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Rethinking rural prosperity: a discussion of 
empirical data derived in seven countries with 

the “Working with People” approach 
I. De los Rios1; M. Rivera1; K. Knickel4; T. Chebach3; D. Qvist5; A. Ashkenazy3; S. Šūmane2 

Abstract – Farm level changes tend to be connected 
with alterations in markets (and food chains) on the 
one side, and with the prosperity of the rural areas in 
which they are embedded on the other. They are inher-
ently linked to the underlying logics of agro-economic 
and food systems. Technical 'solutions' often only alle-
viate the symptoms and ignore wider ramifications. In 
this paper, we argue that decisions in both, the private 
and public sector need to pay attention to the systemic 
nature, and dynamics, of processes, interactions and 
impacts. The main focus is on rural prosperity, the dif-
ferent ways of understanding the concept and the relat-
ed parameters and strategies. The discussion incorpo-
rates key elements of social learning as well as a range 
of rural development models. In the analysis, we will 
examine different farming systems through the "Work-
ing with People" model.  The basis for the analysis are 
major case studies from six countries with data from 
interviews with key actors and stakeholders, focus 
groups and data on indicators of rural prosperity and 
wellbeing. 

INTRODUCTION 
The term prosperity has in the past mainly been asso-
ciated with economic aspects. Kasser et al. (2007) 
defined prosperity as the capacity to generate eco-
nomic growth through consumption. This economic 
interpretation of prosperity has been influenced by the 
ideal of indefinite progress (Friedman, 1987) based on 
the belief of the unlimited availability of natural re-
sources and the promotion of consumption in modern 
societies. Since the 1970s, a reformulation of relevant 
concepts was initiated and alternative definitions and 
measurement techniques for progress were developed 
(Jackson, 2009; Stiglitz et al., 2009). Today there is 
considerable consensus that growth in output does not 
accurately represent the growth in human welfare. The 
use of GDP as a key indicator of prosperity fails in 
particular to account for non-market services, negative 
externalities and changes in the asset base (Stiglitz et 
al., 2009).  
Other analysts argue that factors such as social cohe-
sion and engagement, as well as community and fami-
ly networks need to be considered. An overarching 
idea is that society should search for models were 
people can thrive, find well-being and live in ecologi-
cally sustainable ways. Kasser (2007) and Jackson 
(2009) argue that this vision of prosperity is much 
more complete than the materialistic interpretation 
used so far. Daly (2008) argues that society needs to 
aim at qualitative development instead of quantitative 
growth. Van der Ploeg et al. (2008) translate these 
views to the rural world pointing out that quality of life 
is closely linked with a social life characterized by 

networks, shared norms and expectations that pro-
mote interactions and create a “sense of belonging”. 
Understanding prosperity in this new way implies a 
recognition that economic growth at regional level and 
economic efficiency at farm-level are only to a limited 
extent signs of prosperous rural areas. We argue that 
if economic efficiency does not remain the predomi-
nant criteria any more, we need to revisit the merits of 
large specialized farms who may no longer be the 
unquestioned ideal. Smaller and mix farms can in 
many regions be linked with valued cultural land-
scapes, based on smaller field sizes and mosaic-like 
field structures, as well as with lower farming intensi-
ties and the use of more traditional environment-
friendly farming systems (Shucksmith and Rønningen, 
2011, Knickel, 2001). The aim of this paper is to ex-
amine the linkages between farming, rural prosperity 
and well-being in different countries and contexts 
(Spain, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Israel, Germany and 
Denmark). We will examine how different manage-
ment and development strategies relate to new con-
cepts of rural prosperity and well-being. Two key 
questions addressed are how the links between the 
different dimensions of prosperity are actually concep-
tualized among stakeholders, and how this expresses 
different ideas and strategies about rural development. 

METHODOLOGY

We base our paper on seven agro-economic, farming 
and rural systems case studies carried out in the in-
ternational RETHINK research programme: The cases 
included small-scale farms from Latvia, Lithuania and 
Denmark, Italian pork breeders, organic farmers from 
Spain, hi-tech vegetable producers from Israel, and 
renewable energy producing German farmers. In the 
case studies we used the "Working with People" 
(WWP) model as a common analytical framework for 
framing three main prosperity dimensions: ethical-
social, technical-entrepreneurial and political-
contextual. The WWP model integrates the knowledge 
and experience of the population with expert 
knowledge (Cazorla, 2013). Empirical data was gath-
ered through 11 focus groups and 205 semi-structured 
interviews as well as secondary data from surveys and 
official records. 

RESULTS 
In the following, we will briefly point to some key 
results structured into the three WWP dimensions. 

Technical-Entrepreneurial dimension 
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Farmers follow very different strategies in order to 
increase prosperity: 1) Diversifying the range of goods 
and services. An example of this is the Spanish case 
study, where farmers produce through organic and 
biodynamic means and commercialise online using 
medium and long chains. Another example is Israel, 
where certain farmers have started to establish tour-
ism services on their farms. 2) Quality of goods and 
services is also crucial according to farmers. In the 
Italian case, not providing quality ham would mean a 
downfall in international level competitiveness as well 
as reduction in value-added. 3) Ensuring the profitabil-
ity of the farm through a careful selection of products 
and services. 4) Having a coherent vision and business 
strategy, which means, among Lithuanian farmers, 
continuous knowledge and learning, and more specifi-
cally, knowing your objectives and the most effective 
means to reach them.      

Ethical-Social dimension 
Key elements are the following: 1) Being able to over-
come conflicts and crisis, both at personal and busi-
ness levels. 2) Having autonomy in decision-making; 
farmers who are more autonomous are also more 
flexible and faster in their reactions, for example in the 
context of constantly changing market opportunities. 
3) Trust enhances cooperativeness, communi-
ty-building and respect. An example is the Spanish 
case where the cooperative is built on trust, and where 
without it, it would not exist. 4) Having an open atti-
tude towards cooperation. Latvia highlights this as a 
very important factor for many small farmers, espe-
cially for those who are not deeply embedded in the 
value chain and who aim at keeping marketing diversi-
ty under their own control. To trust one each other, 
and build and maintain cooperative relationships is 
considered important for prosperity as it can in turn 
improve governance structures and leadership. 

Political-Contextual dimension 
There are both positive and negative impacts of public 
policies according to farmers. However, the positive 
ones do not coincide much between countries, while 
negative ones tend to be similar. Farmers from all 
countries seemed to agree on the fact that EU policies 
are favourable for the farming sector. The reasons 
range from supporting young entrepreneurs to in-
creasing human capital, enhancing community building 
as well as establishing common product standards. 
The bureaucratic nature of many support schemes 
tends to be commonly perceived as a negative conse-
quence (aspect?) of policies that is slowing down pro-
cesses, limiting freedom and autonomy, and causing 
ineffectiveness. Most farmers in all case studies also 
agree on the fact that administrative rules for support 
schemes are rigid and complicated, maintain unprofit-
able activities, limit autonomy, and in some cases 
even impair competitiveness. Most farmers also feel 
that the public-private dialogue is ineffective and that 
the real needs of farmers are hardly ever addressed. 
Farmers criticize that policies still follow traditional 
modernisation pathways and productivity, rather than 
innovative ways towards prosperity. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Quality of life, education, social capital, adaptive ca-
pacity and the environment need to play a larger role 
in the general definition of rural prosperity and pro-
gress. Rural prosperity as a separate concept from 
national prosperity has not been dealt with sufficiently 
yet. It is therefore important to know which elements 
seem important at farm level in order to better define 
the concept. Policies and the public system exert great 
influence on the prosperity of farms and should be 
further developed. Technical solutions often only alle-
viate the symptoms and ignore wider ramifications 
within agro-economic, food and rural systems. It 
seems particularly important to value social and con-
textualized developments that pursue more holistic 
strategies for improving prosperity in rural areas. 
Further analyses will focus on: What social capital 
elements seem truly relevant for rural prosperity and 
why? What is the role of small farms in changing the 
focus from economic efficiency to effectiveness and 
well-being? What can we learn from stakeholder’s 
perceptions of prosperity? 
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