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Abstract
In this paper we develop a typology of ‘non-commercial’ approaches to farming, based on a survey of a representative 
sample of farmers in Scotland, United Kingdom. In total, 395 (16.6% of the sample) farmers indicated that they do not seek 
to make a profit on their farms. We estimate that these non-commercial approaches to farming are utilised on at least 13% 
of agricultural land in Scotland. As such, non-commercial farming (NCF) is not a marginal practice, nor are NCF limited 
to small-scale ‘hobby’ farms: NCF exist across the scale of agricultural holding sizes and are operated by a wide range of 
socio-demographic cohorts. We identify 6 types of NCF: agricultural residences, specialist smallholdings, horsiculture hold-
ings, mixed smallholdings, amenity mixed farms, and large farms or estates. These types were differentiated primarily by 
the scale of farm size, presence of diversification activities and types of animal present. The analysis demonstrates a number 
of emergent patterns of land management: de facto land abandonment, transition towards ‘horsiculture’, and management 
differences between retiring and new entrant NCF. We argue that the types identified reflect a number of intersecting issues 
in contemporary agrarian transitions, particularly the aging farmer population; generational renewal; and gendered implica-
tions of agricultural restructuring.

Keywords  Smallholding · Estates · Crofting · Multifunctionality · Female farmers

Introduction

The personal and social appeal of farming activities in 
the global West has been widely accepted in rural studies 
since Gasson’s (1973) seminal paper, in which she out-
lined the multiple motives for farming as an occupation. 
These included instrumental, social, expressive and intrin-
sic aspects of farming activities and management. Gasson 
and Errington’s (1993) subsequent work drew attention to 

the diversity of farming structures, a direction also pursued 
by the Arkleton researchers working on pluriactivity in the 
1980s and 1990s (Fuller 1990). Through this research, Mun-
ton et al. (1989) identified varied forms of part-time farming, 
including survival, capital accumulation and hobby farm-
ing approaches. Recent work has identified the social status 
associated with being a farmer (Burton 2004; Sutherland and 
Darnhofer 2012; Riley 2016), and the recreational appeal 
of interacting with livestock (Holloway 2001, 2002). The 
increasing marginality of profitable family-scale farming, 
in combination with countercultural movements to address 
the negative externalities of intensive production methods, 
have also yielded highly differentiated approaches to farm 
management.

In this paper, we develop a typology of non-commercial 
farms (NCF), in order to improve understanding of the mag-
nitude, differentiation and impact of this cohort of farmers 
on agricultural land management. To date, quantitative farm 
typologies in the UK have routinely identified hobby farm-
ers as a single, minority cohort (e.g. Bowler et al. 1996; 
Shucksmith and Hermann 2002; Pike 2008). Non-commer-
cially oriented farms are typically viewed as small-scale 
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and part-time (ibid, see also Munton et al. 1989). In con-
trast, in the United States, farms are differentiated by the 
USDA (2015) largely on the basis of cash income; the lowest 
earners are differentiated into ‘retirement farms’, ‘off farm 
occupation farms’ and ‘farm-occupation farms’, recognising 
that retired farmers continue to operate farms at a reduced 
level of intensity, and that there are a cohort of farms where 
the operators have a primary occupation other than farm-
ing. Retirement farms (29%) and off-farm occupation farms 
(38.5%) together form the majority of farms in the agricul-
tural census. Indeed, Sorice et al. (2012) found that some 
39% of their Texan study sample population (of 767 farm-
ers), operate their farms solely for lifestyle reasons.

Typology development is a well-established means of 
describing heterogeneity amongst land managers (Suther-
land et al. 2011). A typology approach enables the design 
and implementation of interventions and policies that are 
tailored to the specificities of different and distinct charac-
teristics (Lopez-Ridaura et al. 2018; Tittonell 2014). Distinc-
tions between commercial and NCF are well recognised in 
both social and natural science publications. For example, 
Snoeck et al. (2009) and Fiebig et al. (2009) utilise the term 
NCF in their analyses of poultry disease response, to differ-
entiate backyard holdings from commercial farms. Within 
the social science literature, terms such as ‘smallholder’ and 
‘back-to-the lander’ are more common, but to not necessar-
ily denote lack of commercial orientation. Lewis Holloway 
produced a series of papers in England in the early 2000s 
addressing smallholdings (Holloway 2000, 2001, 2002). He 
identified ‘smallholders’ as farmers who produce commodi-
ties with the intent to make a living on a small-scale farm, 
as distinct from ‘hobby farmers’, who produce commodi-
ties as a lifestyle choice (Holloway 2002). Bohnet (2008) 
in her qualitative typology of Australian farmers similarly 
differentiated ‘lifestyle farmers’ from ‘hobby farmers’—the 
former as those who seek to make a living and the latter as 
those who operate their farms solely as a recreational activ-
ity. Sutherland (2012) also distinguished between pluriactive 
successors and diversified farmers as non-commercial farm-
ers – in her cases, household income was primarily gener-
ated from off-farm employment or on-farm diversification 
(respectively).

Work on ‘back-to-the-land movements’ also recognises 
that strong idealistic orientations towards land management, 
which counter traditional profit and production-oriented 
agriculture (e.g. Halfacree’s 2006, 2007, 2010 UK work; 
Wilbur’s 2014 work in Italy), instead emphasising self-
provisioning. At a larger scale, the recent transition from 
commercial to recreational ranching in the American West 
has been described by Gosnell et al. (2005). Heley (2010) 
similarly identified a ‘new squirarchy’ emergent in the Eng-
lish countryside—households who acquired large holdings 

in order to pursue hunting and fishing. NCF are thus not 
limited to small-scale or retirement activities, and appear 
across the global West.

In this paper, we argue that NCF sit at the nexus of a num-
ber of current, critical challenges for the agricultural sector. 
The European Commission’s (2016) “A strategic approach 
to EU Agricultural research and innovation” paper identifies 
three major challenges faced by EU agriculture: food secu-
rity, environment and climate change, and growth and jobs in 
rural territories. NCF can be expected to be less production-
oriented than commercial farmers, thus offering a smaller 
contribution to food production; however, NCF may be 
well placed to address other aspects of food security such as 
access and stability. In contrast, NCF may be better placed to 
provide the public goods increasingly expected from agricul-
ture (particularly in relation to the environment and climate 
change). For example, Wilson (2008) argued that hobby 
farmers are more likely to provide environmental benefits 
from their land, proposing that farmers who are free of the 
need to seek profits would therefore produce environmental 
gains by default. Macgregor and Stockdale (1994) similarly 
contend that estate owners’ propensity for low input land 
use is consistent with conservancy aims. However, Klepeis 
et al. (2009) demonstrated that lack of knowledge of farming 
approaches can lead to the proliferation of weeds on recrea-
tional holdings. Fiebig et al. (2009) demonstrated that NCF 
are more likely to engage in high risk disease transmission 
behaviours. NCF thus clearly behave differently from com-
mercial farmers, but the relative impacts of NCF are difficult 
to determine.

In terms of contributing to economic growth in rural 
areas, research considering gentrification of agriculture 
suggests that NCF may invest their personal resources into 
upgrading farm buildings and housing stock (i.e. thus rep-
resenting an investment of external capital into the local 
area, Sutherland 2012; Sutherland, in press), which can be 
expected to benefit the local economy. However, there is 
broad consensus in the amenity migration literature that 
large-scale commercial farms in scenically attractive regions 
are unable to compete with the purchasing power of prospec-
tive migrants, and that these migrants are overwhelmingly 
ex-urban, wealthy middle-class households seeking comfort-
able lifestyles in idyllic locations (Argent et al. 2014). NCF 
approaches can thus limit opportunities for commercial farm 
expansion and new entrants to the sector.

The aims of the paper are as follows:

•	 to identify the distinguishing characteristics of NCF in 
Scotland

•	 to assess how the emergent types of NCF compare to the 
types identified in the literature
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•	 to analyse the place of NCF within contemporary agrar-
ian transitions

We first present the context for NCF in Scotland, fol-
lowing with a description of the research method: a survey 
of 2380 Scottish farmers which assessed their current farm 
practices and future intentions. Descriptive statistics com-
paring NCF with commercial farmers are followed by the 
typology. We proceed to a discussion of the key findings 
and conclude with policy implications and directions for 
future research.

The context for non‑commercial 
farming in Scotland: Estates, crofts 
and intergenerational tenancies

Scotland is particularly suited to the analysis of non-com-
mercial farming (NCF), because of its policy focus on land 
reform. The Scottish Government is seeking to “remove the 
land-based barriers to the sustainable development of rural 
communities” (Land Reform Review Group 2014, p. 24), 
through wide ranging legislative reform, particularly of land 
holding laws. These reforms are aimed at balancing public 
and private interests, to enable more people to have a stake 
in ownership and management of land (ibid). At present, 
Scotland has one of the most concentrated land ownership 
structures in the world (Wightman 2013; Peacock 2018).

Contemporary land reform is set within Scotland’s her-
itage of large-scale (largely ‘sporting’ i.e. fishing, grouse 
shooting and deer stalking) estates, which can range from 
tens to hundreds of thousands of hectares of land. Agricul-
tural land on these estates has traditionally been ‘tenanted’ 
(through long term, inheritable rental agreements). The 
break-up of estates following the First World War in many 
cases led to sales of land to sitting tenants, creating a new 
cohort of owner-occupiers, which increased throughout the 
twentieth century. By the time of data collection for this 
study (2013), about three quarters of agricultural land in 
Scotland was owner-operated. New legislation introduced 
in the 1990s enabled the formation of limited duration (as 
opposed to secure ‘inheritable’) tenancies (see McKee 
2013). The important point for this paper is that a range 
of tenancy options exist, from inheritable multi-generation 
tenancies, to tenancies of 1, 5, 10 and 15 year durations. It 
is thus possible to inherit the right to rent a farm on a long-
term basis.

The legacy of estates is conjoined to the land holding 
form of ‘crofting’. Colloquially known as a ‘small piece of 
land entirely surrounded by legislation’ (Shucksmith and 
Rønningen 2011), crofts are small-scale, tenanted properties 
historically tied to estates in the highlands and islands of 
Scotland (i.e. remote regions). A series of legislative reforms 

since the 1880s have provided crofters with security of ten-
ure and led to the establishment of a substantial cohort of 
owner-occupiers (Scottish Crofting Federation 2016). A 
series of reforms over the past decade have sought to ensure 
that land is maintained in good condition, crofts are occu-
pied and speculation curbed1 (see Sutherland et al.  2014). 
Crofting is a legal designation, restricted to highland and 
island areas of Scotland. Crofts traditionally produce a mix 
of livestock, most commonly grazing animals (cattle and 
sheep). Crofts may be owner occupied or tenanted, enjoy-
ing the same rights to intergenerational transfer as tenanted 
farms.

The broader policy context is also important to the socio-
economic context for NCFs. Like the rest of the European 
Union, the primary subsidies for farmers come through the 
Common Agricultural Policy. At the time of the data collec-
tion, this was in the form of the Single Farm Payment (SFP). 
Unlike England, which opted for an area-based payment in 
the 2005 reforms, Scotland based its SFP calculations on the 
production of the farms in question during the 2002/2003 
reference period (i.e. ‘historic payments’ where subsidies 
were determined on the basis of previous entitlements). The 
survey was undertaken in part to assess the potential impacts 
of transition to an area-based payment system, which was 
introduced in 2015. It is important to note that the 2005 
reforms decoupled subsidies from production (i.e. the SFP 
is received on the basis of production during the reference 
period); retention of control of the land and maintenance in 
good condition were the requirements (i.e. not production) 
to continue to receive this subsidy. This has led in some 
cases to ‘slipper farming’ (Poling 2012; BBC News 2016), 
whereby land owners receive subsidies but do not produce 
agricultural goods. The structure of these subsidies also 
enables older farmers to retire without leaving their farms, 
collecting subsidies as a form of pension. Farmers can thus 
transition to NCF as a form of semi-retirement (a transition 
strategy identified by Bowler et al. 1996; Shucksmith and 
Hermann 2002). Similarly, it is also possible to utilise a farm 
primarily as a residence, and still receive subsidies.

The subject of NCF raises the question of the profitability 
of Scottish farming in general. Business income from farm-
ing fluctuates and varies by commodity group. For exam-
ple, in 2017, the Scottish Government (2018) reported an 
average farm income of £26,400 (including subsidies)—a 
substantial increase from the £12,800 average in 2016. Even 
so, the Scottish Government’s analysis suggests that in com-
mercial terms, the average farm production operates at a 
loss: profits are achieved through other sources of income 
(particularly subsidies). For the 2016/2017 financial year, 

1  Crofts in visually attractive locales can be popular as second 
homes.
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the Scottish Government reported that without subsidies, 
the average farm business would have lost approximately 
£14,900. However, the Scottish Government also estimates 
that the average farm is worth £1.3 million. Most farmers 
thus make quite a minimal return on a substantial capital 
investment, if they make a return at all. The question in the 
survey addressed whether farmers sought to make a profit 
or break even on their holdings; it did not ask whether these 
goals were actually achieved.

Typology development

There are two primary approaches to typology develop-
ment: expert-based typologies and statistical typologies. 
Expert based-typologies rely on expert knowledge; whilst 
reducing the costs of forming typologies, these approaches 
can suffer from lack of precision (Landais 1996). Alterna-
tively, statistical typologies enable farm classification with-
out as many a priori assumptions. Quantitative approaches 
to typologies are consequently dependant on the coverage 
through variable selection used to build up the classification 
(Landais 1996; Madry et al. 2013; Blazy et al. 2009; Iraizoz 
et al. 2007; Lopez-Ridaura et al. 2018; Tittonell 2014). Our 
approach combines the strength of both types of typologies 
by conducting the analysis on a statistically representative 
sample of holdings and using expert knowledge from the 
academic literature to select the classifying variables and 
their modalities. Hypotheses were formulated on the fac-
tors that differentiated between holdings on the basis of the 
existing literature about NCF and previous experience of 
the research team on the topic (e.g. Sutherland et al. 2014, 
2017).

In order to inform typology development, a number of 
potential differentiating characteristics of NCF compared 
to commercial farms were identified by the research team.

•	 Identity: Qualitative studies of hobby farming and small-
holding typically rely on self-identification. Smallhold-
ers, for example, do not typically see themselves as hobby 
farmers; indeed, identification as a hobby farmer can be 
considered offensive (Sutherland in press). Within the 
cohort of NCF identified for this study, self-identification 
was not found to be a consistent differentiating charac-
teristic—self-identified hobby farmers existed across the 
range of scales and land production types. It was there-
fore utilised as a descriptor, rather than a differentiating 
characteristic in the typology development.

•	 Scale: As discussed in the introduction, NCF are typi-
cally considered small-scale. This is a criterion utilised 
in Shucksmith and Hermann’s (2002) typology, and the 
non-profit orientation of most smallholders was identi-
fied in Holloway’s (2001) work. Wilson (2008) similarly 

comments that most hobby farmers are small scale. How-
ever, it is also clear that NCF can exist across the range 
of scales, particularly evident in the UK’s new squirar-
chy (Heley 2010) and recreational ranch owners in the 
American West (Gosnell et al. 2007). Although scale in 
terms of acreage clearly emerged as a defining charac-
teristic of the typology, this was not true of the number 
of employees (which indicates size of business). Acreage 
was thus utilised as a differentiating characteristic in the 
typology, but numbers of employees was utilised as a 
descriptor.

•	 Level of Diversification: It is expected that (some) diver-
sified farms will have sufficient income that they do not 
need to undertake commercial agricultural production. 
The literature on farm diversification demonstrates that 
diversification can be undertaken either to accumulate 
wealth, or simply as a survival strategy (Evans and Ilbery 
1993; Meert et al. 2005; López-i-Gelats et al. 2011). 
Diversification activities here include: processing and 
retailing, tourism and recreation, forestry, agricultural 
services, renewable energy or other non-farming activi-
ties. Diversification did not emerge as a differentiating 
characteristic and was thus utilised as a descriptor.

•	 Presence of livestock: The appeal of working with ani-
mals is well documented in the hobby farming literature 
(e.g. Holloway 2001). Working with animals is typically 
part of the appeal of NCF. Sutherland et al. (2014) found 
increases in recreational-scale pig and poultry produc-
tion on Scottish small-holdings. The determination of 
commercial-scale herd and flock size are somewhat arbi-
trary; by definition, the NCF under consideration are not 
aiming to produce commercially. However, the authors 
felt it was important to distinguish between commod-
ity production that appeared to be recreational in scale, 
in comparison to commodity production which would 
appear commercial to an outside observer. Sutherland 
et al. (2014) utilised more than 50 pigs or and more than 
1000 birds as evidence of commercial-scale in Scotland. 
In this present study, lower thresholds were set, on the 
basis of required labour: up to 10 cattle or 10 pigs, up to 
50 sheep and up to 100 poultry. The presence of differ-
ent numbers of livestock was utilised as a differentiating 
characteristic.

•	 Presence of Horses: The equine industry in the UK plays 
a major role in the rural industry: it is the second biggest 
employer in the rural environment after agriculture (Nix 
2013). A recent estimate from Horse Scotland identified 
100,000 equines in 2014 (Horse Scotland 2012). Suther-
land et al. (2014) documented a 56% increase in horse 
numbers in Scotland between 2001 and 2011. Horse 
numbers increased across the range of farm sizes and in 
every region in Scotland. The rise in horse numbers was 
attributed to the rise of the ‘experience economy’ by the 
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Henley Centre (2004) in a report for the British Horse 
Association and Defra. Experience economy concepts 
identify broader cultural transitions from consumption 
of commodities, goods, and services, to the search for 
experiences (Pine II and Gilmour 2011).

•	 Land use and crop production: Sutherland et al.’s (2014) 
analysis of census figures also found evidence of de facto 
land abandonment—some 40% of farmers with less than 
10 hectares of land reported no commodity production or 
labour. Although this could reflect issues in the dataset 
(e.g. multiple holdings, informal rentals, communal graz-
ing), they contended that there may indeed be a substan-
tive number of properties which make no productive use 
of their land resource. Qualitative research in Scotland 
has suggested that de facto land abandonment is indeed 
occurring in some regions (Sutherland in press).

The data were generated from a spatially and sectorally 
representative telephone survey of 10,000 holdings in Scot-
land conducted in the summer of 2013. These holdings 
were chosen on the basis of the Scottish agricultural census, 
which is the most comprehensive data source for agricul-
tural land management in Scotland. Other Scottish studies 
(e.g. Guillem et al. 2012) have drawn on Integrated Admin-
istration and Control System (IACS) data, which is more 
detailed. However, IACS omits holdings not registered to 
receive subsidies or farm business payments, many of which 
are likely to represent NCF. The census is thus the most 
appropriate dataset available for the research. The original 
sample of 10,000 farms was stratified by region and size to 
enable a representative response reflective of the regional 
and size distribution of agricultural land use.

The survey yielded lead 2416 responses, of which 36 
individuals were discarded from the analysis because of 
missing values. The analysis was thus performed on a sam-
ple of 2380 responses, out of which 16.6% self-identified as 
NCF farms. Survey responses were then joined to the data 
collected on the associated holdings by the June Agricultural 
Census (JAC) of 2013, in order to augment the data set. 
The holding code, a unique identifier of the land holdings 
was used to match the two data sets. This data source gives 
national level coverage and detailed holding information, 
thus enabling stratification.

The primary purpose of the 2013 survey was to assess 
structural changes on Scottish farms. Participants were 
asked about their business trajectories, with respect to their 
response to 2005 CAP reforms, and to identify planned 
future changes under proposed subsidy reforms of the CAP. 
The questionnaire was composed of three main sections: 
demographic, socio-economic and attitudinal characteristics 
of the farmer; farm changes since 2005, and influences on 
these; and intentions for the farm up to 2020. The question-
naire addressed a range of attitudinal statements and identity 

categories, profit orientation, perceived economic prospects 
and farming and land-based activities (e.g. commodity pro-
duction, farm diversification, access to information) (see 
Barnes et al. 2016; Sutherland et al. 2016; Hopkins et al 
2017).

We firstly compared non-commercial and commercial 
farms to understand the main characteristics of the two 
cohorts. We focused the analysis on understanding the use 
NCF make of the land asset, the relative importance of diver-
sification and on-farm activities as well as their combination 
of productive activities.

The data set contained both categorical (e.g. diversified 
or not) and quantitative variables (scale, crops, horses, sheep 
or cattle, pigs or poultry or livestock) (refer to Table 1). In 
order to use both types of variables in the typology as well 
as to reflect the intensity in which NCF engage in particu-
lar activities (no engagement, engagement on a recreational 
scale, and engagement on a commercial scale), we trans-
formed the quantitative variables of interest into categorical 
variables based on threshold values of the quantitative vari-
ables as described in Cornillon et al. (2012). Those threshold 
values were determined from expertise of the research team 
and are reflected in the distinction made between engage-
ment in an activity on a recreational or a commercial scale 
(cf. Table 1). We then applied a two-step methodology that 
comprised a Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) fol-
lowed by a Hierarchical Ascendant Clustering (HAC).

The MCA establishes the resemblance between indi-
viduals on the basis of categories of qualitative data and 
highlights profiles of individuals. It also makes explicit 
links between variables and makes it possible to study the 
links between modalities of the variables (Cornillon et al. 
2012). Next it eliminates the noise in the data by reducing 
its complexity. The data can then be treated through with 
a HAC algorithm that enables the grouping of individuals 
(here holdings) based on their proximity, or resemblance, 
on an aggregation criteria, i.e. the Ward criteria Blazy et al. 
2009; Hair et al. 2016; Marques et al. 2016). Individuals are 
grouped so that both the homogeneity within the group and 
the heterogeneity between groups are maximized. The vari-
ables that were retained for the analysis and their modalities 
are described in Table 1.

The typology resulted from an iterative process whereby 
the results of the cluster analysis were compared with the 
reality of the target as hypothesized by the authors (based on 
definitions of smallholding, hobby farming, horsiculture and 
recreational farming in the academic literature). The HAC 
analysis produces a dendogram that results from the progres-
sive agglomeration of individuals that share a similar set 
of properties. The number of clusters was determined visu-
ally, by looking at the dendogram and the cut was defined at 
a level that ensured maximum intraclass homogeneity and 
maximum interclass heterogeneity.
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Descriptive statistics were then produced to character-
ise the different types and tests were performed to explore 
relationships between categorical variables as well as dif-
ferences between groups. The Chi square was used to test 
whether two categorical variables  were significantly asso-
ciated (Pallant 2016) while the Kruskal–Wallis test was 
performed to assess whether measures or quantities were 
significantly different across types of farmers (Pallant 2016). 
The Fischer’s exact test was used where Chi square assump-
tions (of sufficient expected count cells) could not be met by 
the data (Pallant 2016). Data handling, analysis and graphing 
were performed in R version 3.3.1 (R Development Core 
Team 2016) using the FactoMineR (Le Sebastien and Hus-
son 2008), flashClust (Langfelder and Horvath 2012) and 
plyr (Wickham 2011) analysis packages.

Findings

Characterising non‑commercial farmers

A total of 2,380 respondents were retained for the analysis. 
They represent the surveyed sample utilised in this paper. 
Amongst them, non-commercial farmers (NCF) are those 

farmers who have an agriculture or natural resource-related 
business or holding but operate it on a non-profit basis. In 
total, 395 NCF were identified in the data set (i.e. 16.6% of 
the sample that was surveyed, see Table 2).

Together, NCF own or manage 82,359 ha of the land 
of the surveyed sample i.e. 13% of the total area of the 
surveyed sample. By definition, NCF do not expect to 
sustain their livelihoods while operating their farming 
business or holding since they either expect to break even 
or to make loss when running it. Comparing responses 
to those of self-identification as a farmer (determined by 
the answer to the question: ‘Do you consider yourself to 
be…?’) (cf Table 3), the results show that 18% of the NCF 
consider themselves to be full time farmers. Of these the 

Table 1   Definition of variables used to develop a typology of non-commercial farms in Scotland

Threshold values of the modalities were defined by the research team

Variable Definition Modalities Units

Scale Size class Very small: < 10 Ha
Small: 10–50
Medium: 50–200
Large farms or Estates: > 200

Diversification Proportion of farms engaged in diversification activi-
ties

Yes –

No
Crops Proportion of farms engaged in crop farming No crops Ha

Up to 10
More than 10

Horses Proportion of farms with horses No horses Units
Personal use: up to 5
Commercial use: more than 5

Sheep or cattle Proportion of farms engaged in sheep or cattle 
production

No cattle or sheep Units

Recreational scale: up to 10 cattle or 50 sheep
Commercial scale: more than 10 cattle or 50 sheep

Pigs or poultry or livestock Proportion of farms engaged in pigs or poultry or 
other livestock farming

No pigs or poultry or livestock Units

Recreational scale: up to 10 pigs or 100 poultry or 20 
other livestock

Commercial scale: more than 10 pigs or 100 poultry 
or 20 other livestock

Table 2   Survey responses to the question: Is this enterprise operated 
for profit?

Survey responses options Number of 
respond-
ents

Proportion (%)

No—but it is important that it break 
even

284 11.9

No—we expect to make a loss 111 4.7
Yes 1985 83.4
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majority (79%) expected to break even and 11% to make 
losses. Around 38% of NCF consider themselves to be 
hobby farmers and 30% consider themselves to be part-
time farmers. This indicates that there are self-identified 

hobby farmers who seek to make a profit from their farms, 
but also, more commonly, that there are farmers who do 
not self-identify as hobby farmers but nevertheless do not 
expect to make a profit from their agricultural production.

Table 4 shows the main socio-economic characteristics of 
the non-commercial farmers (NCF) compared to the com-
mercial farmers (CF) cohort. Overall, women are more likely 
to farm NCFs than is characteristic of commercial farm-
ing (38% in the NCF group against 15% of the CF group) 
but NCF are still mostly operated by men (62% of the NCF 
group Table 4). NCF also tend to be more highly educated 
than commercial farmers.

In terms of land tenure, a higher proportion of NCF are 
tenant farmers, compared to commercial farmers. Neverthe-
less, for both groups the majority do own their farms. NCF 
are also more likely to be new entrants to farming, evident 
in the amount of time they have been involved in a farming 

Table 3   Self-identification of the non-commercial farmers (% of 
respondents)

Group of interest Non-commercial 
farmers

Commercial 
farmers

Surveyed 
sample

Business person 1.3 0.7 0.8
Full time farmer 18.0 73.3 64.1
Part time farmer 29.6 18.8 20.6
Hobby farmer 38.0 1.3 7.4
Manager 9.1 5.4 6.0
Other 4.1 0.5 1.1

Table 4   Socio-demographic 
characteristics of commercial 
and non-commercial farmers 
compared to the surveyed 
sample (% of respondents)

Factor Category of interest Non-commercial 
farmers

Commercial 
farmers

Sur-
veyed 
sample

Gender Female 38.0 15.3 19.2
Male 62.0 84.7 80.8

Age < 35 3.1 5.5 5.1
36–44 11.8 10.0 10.3
45–54 25.5 28.9 28.3
55–64 26.2 31.6 30.6
Over 65 33.4 24.1 25.7

Education College 28.4 35.0 33.9
School 42.8 46.0 45.9
University or higher 28.8 18.4 20.2

Status Manager 4.8 3.9 4
Owner 60.8 62.3 62
Tenant 27.6 20.0 21.3
Tenant and owner 12.7 13.9 12.7

Time involved in the holding Less than 5 years 10.1 4.1 5.1
Around 5–10 years 16.1 5.0 6.9
Around 10–20 years 20.2 13.9 14.9
More than 20 years 53.6 77.1 73

Employ None 81.0 44.3 50.6
One to three 17.3 46.5 41.4
Four to ten 1.4 8.1 7
More than ten 0.2 1.2 1

Self-identification Business person 1.2 0.8 0.8
Full time farmer 18.0 73.3 63.8
Hobby farmer 38.0 1.3 7.6
Manager 8.9 5.4 6
Other 3.8 0.5 1.1
Part time farmer 30.0 18.9 20.8

Inherited No 56.7 30.5 35
Yes 43.3 69.5 65
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activity. If we take into account the finding that NCF are less 
likely than commercial farmers to have inherited their farm, 
it suggests that a substantial cohort within NCF results from 
a voluntary act to acquire land to fulfil a specific lifestyle or 
set of values. There is another cohort who may have inher-
ited tenancies and opted to pursue farming on a part-time or 
non-commercial basis (consistent with Sutherland 2012). It 
is also likely that a subset of new entrants to farming to not 
aim to make a profit in the first few years of operation.

NCF are also more likely to be aged over 65 than CF. 
Looking at the amount of time respondents have been 
involved in farming reveals that 88% of the NCF aged over 
65 have been involved in farming for more than 10 years and 
71% for more than 20 years. This suggests that these farmers 
may have transitioned to NCF as a form of semi-retirement. 
As described in the context section, the eligibility criteria 
for the major state agricultural subsidies (the Single Farm 
Payment) at the time of the survey did not require farmers to 
produce agricultural commodities on their land; this subsidy 
thus can act as a form of pension.

Although NCF do not make a profit on their activity, a 
small proportion of them (17%) employ 1 to 3 people. These 
employees are primarily in three of the six identified types 
of NCF (described in the following section).

As would be expected, NCF are not heavily subsidy reli-
ant as CF. Some 40% of the NCF reported receiving the 
Single Farm Payment, but this represented more than half 
of the income from the enterprise for only 11% of respond-
ents. In addition, 27% of the NCF received other govern-
ment subsidies but only a marginal number (2%) saw these 
as significant. The capital value of the farm business has 
increased for nearly half of the NFC group, most likely 
reflecting the increased value of agricultural land over the 
period of study, but potentially also reflecting investments 
made. NCF are generally positive about the economic pros-
pects of their households: 46% of the NCF considered the 
economic prospects of their household to be fair while and 
39% of them considered them to be from good to excellent.

A small proportion of NCF operate non-farming enter-
prises (i.e. diversification). Those proportions are similar to 
those of the commercial farmers (Table 5). This suggests 
that NCF primarily use their land recreationally or as a place 
to live rather than a way to generate income from non-farm-
ing sources. Results also show that forestry and horses are 
associated with amenity lifestyles. NCF are more likely to 
be organic or be in conversion to organic status than CF, but 
the proportion nevertheless remains low. Literature on back-
to-the-land movements (e.g. Halfacree 2007; Wilbur 2014) 
demonstrates the personal appeal of alternative agricultural 
approaches. However, the cost of certification may be pro-
hibitive, particularly for farms where profit is not a motive 
(Sutherland 2011).

A typology of non‑commercial farms

To better understand the different approaches within ‘non-
commercial farming’ (NCF), the researchers developed a 
typology, differentiating between six types of NCF on the 
basis of holding size, engagement in diversification or non-
farming activities and the types of commodities produced 
(e.g. crops and/or different types of animals) (see Table 6).

The number of types was determined by an iterative pro-
cess between observation of the dendogram and expertise of 
the research team regarding the number and characteristics 
of the different types (see Cornillon et al. 2012). The first 
natural cut of the tree (that provided the maximum intra 
group homogeneity and intergroup heterogeneity) led to 
three groups but this did not provide enough discriminatory 
power between the different types of farmers. The second 
natural cut (at 0.06 on the dendogram, see Fig. 1) ensured 
maximum intra group homogeneity and intergroup heteroge-
neity as well as sufficient explanatory power of the typology, 
leading to 6 groups (Table 6).

Type 1: ‘Specialist smallholdings’ (N = 10) are very small 
or small. Some 40% engage in diversification. They have no 
crops, but have specialised in pigs, poultry and livestock 
beyond recreational scale.

Type 2: ‘Agricultural residences’ (N = 136) are very 
small, 30% are diversified land holdings. They do not engage 
in either crop or animal production.

Type 3: ‘Horsiculture holdings’ (N = 57) are very small 
holdings which have horses on either a recreational (up to 
5 horses) or a commercial scale (more than 5 horses, sug-
gestive of horse breeding or livery). They do not engage in 
crop production but about one-third engage in small-scale 
cattle and sheep and some 40% have pigs, poultry or other 
livestock.

Type 4: ‘Mixed smallholdings (N = 111) are either very 
small or small holdings that do not engage in diversifica-
tion. They engage in cattle and sheep farming on either a 
recreational scale (45.0%) or commercial scale (38%). They 

Table 5   Proportion of non-commercial and commercial farmers oper-
ating non-farming enterprises on farm (%)

Group of interest Non-commer-
cial farmers

Commercial 
farmers

Surveyed 
sample

Retail 1.9 2.0 1.9
Tourism 5.8 8.9 8.3
Forestry 6.7 3.9 4.3
Agricultural services 2.9 2.2 2.3
Renewable 4.3 7.7 7.1
Equine 3.8 2.0 2.3
Other 9.9 9.3 9.4
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also engage in pigs, poultry or other livestock production 
on a recreational scale (43%). As such, they produce tra-
ditional croft commodities, but only 27.0% are located on 

officially designated ‘croft’ land. They do not have either 
crops or horses.

Table 6   Typology of the non-commercial farmers

Proportions are displayed, discriminative variables *
Bold p values indicate significance at the 0.05 level

Factor Category of 
interest

Specialist 
small hold-
ings

Agricultural 
residences

Horsiculture 
holdings N

Mixed 
small-
holdings

Amenity 
livestock 
farms

Large 
farms/ 
Estates

p Test (notes)

Gender Female 20.0 42.6 54.4 35.1 28.3 25.0 0.009 Χ2 (2, n = 395) = 9.5098
Male 80.0 57.4 45.6 64.9 71.7 75.0

Age < 35 0.0 3.7 3.5 2.7 1.9 3.6 0.003 Χ2 (5, n = 395) = 17.618
36–44 0.0 11.8 12.3 9.9 9.4 25.0
45–54 20.0 23.5 29.8 27.0 30.2 17.9
55–64 50.0 21.3 24.6 33.3 28.3 25.0
Over 65 30.0 39.7 29.8 27.0 30.2 28.6

Educational 
achievement

School 50.0 44.9 36.8 38.7 49.1 21.4 0.031 Χ2 (3, n = 395) = 8.8525

College 40.0 20.6 29.8 33.3 39.6 28.6
University or 

higher
10.0 34.6 33.3 27.9 11.3 50.0

Status in rela-
tion to land

Manager 10.0 1.5 1.8 1.8 5.7 35.7 0.013 Χ2 (4, n = 395) = 12.755

Owner 80.0 68.4 82.5 54.1 62.3 35.7
Tenant 10.0 27.2 1.8 37.8 20.8 25.0
Tenant and 

owner
0.0 2.9 14.0 6.3 11.3 3.6

Time involved 
in holding

< 5 years 10.0 9.6 8.8 9.0 11.3 21.4 0.054 Χ2 (4, n = 395) = 9.3041

5–10 years 40.0 18.4 17.5 19.8 1.9 14.3
10–20 years 10.0 20.6 31.6 22.5 11.3 14.3
> 20 years 40.0 51.5 42.1 48.6 75.5 50.0

Employed staff None 60.0 90.5 91.2 85.6 66.0 32.1 0.000 Χ2 (4, n = 395) 24.554
1–3 40.0 8.8 8.8 14.4 32.1 53.6
4–10 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 1.9 10.7
> 10 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.6

Inherited the 
holding

No 70.0 56.6 89.5 53.2 43.4 42.9 0.009 Χ2 (2,n = 395) = 9.506

Yes 30.0 43.4 10.5 46.8 56.6 57.1
Self-identity Business 

person
0.0 2.2 0.0 1.8 0.0 0.0 0.004 Χ2 (6, n = 395) = 18.899

Full time 
farmer

10.0 8.1 3.5 18.0 54.7 28.6

Part time 
farmer

30.0 29.4 26.3 30.6 34.0 25.0

Hobby 
farmer

50.0 41.2 54.4 46.8 7.5 7.1

Manager 10.0 11.8 12.3 0.9 3.8 32.1
Other 0.0 7.4 3.5 1.8 0.0 7.1

Proportion of 
crofters

20.0 32.4 10.5 27.0 5.7 17.9 0.197 Χ2(1, n = 395) = 1.6643

N 10 136 57 111 53 28
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Type 5: (N = 53) ‘Amenity livestock farms’ are between 
50 and 200 hectares in size. They engage in cattle and sheep 
farming on a commercial scale and 30.0% of them have more 
than 10 hectares of crops.

Type 6: ‘Large farms/Estates’ (N = 28) are more than 200 
hectares in size and engage in cattle and sheep farming on a 
commercial scale; almost half (46%) are diversified.

Characteristics of the six types.
Descriptive statistics were calculated for the six types 

of NCF to understand more about the respondents’ char-
acteristics. The exact Fisher test that was performed on the 
categorical variable ‘Type’ and the descriptive variables 
revealed that type is linked to all of them except age (p val-
ues inferior to 0.05 for all the variables but the age with a 
p-value of 0.669) therefore indicating that the types are sig-
nificantly associated to the descriptive variables. Next, the 
Kruskal–Wallis test revealed significant differences across 
farmers’ types for all but two variables (time involved in 
the holding and proportion of crofters). Both results high-
light the unicity of the types. Cross comparison of the types 
reveals that the gender balance is in favour of men in the 
Specialist Smallholdings, Mixed Smallholdings, Amenity 
Livestock Farms and Large Farms and Estates. Male and 

female-led farms are more evenly distributed between the 
Agricultural Residences and the Horsiculture Holdings types 
(for detailed information about the socio-demographic char-
acteristics of each group, refer to Table 6).

More than 70% of the respondents in the first four types 
self-identified as part time or hobby farmers. On a bigger 
scale, the last two groups, included a higher proportion of 
self-identified full-time farmers (55 and 29% for the Amen-
ity Livestock Farms and Large Farms and Estates respec-
tively) and managers (4 and 32% for the Amenity Livestock 
farms and Large Farms and Estates respectively).

Young people tend to be under-represented in NCF with 
the highest proportion of people under 44 in the Large Farms 
and Estates type (29%). Large Farms and Estates is also the 
type that includes the highest proportion of respondents who 
declared themselves to be farm managers (32%). Together, 
the two statistics suggest that about 30% of Large Farms and 
Estates are run by professional managers of working age. 
Agricultural Residences have the highest number of farmers 
over the age of 65; however, a substantial cohort of all six 
types are of retirement age, demonstrating that retired farm-
ers do not have a uniform pattern of downscaling.

Fig. 1   Dendogram of hierarchi-
cal clustering performed on the 
outputs of the MCA for all the 
variables. To obtain an optimal 
explanatory power of the typol-
ogy, the tree was set at 0.06 so 
that within-cluster homogeneity 
and between-clusters heteroge-
neity were maximal while at the 
same time allowing a number 
of clusters that represented 
and explained the diversity in 
the sample. The clusters are 
labelled as follows: T1 specialist 
smallholdings, T2 agricultural 
residences, T3 horsiculture 
farms, T4 mixed smallholdings, 
T5 amenity livestock farms, T6 
large farms/estates
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Educational achievement is quite distinct between groups. 
Specialist Smallholdings and Amenity Livestock Farms have 
the highest proportion of people with school degrees while 
Large Farms and Estates have the highest proportion of peo-
ple with a university degree or higher. As these holdings are 
more likely to be professionally managed, this most likely 
reflects the training of their managers.

In terms of status in relation to land, informants tended 
to be owners of their holding (i.e. more than 50% of the 
respondents in the different groups with a maximum of 80% 
in the Specialist Smallholding type). The exception was for 
the Large Farms and Estates, which is to be expected given 
the higher percentage of managers.

Interestingly, Specialist Small Holdings, Amenity Live-
stock Farms and Large Farms and Estates involve hired 
labour; close to or more than a third of the respondents in 
each group declared that they employed from 1 to 3 people 
(40%, 32% and 54% respectively). Albeit a smaller propor-
tion of the Mixed Smallholdings employs from 1 to 3 people, 
they potentially generate as many employment opportunities 
as the Large Farms and Estates since they represent 28% of 
the sample (against 7% for the Large Farms and Estates).

When it comes to inheritance of the holding, types with 
the smallest size of holdings have the highest proportion 
of respondents who did not inherit the holding. More than 
half of the respondents in the Amenity Livestock Farms and 
the Large Farms and Estates types indicated that they had 
inherited their holdings. This suggests that formerly com-
mercial holdings may have become non-commercial upon 
inheritance; it is also possible that these holdings have been 
held non-commercially for multiple generations.

Overall, the age structure of the sample as well as the sta-
tus in relation to the land tends suggests that NCF would be 
people (not necessarily from a rural area) who decide to buy 
a small piece of land and farm it as a lifestyle choice after 
a period of paid employment. Similarly, the high propor-
tion of people who consider themselves to be hobby farmers 
or part time farmers implies that the people owning those 
holdings and being agriculturally active on them as either a 
lifestyle or while having a complementary off-farm activity. 
To some extent, NCF generate employment in rural areas but 
the ageing population as well as the fact that the proportion 
of respondents who have been involved in the holding more 
than 20 years raises the question of the generational renewal 
of this population of farmers.

Economic prospects of the household

The Fisher Exact test revealed that there was a strong rela-
tionship between the types and both the capital value of the 
farm business and the economic position the household (p 
values of 0.044 and 0.001) but no significant relationship 
could be established between the types and the economic 

prospects of the household (p value = 0.188) (see Table 7). 
Next, the Kruskal–Wallis test revealed significant differ-
ences across farmers’ types regarding the current economic 
position of the household and the economic prospects for 
the household over the next 5 years (cf. 8). Close to or more 
than 50% of the different groups declared the current eco-
nomic position of their household to be only fair. This sug-
gests that these individuals do not see themselves as wealthy. 
Two groups seem to face poorer economic conditions and 
have declared the current economic position of their house-
hold to be poor: the Specialist Smallholdings (30%) and the 
amenity livestock farms (25%). However, close to or more 
than 20% of the respondents in all the types declared the 
current economic position of their household to be ‘good’; 
this proportion reaches 33% for the Agricultural Residences 
type. Interestingly, respondents foresee some room for 
improvement of the economic situation of their households 
in the future, as a higher proportion of the different types 
describe the economic prospects for their household to be 
‘good’ over the next five years (min of 29% of for the Large 
Farms and Estates and maximum of 40% for the agricultural 
residences).

Share of the Single Farm Payment in the income 
of the holding

The Fisher exact test revealed that there is a strong relation-
ship between the types and both the percentage of the hold-
ing income from Single Farm Payment and the evolution of 
this income over time (p values or 0.000 and 0.005 respec-
tively). The Kruskal–Wallis test also revealed significant 
differences between farm types (Table 8).

Most of the respondents in the first four types did not 
receive the Single Farm Payment (the primary agricultural 
subsidy). However, this payment contributes up to 50% of 
the farm income for 40% of the Specialist Smallholdings, 
39% of the Mixed Smallholdings, 62% of the Amenity Live-
stock farms and 50% of the Large farms and Estates.

Discussion

In this paper we have identified six types of non-commercial 
farmer (NCF), utilising a combination of expert and statisti-
cal analysis. The purpose of the paper was not to develop 
a definitive typology, but to demonstrate the heterogene-
ity of NCF, in order to better understand the role they play 
in contemporary agrarian transitions. Emtage et al. (2007) 
draw on Hair et al. (1998) to identify two criteria for eval-
uating the utility of a typology: “predictive validity” and 
“critical utility”. Predictive validity is the extent to which 
the characteristics of landholder types are consistent with 
previous research and associated theories. Critical utility is 
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the usefulness of a typology for allowing program designers 
and others who would intervene in the system to influence 
the behaviour of the cohort (e.g. owing to differing motiva-
tions and capabilities, see Emtage et al. 2007, p. 483). In 
this section, we first describe the fit of study findings with 
literature on recreational approaches to agriculture, and then 
assess the implications for influencing behaviour change. 
We conclude with a discussion of limitations and options 
for future research.

Comparison to types

Agricultural residences (36%) were the most common 
type of NCF identified in the analysis. This is a type which 
appears largely inactive, with only 10% reporting livestock, 
and 28% reporting a small amount of crops. The largest 
cohorts of crofters (32%) and farmers over the age of 65 
(40%) fall within this type. This is consistent with a study 
by Sutherland et al. (2014), which found that 44% of hold-
ings under 10 ha in Scotland reported no livestock or labour. 
A qualitative study by Sutherland (in press) found that this 
type of holding can either be purchased specifically as a 
residence, or transition to inactive use over the life course of 
the owner. This present study suggests that there is substan-
tive de facto land abandonment occurring on small-scale 
holdings in Scotland. This is particularly notable in crofting 
areas, where recent legislative reforms have aimed to address 
issues of land abandonment and absentee ownership.

The second most common type was mixed smallhold-
ings. This type most clearly fits the image of smallhold-
ing identified in the literature (e.g. Holloway 2001; Wilbur 
2014), comprising a variety of livestock production and 
in 13% of cases crop production. This cohort included the 
second highest percentage of crofters (27%) and were the 
most likely to tenant some or all their land (44%). Tenants 
pay rent for their land—it is unlikely that a landlord would 
choose a new tenant who does not have a viable business 
case. The non-commercial orientation of tenanted farms thus 
suggests that these holdings underwent transition from com-
mercial to non-commercial at some point in their history: 
either through downscaling of production by the farmer or 
inheritance by offspring not interested or able to establish 
a viable commercial operation. Tenancies and small-scale 
farms have traditionally represented a means of entering the 
farming sector, as the cost of purchasing land is prohibitive 
to newcomers. However, over half of this type appears to 
have purchased their land. Agricultural residences and mixed 
smallholdings can thus be seen as blocking the traditional 
entry points for commercially oriented newcomers (i.e. 
small-scale farms), while simultaneously representing non-
commercial newcomers to farming. Recent European analy-
ses (e.g. Zagata et al. 2017; EIP Agri 2016) consistently 

demonstrate that access to land is the largest barrier to new 
entrants to farming.

Horsiculture holdings form the third largest category of 
NCF identified (14%). They are the most distinctive of the 
types, characterised largely by the absence of crops and pres-
ence of horses, with 44% also involved in diversification. 
This diversification can reasonably be expected to include 
livery and other horse-related services. A study by Suther-
land et al. (2014) analysed agricultural census statistics in 
Scotland to demonstrate that horse numbers in Scotland had 
increased by 56% from 2000 to 2011 across all holding sizes 
(i.e. not limited to small-scale holdings). A report for the 
British Horse Association (Henley 2004) argued that the 
increase in horse numbers in the UK reflected a transition 
towards the ‘experience economy’—increased consumer 
incomes in combination with increased investment in lei-
sure activities. Similar trends have been found in Sweden 
(Hammer et al. 2017) and Germany (Zasada et al. 2013), 
where horses are replacing livestock in peri-urban locales. In 
Scotland, this cohort also appears to represent the wealthiest 
type identified: land owners (97%) who did not inherit their 
land (90%); this cohort also have the highest rating of cur-
rent and future economic prospects. As such, these appear to 
represent wealthy newcomers to the countryside.

Horsiculture holdings are also notable for the high 
percentage of female-led farms (54%). The link between 
female-led farms and horsiculture is well recognised in 
Nordic countries (e.g. Finland—Andersson and Lehtola 
2011; Sweden—Hammer et al. 2017) but is not substan-
tively discussed in recent UK-based academic literature. For 
example, Holloway’s (2001, 2002) work on human/animal 
interactions in smallholding focuses entirely on livestock. 
Halfacree (2006, 2007) similarly does not identify horses in 
his study sample of back-to-the-landers. The omission of this 
type from UK farming typologies (e.g. Bowler et al. 1996; 
Shucksmith and Hermann 2002; Pike 2008) may reflect the 
lack of agricultural production on the land, but this cohort 
are clearly occupying agricultural holdings, representing 
an important transition process. This topic requires further 
research.

Women in general were more likely to be identified as 
the farmer on NCF than commercial farms in the study. 
Relatively little is known about female-led farms. Litera-
ture on women in agriculture tends to emphasise the role 
of women within farm families (e.g. Contzen and Forney 
2017; Shortall 2014; Bock 2004). Indeed, within the EU, 
official statistics record women primarily as the farm hold-
er’s spouse (European Union Agricultural Economic Briefs 
2012). There is a small American literature addressing 
women who are identified as the main operators of their 
farms. For example, Trauger et al. (2010) describe how 
women are less likely to be seen as ‘authentic’ farmers. Ball 
(2014) found that women are becoming more commonly 
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identified as the primary farmer because of the increased 
demand for niche products (women are more likely to lead 
‘alternative’ farming approaches, which are also typically 
smaller-scale), decreasing average farm size and great soci-
etal acceptance of women as farmers. A major study of 
women in agriculture in Scotland found that access to land 
was a major barrier to women, owing to the tradition of 
passing farms intact from father to son (Shortall et al. 2017); 
in order to access land, women typically have to purchase 
land and/or acquire it through their spouse, thus leading to 
smaller-scale holdings. The higher percentage of female-led 
farms amongst smallholdings in this present study is thus 
consistent with this report, and indeed Ball (2014) research. 
The distinction is that the farms in the present study are 
non-commercial. Women are clearly interested in leading 
holdings, but are disproportionately choosing to do so rec-
reationally. The reasons for this require further investigation.

Amenity livestock farmers were the fourth largest cohort. 
These farms were characterised by the presence of com-
mercial scale cattle and/or sheep (87%), medium farm size 
(50–200 ha, 87%) and small amount of diversification (17%). 
Some 55% considered themselves to be full-time farmers 
and 34.0% employ staff; 74% own all or part of their hold-
ing. These are substantial farms, producing Scottish agri-
culture’s traditional commodities of beef and lamb. Only 
13% describe their economic prospects as poor, suggesting 
that the vast majority of this type are comfortable in their 
lifestyle. Their status suggests sufficient off-farm income or 
personal wealth that they do not need to make a profit, thus 
enabling them to continue to farm in a traditional way.

Large farms and estates appeared fifth in the typology, 
demonstrating their continued role within Scottish agricul-
ture. Land reforms in recent years have led to more estates 
farming land themselves through contractors and employees 
(McKee et al. 2018); consistent with this literature, some 
67.9% employee staff. Almost half of this cohort is diversi-
fied. However, the typology did not include a distinct cohort 
of diversified farms. Shucksmith and Hermann (2002) and 
Sutherland (2012) both identify a cohort of ‘pluriactive 
successors’ who inherited farms and the need or desire to 
maintain off-farm employment. In this present study, diversi-
fication was most common at the extremes of farm size, both 
large and small. This is consistent with the broader litera-
ture on diversification, which suggests that larger holdings 
are more likely to diversify, as they are able to leverage or 
release resources to invest in substantive non-farming activi-
ties (Ilbery and Bowler 1993; McNally 2001; Maye et al. 
2009; Sutherland et al. 2016). Diversification is also recog-
nised as particularly important to small-scale farming, par-
ticularly for new entrants who are seeking to achieve profits 
from small-scale production (Sutherland 2015). However, 
in this present case, study findings suggest that both large 
and small farms may be generating sufficient income from 

their diversification activities that they do not need to farm 
commercially.

A distinctive ‘retirement holding’ was not identified in the 
typology, in contrast to other UK-based farming typologies 
(e.g. Bowler et al. 1996; Shucksmith and Herrmann 2002). 
Farmers over the age of 65 were present in all of the types 
identified. This suggests that farmers who retire and continue 
to farm non-commercially do so at a range of scales and 
continue to produce a range of commodities.

System intervention

The typology identifies a number of issues relating to 
contemporary land use, as well as the potential difficulty 
in influencing particular NCF types. Indeed, Pannell and 
Wilkinsen (2009) argue that is it more cost-effective to tar-
get commercial farmers, owing to the higher transaction 
costs associated with reaching lifestyle land holders. Whilst 
NCF have traditionally existed on the periphery (if at all) of 
agricultural policy, when aggregated their influence on land 
use can be significant. Subsidies—the traditional lever for 
behaviour change on farms—are unlikely to factor signifi-
cantly for small-scale NCF, although it is notable that they 
are received by the majority of the largest NCF (i.e. Amen-
ity Livestock Farms and Large Farms and Estates). The 
historic nature of subsidy payments may indeed have been 
facilitating these types of NCF, offering a de facto pension 
and support for recreational land use. The progression to 
the area-based payment—where the amount of land largely 
determines payment rates—by definition, will disproportion-
ately benefit larger-scale holdings.

NCF are also embedded in a larger policy landscape (e.g. 
taxation, fiscal policies and credit). Consequently, wider 
fiscal and regulatory interventions may be more influen-
tial towards influencing activity within these types, such 
as taxation incentives for smallholders to adopt particular 
activities or, conversely, limiting thresholds for intergenera-
tional transfer of land to encourage partitioning of land for 
greater opportunities for entry into the sector. Though not 
directly affected by CAP reforms, this aligns with recent 
programmes at European level for encouraging new entrants. 
The European Commission has developed targeted support 
to enable new entrant farmers, with member states estimat-
ing that they will spend some €2.6 billion on payments to 
young farmers between 2014 and 2020 (see Zagata et al. 
2017). However, this represents a small fraction of the total 
direct payments received by European farmers.

Findings also demonstrate the importance of inheritance 
to NCF. While the vast majority of horsiculture farms and 
specialist smallholdings are not inherited, between 40 and 
60% of farms in the other types have been inherited, suggest-
ing that NCF are in part an outcome of succession. Agricul-
tural land transferred between generations currently benefits 



	 L.-A. Sutherland et al.

1 3

from inheritance tax breaks designed to enable commercial 
farm succession (Sutherland 2012). In light of the potential 
number of NCF benefitting from these taxation practices, 
the utility of these measures for achieving public benefit 
should be revisited.

Limitations

The paper has a number of limitations. First, the percent-
age of NCF identified in the study sample is likely to be 
somewhat lower than the statistics indicate. As stated in 
the "Typology development", this reflects the lower rep-
resentation of small-scale farmers in the survey. It is also 
likely that the self-identification of NCF also led to under-
representation. Given the importance of operating a prof-
itable farming business to obtain prestige within farming 
communities (Sutherland 2013; Sutherland and Darnhofer 
2012; Riley 2016), the sample thus consists of individuals 
who are comfortable stating that they do not seek to make 
a profit. In her 2012 paper, Sutherland found examples of 
formerly commercial farmers who did not want to know if 
their farming activities were profitable (for fear of discover-
ing that they were not).

Qualitative studies of lifestyle and recreational approaches 
to farming typically include motivations beyond profit ori-
entation in the analysis. In this dataset, it is not possible to 
assess why the study sample did not seek to operate com-
mercial farms. It is also impossible to distinguish between 
‘back-to-the-landers’ (defined in the literature as counter-
cultural) and peri-urban gentrifiers. Similarly, although it is 
evident from the literature that NCF can be the outcome of 
a transition process, it is not possible to distinguish between 
farmers who actively chose NCF upon entrance, and those 
who progressed towards NCF over a period of years.

Regional variations could also be usefully evaluated in 
future research. This was not possible in the present study 
owing to the relatively small sample of NCF, in comparison 
to the level of regional differentiation in Scotland. Proximity 
to urban centres is identified in the literature as an important 
enabler for particular kinds of NCF. Further assessment of 
the location of the different types of holdings would yield 
useful findings on how NCF are located relative to land 
capability.

Conclusion

To date, agricultural policy and compliance frameworks 
have tended to ignore the role of NCF in land use and provi-
sion of public goods. In this paper we have demonstrated 
that NCF form an important but highly differentiated cohort 
within Scottish agriculture, occupying at least 13% of the 

land base. Similar levels of diversity can be expected in other 
contexts, where related issues of land and subsidy access, 
retirement, gender dynamics, profitability and the cultural 
appeal of farming are influencing agrarian transitions.

Findings confirm recent qualitative research that NCF are 
not necessarily small (Heley 2010; Sutherland 2012). In the 
UK, the scale of an NCF is limited primarily by the finan-
cial resources of the prospective farmer. Whereas access to 
resources (particularly land) is a major barrier to most new 
entrants to farming in Europe (EIP Agri 2016) and North 
America (Calo and De Master 2017), the cultural heritage 
of landed gentry and the relaxed land sale laws in the UK 
make it possible for highly resourced individuals to acquire 
any amount of agricultural land for recreational purposes. 
This arguably blocks land access to households which do 
not have substantial off-farm income or wealth, representing 
an important social justice issue. At the same time, ongoing 
subsidy access, limited pension provisions and the strong 
cultural appeal of remaining a farmer (Riley 2016) make 
the transition from commercial to non-commercial farming 
in retirement an appealing option. While substantive atten-
tion has been paid in the EU to the decoupling of agricul-
tural subsidies from agricultural production, the structural 
implications of de-coupling agricultural amenities (e.g. the 
opportunity to experience the social, expressive and intrinsic 
aspects of farming identified by Gasson 1973) from com-
mercial production has received considerably less critical 
attention. This is an important topic for future research.

The findings also draw attention to female-led farms. To 
date, most of the European literature on the role of women in 
agriculture focuses on household-level dynamics. Research 
findings raise questions around the gendered implications 
of current agrarian transitions, particularly the nature of the 
‘choice’ women are making to lead recreational small-scale 
holdings, if commercial farming is not a realistic prospect. 
Ongoing subsidy access for existing (sometimes retired) 
farmers may also be disproportionately limiting opportuni-
ties for women to enter the sector. Although the high per-
centage of female-led horsiculture farms (where financial 
prospects are largely positive), suggests an active choice, the 
poor financial prospects identified by the Specialist Small-
holdings and the Amenity Livestock Farm cohort suggests 
that both men and women in these types may instead feel 
trapped in an unprofitable situation. Further qualitative 
research into NCF could usefully elucidate these issues.

Larger-scale NCF reported stronger financial prospects, 
but were also more likely to be receiving state subsidies. 
EU subsidies are justified on the basis of public goods pro-
vision, rather than commercial commodity production, but 
the intent is to ensure farmers a reasonable living while they 
maintain rural areas and landscapes (EU 2019). Subsidis-
ing NCF at any scale is controversial. However, the high 
percentage of NCF not receiving public supports suggests 
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that some may be producing environmental amenities at 
little cost to the tax payer. Alternatively, the de facto land 
abandonment identified in the study raises questions around 
the multiple benefits which could otherwise be realised on 
NCF land. The Scottish Government is actively seeking to 
reduce land concentration through land reform, targeting 
abandoned and neglected land, but steps taken to date have 
focused primarily on large-scale holdings. Further nuanc-
ing the dynamics and diversity of NCF and their role in the 
agricultural sector is important for providing an informed 
voice in policy and land reform debates.
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