earlier, the delineation of the major farming systems provides a useful
framework within which appropriate agricultural development strategies and
interventions can be determined. The decision to adopt very broad farming systems
inevitably results in a considerable degree of heterogeneity within any single
system. However, the alternative of identifying numerous, discrete, micro-level
farming systems in each developing country – which could result in hundreds or
even thousands of systems worldwide – would complicate the interpretation of
appropriate regional and global strategic responses and detract from the overall
impact of the analysis. Only the major farming systems have, therefore, been
identified and then mapped in order to estimate the magnitudes of their
populations and resource bases. Each of these broad systems is characterised by a
typical farm type or household livelihood pattern25, although significant sub-types
are described where appropriate. 

The classification of the farming systems of developing regions, as specified in this
book, has been based on the following criteria:

● available natural resource base, including water, land, grazing areas and forest;
climate, of which altitude is one important determinant; landscape, including
slope; farm size, tenure and organization; and

● dominant pattern of farm activities and household livelihoods, including field crops,
livestock, trees, aquaculture, hunting and gathering, processing and off-farm
activities; and taking into account the main technologies used, which determine
the intensity of production and integration of crops, livestock and other activities.

Based on these criteria, the following eight broad categories of farming system have
been distinguished:
● Irrigated farming systems, embracing a broad range of food and cash crop

production;

● Wetland rice based farming systems, dependent upon monsoon rains supplemented
by irrigation;

● Rainfed farming systems in humid areas of high resource potential, characterised by a
crop activity (notably root crops, cereals, industrial tree crops – both small scale
and plantation – and commercial horticulture) or mixed crop-livestock systems;

● Rainfed farming systems in steep and highland areas, which are often mixed crop-
livestock systems; 

● Rainfed farming systems in dry or cold low potential areas, with mixed crop-livestock
and pastoral systems merging into sparse and often dispersed systems with very
low current productivity or potential because of extreme aridity or cold; 

25
Farm type in the case of commercial or large-scale agriculture.


