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Introduction 

Overview  

Conventional agriculture practices have created concern worldwide. However, 

many agriculture systems and products that exist in North America today are based on 

such practices1. These systems have been developed and mainstreamed to fit society’s 

high demand and need for food production in today’s economy. Conventional food 

systems focus on providing products that have the highest potential for profit within the 

industry and use by consumers, either for food or other uses such as ethanol products 

and energy sources.  

Stakeholders in agriculture are beginning to see challenges within their industry 

such as: lost crop production, lower yields, and animal production ethics. Agriculture 

activists, industry experts, researchers and consumers are finding evidence to 

substantiate their views on the negative effects of agriculture practices on the 

environment, health, well-being, and ethical values. In the last 20 years, these issues 

have been brought to the forefront of the industry, as those within it begin to be 

questioned on their practice and its implications. 

However, a practice exists within the agriculture industry that focuses on 

sustainability and, encourages wholesome, ethical, and sustainable food products and 

systems. Sustainable agriculture (SA), as recognized by the United States Department of 

Agriculture, is an “integrated system of plant and animal production practices that will, 

                                                      

 
1 

Conventional agriculture, often referred to as “industrial farming” or “modern agriculture”, seeks to gain 
productivity and efficiency within the global food system. Characteristics of conventional agriculture can 
include: rapid technological innovation; large-scale farms; single crops/row crops grown continuously over 
many seasons; uniform high-yield hybrid crops; extensive use of pesticides, fertilizers, and external energy 
inputs; and high labor efficiency, to name a few. Livestock production comes from confined, concentrated 
systems (Gold, 2007). For more information on conventional agriculture practices and the agriculture 
debate, see the appendix (p. 108).   
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over the long term, satisfy human needs, enhance environmental quality, and improve 

the economic quality of life for farmers and society as a whole” (Gold, 2007).  

In this thesis project, I will explore the topic of SA and demonstrate how 

disciplines from an organizational and corporate context, such as engagement, 

communities of practice (CoP), and holistic systems thinking, can empower individuals 

and groups involved in SA. These disciplines, as documented within this thesis project, 

can further expand the reach of SA and reinforce the positive goal in promoting and 

expanding sustainability in agriculture so that it becomes a more integral part of 

mainstream agriculture itself. 

My intent is to provide a social sustainability framework,2 which through the 

involvement of an external consultant, will contribute to gathering the key players and 

groups in SA for an active purpose. Although there are environmental and economic 

aspects to sustainability, for the purpose of this project I focus on communication and 

gathering of key players to hopefully initiate change within the social aspect, which 

therein, impact the environmental and economic aspects. An external consultant 

approach is important because it provides the perspective of an outsider whose 

expertise is not emotionally connected to the group or effort. Therefore, this externality 

can be relatively objective and valued (Scott & Hascall, 2006). The benefits and 

drawbacks of an external approach are documented further within the consultancy 

action plan and implications chapters.  

In this effort, I will assist the community3 in understanding the values held within 

individuals and groups involved in SA, recognize similarities and differences within a CoP 

structure, initiate knowledge sharing, and implement practical tools to help engage and 

                                                      

 
2 

The social sustainability framework refers to a model that will incorporate only the social aspects of 
sustainability (e.g., people, communities, communication, interaction, etc.). I recognize the value that 
economic and environmental considerations bring to sustainability. For purposes of this project, I hope to 
build the social value of sustainability via this framework, and engage members in the other aspects. 
3
 I refer to community, a term used quite often and in multiple contexts, as a group that resides in the 

United States and is largely made up of key players that are local and connected within their city, county, 
and state-wide communities. SA as a “community” is defined narrowly so that their effort can have 
concentrated and strategic capabilities based on their limited resources. 
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communicate with each other. As a result, this effort can help spread the positive 

message to a wider audience in their own communities and the wider society. 

What I Set Out to Accomplish 

It is important to recognize and use the strategies of employee engagement, 

communities of practice and systems thinking within the SA environment. An external 

consultant approach can provide guidance and support to help the SA community 

achieve greater influence on the cause of environmental, economic and social 

sustainability within the agriculture industry. From an outsider-expert perspective, this 

influence and external support are important because this will enable the group to 

initiate key questions and begin a communication structure that current SA 

communities should develop. These communities can utilize this framework to build a 

foundation for future action. 

Following are questions I have been asking in order to accomplish this approach 

and provided framework. First, how do I utilize engagement, CoP and systems thinking, 

from an organizational context, to create a narrowly networked community group? 

Second, how can I help create the connections and motivations within SA key players 

and in turn make a broader impact on the community as a whole? Third, based upon 

these disciplines, what processes and strategies will be most effective in creating 

motivation and influence that will sustain as well as encompass the community? Finally, 

how will “success” be defined and recognized and how will I know this has worked?   

What Makes this Thesis Project Interdisciplinary? 

A few key disciplines have contributed to my knowledge in the topic areas of 

engagement, sustainability and systems thinking. These disciplines have played a large 

role in my professional and academic careers, as I have spent a significant amount of 

time researching and applying the concepts and theories from each discipline. The 

positive value that each of these disciplines supplies within the organizational context 

has always been intriguing to me and important in my career. I saw the opportunity to 
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apply the principles within these disciplines when I became familiar with sustainable 

agriculture, its positive influence, and the struggles that it currently needs to overcome.  

I owe my expertise and research to resources such as the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, which provides objective perspectives on conventional and sustainable 

agriculture, and also international agriculture and food industry conferences, which 

have cited many experts in the agriculture field with their cutting edge research. Peter 

Docherty, Mari Kira, and A.B. Shani, editors of Creating Sustainable Work Systems (2009) 

offer unique perspectives of social sustainability in a variety of working settings. 

Docherty et al. (2009) recognizes that the sustainable work systems require multi-

stakeholders, values, individual and group effort, as well as many other social resources. 

Authors of engagement, organization development, and systems thinking disciplines 

offer many viewpoints from an organizational perspective. I tend to agree with the 

research of Peter Senge, the author of The Necessary Revolution (2008), Everett Rogers 

of Diffusion of Innovations (1995), Etienne Wenger, the main contributor to Cultivating 

Communities of Practice (2002) and the work of others, which I build upon throughout 

my framework.  

Human Resource Development (HRD) and Organization Development (OD) 

provide background in current human resource development issues and theories used 

within organizations today. HRD explains how organizations manage the development 

of human capital in organizations. The value of human capital, individualized focus 

within an organization, training and development, and employee engagement all relate 

to what can be possible in sustainable agriculture.  

As we will see, sustainability, including economic, social and environmental 

sustainability, is a central issue for organizations (profit and non-profit), governments, 

other non-traditional industries, as well as individuals. In order to achieve action and 

commitment in our everyday lives to a sustainable practice, and to ensure the future 

existence of our environment, sustainability as a discipline should be further recognized. 

When it pertains to our food sources and agricultural practice, sustainable agriculture as 

a discipline, must be present.  
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Communication is important because it is embedded within every discipline. 

Communication provides theory and methodology on how individuals learn and interact 

based on cultural backgrounds, past experiences, preferences, and much more. The goal 

is to communicate specific information for clear understanding via precise message 

creation and meaning. 

Systems thinking and theory incorporate information about how groups interact 

and engage with each other individually and as a whole. Systems theory can be 

implemented via means of communication, leadership, and engagement. The concepts 

of systems thinking and theory are complex. For this thesis project, the relationships 

and connections of each of my disciplines intersect within one another. It is my 

intention and responsibility to make such connections and suggest a working model to 

encompass key relationship strengths. 

The Roadmap to a Solid Framework 

The first three chapters of this thesis project will provide a background and 

discussion of SA, employee engagement, CoP and systems thinking. Chapter four 

discovers the connections of these organizational-influenced disciplines and how they 

can create a new framework within a different context.   

Additionally, chapter four will cover the external consultant role: the approach 

to and emphasis on my proposed framework. This role will focus on assisting the 

sustainable agriculture community in creating a solid and detailed framework. This 

application is followed by a discussion on how the framework can apply more broadly to 

nontraditional businesses as well as other key implications, future research and 

considerations surrounding the agricultural community. 

The goal of this thesis project is to help SA disseminate positive messages to the 

wider SA community and society concerning the benefits and practices involved in 

producing agriculture in a sustainable way that can ultimately increase the value and 
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longevity of our environment.4 By doing so, the sharing of knowledge and values via 

communication and engagement tools will also create a competitive advantage in the 

agricultural industry. It is essential to widen the reach within current agriculture markets 

via CoP, engagement and systems thinking. SA has “critical supporting resources that 

should be able to differ from their competitors and obtain a favourable position in the 

market, i.e. a competitive advantage” (Forsman & Paananen, 2002, p. 794). This can 

hopefully emerge via my efforts and approach, as a resource to the SA community.  

                                                      

 
4 

This framework will initially focus on creating partnerships with the producers, manufacturers, and 
distributors of the SA community. These three key players initiate the process of creating SA products and 
therefore have most of the influence on the rest of the SA community and society. Other key players 
within the community will eventually be involved via the framework, once these key players have started 
the process. 
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Chapter 1: What is Sustainable Agriculture?  

Background and Definitions 

Today, conventional agriculture is still the mainstream method for plant and 

animal food production in the United States and around the world. Recently, however, 

the sustainable agricultural movement has become more prevalent because it is a topic 

and issue that mainstream society has begun to address.  

As a typical U.S. consumer, I have been known to shop at large chain grocery 

stores to purchase all of my food products at an affordable cost. Most food that is sold 

in conventional grocery store chains is often produced in mass quantities and shipped 

from all over the world. Until recently, I had not fully realized conventional agriculture’s 

impact on me as an individual consumer and its impact on the broader environment. 

Through my research, I began to recognize many unsustainable and unhealthy 

components disseminated following the conventional model, in comparison with the 

positive differences associated with SA. I became invested in this effort as I researched 

and learned more about agricultural practices, our environment, ecosystems and human 

survival. I was immediately drawn to the research and the benefits of SA and began to 

think: What I can do to help strengthen the SA community? 

I began to argue that as a society we should be exposed to both conventional 

agricultural practices that are detrimental to our health and the environment and its 

implications, and also to the benefits of SA and its effects on individual’s health, family, 

community and society. This comparative exposure can lead to change and even a 

radical mind shift in how we conduct agribusiness. As Senge (2008) argues, “Fortunately, 

more and more people are beginning to sense that the mounting sustainability crises 

are interconnected. As soon as people understand this, their view of the programs shift” 

(p. 6). 
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The Development of Agriculture 

Agriculture is the “art, practice, or science of crop and livestock production on 

organized farm units. It emerged as a directed human activity some ten to twelve 

thousand years ago and is generally recognized as the foundation for civilization. The 

human species cannot exist in large numbers without an adequately productive 

agriculture” (Pesek, 1994, p. 1). Functionally, on a day-to-day basis, agriculture 

incorporates engagement, systems and communication to bring its success to what it is 

today.  As noted in the introduction, “the prevailing agricultural system, variously called 

‘conventional farming,’ ‘modern agriculture,’ or ‘industrial farming’ has delivered 

tremendous gains in productivity and efficiency. They share many characteristics: rapid 

technological innovation; large capital investments in order to apply production and 

management technology; large-scale farms; single crops/row crops grown continuously 

over many seasons; uniform high-yield hybrid crops; extensive use of pesticides, 

fertilizers, external energy inputs; high labor efficiency; and dependency on 

agribusiness. In the case of livestock, most production comes from confined, 

concentrated systems” (Gold, 2007, Background section, para. 4). 

That said, we know that agriculture has an extensive history that has grown 

significantly since its inception and is here to stay as because our global society 

demands it. However, many pressures on our ecosystem started after the emergence of 

agriculture. Until recently, their negative effects haven’t been taken very seriously, as 

they have only gradually built up over time. Now, however, as a result of research and 

also policies set forth by governmental agencies, we are more aware these negative 

effects that have been building over time. Additionally, this knowledge and awareness 

have resulted in the development of sustainable agriculture practices.  

Moving Towards a Sustainable World 

To this day, the terms sustainability and sustainable agriculture have not been 

clearly defined. Different theories within many disciplines have variations of what these 
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terms mean. For purposes of this project, I define sustainability simply as “the goal of 

achieving a sustainable planet, one that will accommodate the basic needs of its present 

inhabitants while preserving the resources that will enable future generations to 

flourish” (Gold, 2007, Introduction section, para. 1). Sustainable agriculture definitions 

vary too, but the definition that resonates with my project comes from the NGO 

Sustainable Agriculture Treaty, Global Forum at Rio de Janeiro, June 1-15, 1992, as 

defined in Gold (2007): 

"Sustainable agriculture is a model of social and economic organization based on 

an equitable and participatory vision of development which recognizes the environment 

and natural resources as the foundation of economic activity. Agriculture is sustainable 

when it is ecologically sound, economically viable, socially just, culturally appropriate 

and based on a holistic scientific approach”  

As documented by the USDA (Gold, 2007), SA is a practice that has been 

recognized in a larger context over the last 20 years because it has been shown to: 

 Improve the quality of food for consumption. 

 Improve the quality of the environment (recognizing the conservation of our 

current ecosystem). 

 Impact society’s health (recognizing research on hormones, pesticides, 

disease etc. in humans that have resulted from conventional food practices).   

Most often, SA involves organic and local food and animal production, as well as 

differentiated production methods based to a large extent on the definitions stated 

above. Some parts of conventional farming can be sustainable as well, but the varying 

definitions of the term “sustainable” differentiate the extent of what it actually means 

to an individual. The terminology and the extent to which it varies are part of a much 

larger debate within the agricultural community, and this debate will not be addressed 

in the main body of this project.5  

                                                      

 
5
 See the appendix (p. 108) for more information on the debate surrounding conventional and sustainable 

agriculture definition. 
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Sustainability is also defined within other business sectors of our global 

economy. Industries such as retail, manufacturing, health care and education address 

sustainability, in order to cut costs and increase efficiencies for the sake of the longevity 

of their organization. Sustainability within these sectors has been well described as “a 

path to chart for the future that brings together smart, disciplined management of 

finance resources, responsible use of natural resources and strategic investment in 

human resourcesboth within the company and in the communities in which it serves” 

(Hakensen, 2010, p. 16). This definition recognizes the key elements of economic, 

environmental and social actions of sustainability.6 These sustainability definitions noted 

above, combined with employee engagement, CoP, and principles of systems thinking 

that are addressed in later chapters, are likely to help create consistency in my approach 

and establishment of my proposed framework that I detail within the consultancy plan. 

Change Happens Now 

I continue to find this topic is becoming more prevalent in U.S. mainstream 

society. Information is being shared amongst global consumers via technology and social 

media. Due to technology and social media, discussion is happening at a faster pace 

than ever before. The U.S. government enforces sustainable practices and policies and 

has dedicated resources to research that investigates the implications of conventional 

systems as well as research into the practice of SA. For example, the USDA created the 

National Organic Program (NOP) which “regulates the standards for any farm, wild crop 

harvesting, or handling operation that wants to sell an agricultural product as 

                                                      

 
6
 Encompassed within SA are environmental, economic and social aspects. These three areas are often 

intertwined and the change in one usually affects a change in the others due to their overlapping 
relationships. Environmental aspect often refers to the impact on the earth’s ecosystems, economic 
aspect often refers to the success and profit of a business or agribusiness and social aspect relates to the 
health, communication and survival of human beings. The piece I will focus on within my proposed 
framework is the social aspect of sustainability and how this can broaden the sustainable agriculture 
mission, thereby influencing the environmental and economic aspects.
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organically produced” (National Organic Program, 2011). Organic farming and 

certification policies also apply to manufacturers and processors when it comes to food 

labeling, marketing and international agreements on imports and exports. These 

programs continue to update and enforce regulations and policy for organic farming so 

that what farmers produce and manufacturers sell is actually organic. In addition, the 

2008 Farm Bill (Cong. 6124, 2008) addresses several of the key components and 

initiatives that should take place in order to continue the organic and SA farming 

initiatives. The 2008 Farm Bill addresses the policies of the Organic Foods Production 

Act of 1990, an act that was implemented to establish the standards of organic and 

sustainable agriculture. Finally, the USDA allows information on international research 

to be easily accessible, linking it to several educational institution research sites, non-

profits and other international government agencies that are in the forefront of SA 

research. The message is expanding and I’m interested in working with the SA 

community and individuals that care about SA to help spread the SA message and 

mission from the “inside-out”.  

Who is Involved in Agriculture 

The SA farmers, processers, producers, manufacturers, distributers, customers, 

clients, individuals, organizations, cooperatives, and farmers markets can all be 

considered and involved within the SA community. They are all seeking to create change 

in the current practice and further spread the message and actions of sustainability as it 

applies environmentally, economically, and socially. 

In this project, I begin by limiting my range to only a few key players within the 

SA community. I believe that starting small is productive in order to assess the 

framework and to demonstrate its impact successfully. The key players I have chosen 

within the SA community are the initiators in the creation of SA food and animal 

products. They are likely to have the ability to influence and spread the message across 

the community. These key players are the SA plant and animal farmers (the producers), 

the groups that take the plant or animal from farm to product (the processers), and the 
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groups that get the product from production to retailers (the distributors). I chose these 

three groups because much of what they do impacts the decisions and actions of a 

variety of other key players within the community.  

The involvement of these three key players and their ability to work together 

within my framework will benefit the larger SA community as they can enable others by 

showing leadership towards a stronger SA mission and community.  

It is important to note there are many other primary players within the 

community that should eventually have a role within this framework. These groups can 

include the following: future sustainable farmers, community supported agriculture, co-

operatives, restaurants and chefs in the food industry, food production companies (e.g., 

organic food producers and distributors, Organic Valley, Stonyfield Farms, Cascadian 

Farms, Whole Foods, etc.), large to small grocery stores, local communities, farmers 

markets, environmental and sustainability focused non-profits and organizations, 

researchers,  and the government.  Many of these groups are impacted by the actions of 

the original three groups stated above. All of these groups can influence each other in 

the community. As my consultancy plan develops, it will be necessary in the long run to 

recognize these other groups and their roles. 

Secondary audiences can include: conventional farmers, conventional food 

practice manufacturers and distributors, society, and for-profit and corporate 

organizations aware of or concerned about sustainability. These secondary audiences 

should be recognized as there may be further implications and future research involving 

them as the SA initiative expands. 

Now that I have provided some basic concepts and background on the 

agriculture industry and practice, I will move forward with explanations concerning 

employee engagement, community of practice and systems thinking and how they will 

influence the SA community within my proposed framework. 
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Chapter 2: Employee Engagement  

What is Engagement?  

Engagement stems from the verb engage, which means to “provide occupation 

for: involve; to completely hold the attention of: engross; to take part: participate; to 

give attention to something: deal; amongst other meanings (Dictionary.com 

Unabridged, n.d.). These meanings directly relate to what engagement means in our 

personal and professional lives. Generally speaking, being engaged often relates to how 

and when we get things done, and the level of being engaged relates to how much we 

participate, are involved, and enjoy participating in getting things done. The more 

engaged we are in an activity, the more likely we are to be committed to it, as well as 

enjoy doing it. The concept of engagement directly applies to the workplace and has 

been a subject of interest and research for organizational leaders and human resource 

(HR) professionals. 

How will Engagement Apply to my Proposed Framework? 

The topic of engagement, and specifically, employee engagement, as 

documented below, is an important concept that will play a large role for the key 

players and other individuals involved in the SA community and also in my proposed 

framework. 

The documentation within this chapter will detail the importance of employee 

engagement as it relates to the business community. In detailing its importance and 

success, I will argue that the same principles that have been upheld in the business 

community can be applied to SA when working with individuals and groups within the 

SA environment, particularly related to the social aspect of sustainable agriculture. 

When using my proposed framework, the structure that is created will encourage 

partnership with key players and other individuals to actively participate and work 

towards their common goal. Understanding the principles and successes of what make 
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engagement work in today’s business industries will help the reader and potential 

consultants understand how its application will be used in SA and perhaps other non-

traditional industries. 

Let’s be Specific. A Look at Employee Engagement. 

Encompassed within the field of organization development is the subject of 

employee engagement. Employee engagement relates to individuals within the 

workplace and how their engagement applies to their involvement, and to the success 

of the organization. 

Within the organizational context, employee engagement can mean a variety of 

things to employees, leaders, or HR. For example, general terms often associated with 

employee engagement are: trust, flexibility, wellness, social meaning, connections, 

contributions, and personal value. Employees relate to their own engagement by asking:  

how is what I am doing contributing to the organization and how am I being recognized 

for my contributions? Successful employee engagement requires two-way 

communication between the employee and employer that should be constant and clear. 

There are two levels of involvement that capture the physical and social aspects of 

engagement. These levels are broken down into the individual perspective of 

engagement and the organizational perspective of engagement. I’ll begin with 

recognizing how the individual views being engaged and satisfied in their work life. 

Individual engagement = Employee passion. 

 Individual engagement, also defined as employee passion, means that an 

individual is in a “positive emotional state of mind resulting from perceptions of 

worthwhile work, autonomy, collaboration, growth, fairness, recognition, 

connectedness to colleagues, and connectedness to their leader” (Zigarmi D., Houson, 

D., & Witt, D., 2007, p. 2). According to Zigarmi et al. (2007), standards of physical 

behavior that encompass engagement result in “discretionary effort, long term 

commitment to the organization, peak performance, low turnover, and increased 

tenure with the organization. Employee passion for work describes a state where 
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employees are engaged in their work and willing to go the extra mile, be good 

organizational citizens, endorse the organization and perform at or above the expected 

norm.” 

Another perspective similar to that of Zigarmi et al. (2007) is that employee 

passion recognizes contributions, connections, growth and advancement. Here, 

“contributions” imply that employees are mentally and emotionally invested, 

connections mean they have friendships with peers and good employee/immediate 

supervisor relationships, and growth and advancement means training and learning 

opportunities are available to advance their career (Soyars & Brusino, 2009). 

One may notice that there are many characteristics that make up employee 

engagement. Not all characteristics have to be functioning at all times, but it is 

important for employees to experience these various characteristics continually in order 

to stay engaged. The individual is responsible for their engagement. The individual 

should continually monitor their engagement levels and are responsible for changing 

their attitudes and behaviors when engagement is low. The opportunities and culture 

presented by the organization should support the employees, enabling them to show 

value, feel valuable, and display the behaviors that are important to leaders and the 

organizational success.  

Organizational engagement = Employee passion + social dimensions. 

 Engaged employees add value to the organization and its success. Getting 

employees engaged means more than pay raises, bonuses and benefits. Engagement 

includes all the factors already stated at the individual level but offered by the 

organization and its leadership. Organizations interested in engagement ask why they 

should invest in or care about employee engagement? What is in it for the organization? 

 Research has shown several positive outcomes of employee engagement, 

specific to organizations. Some of these examples include: 

 After analyzing over 300 drivers of engagement, the Corporate Executive 

Board (2009) found that in a highly engaged workforce employees worked 

57% harder and are 9 times less likely to leave and organizations had an 
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average three-year revenue growth of  20.1 percent as compared to the 

industry average of 8.9 percent. 

 Harter, Schmidt, and Hays (2002) found through analysis of 7,800 business 

units in 36 companies that due to highly engaged workforces, companies 

found significant improvements in customer satisfaction, productivity, 

profits, turnover, and safety. 

 Modern Survey (2009) captured several studies in their white paper on 

engagement. They quoted the following research: 

o Towers Perrin (2009) reported that companies with high engagement 

demonstrated a 13.2 percent improvement in net income, as compared 

to companies with low engagement showing a 3.8 percent decline in 

net income, over a twelve month period.  

o Gallup reported engaged workplaces yield a 38 percent increase in 

productivity and a 27 percent increase in profitability. 

o Hay Group Insight showed that highly engaged employees can impact 

business performance up to 30 percent and that fully engaged 

employees are 2.5 times more likely to exceed performance 

expectations than disengaged employees. 

 
Statistically, as the examples show, there has been a positive impact shown in 

multiple studies. Two noted case studies, introduced later in this section also exhibit this 

positive impact. 

Organizations that are concerned with employee engagement should include the 

social dimension of work which can create a “sense of community, alignment with 

personal values, trust in leadership and managementlistening and responding to 

employees and helping individuals grow, and a sense of balance – work-life balance” 

(Cartwright & Holmes, 2006, p. 203).  

The American Society of Training and Development (ASTD) simplifies the social 

concept stating that there are three vital elements to employee engagement created via 
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social behaviors. These are: contributions, connections, and growth and advancement 

(Soyars & Brusino, 2009, p. 62 - 65). 

 As long as organizations understand the individual needs and emphasize these 

needs, as well as create the social dimension of work, then engagement should happen. 

 A visual model of employee engagement and passion that is widely used within 

organizations is the model on employee passion, published by The Ken Blanchard 

Companies (Zigarmi et al., 2007). 

Figure I. Employee Passion – The New Rules of Engagement. This figure illustrates the perception, 

emotions and behavior action that an individual takes when exhibiting high levels of work engagement. 

 

The employee passion theory, documented in this visual, captures the influences 

in the workplace that currently exist and produce engagement for an individual, and the 

reactions of the individual, followed by their behaviors or observed actions.  The 

employee passion model encompasses many of the same characteristics that are 

captured within other authors’ definitions and theories noted above. Theories and 

definitions concerning engagement can vary but all recognize that both the organization 

and employee are involved. The research and results that have been noted above will 

influence the application of my proposed framework.  
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Employee Engagement in Action: Seeing Results 

The features that stand out consistently across all of these definitions are 

collaboration and working with others (the social aspect), where the work itself provides 

value and meaning to both the individual and the organization, and both parties benefit. 

In summary, engagement addresses the individual or group needs and recognizes 

behavior and action steps for greater impact upon the organization and the benefits it 

serves for the organization as a whole. 

Extensive research has been done by experts in a number of industries on 

employee engagement, work satisfaction, and its benefits and implications. Several 

articles exist in a number of trade journals documenting experiences of engagement.  

For example, a case study, documented by Rosenberg (2009), follows the path of 

Interface Carpet and Fabric Company, and how they achieved environmental 

sustainability organization-wide, via their employees. Sustainability, a topic addressed in 

several business industries, as noted above, was a topic of interest for the CEO of 

Interface, as the company came to realize the negative environmental impact they were 

having as a result of their business practices. Interface created standards to improve 

their sustainable performance.  

They began implementing standards via their leadership, changing the culture, 

utilizing a few key players to motivate others. Sustainability training was provided by the 

company to provide knowledge and build a foundation that all employees understood 

and could relate to going forward. Process improvement took place. This was initiated 

and created by the employees, actively involving their participation, knowledge and 

creativity that led to its ongoing success. “In general, employee pride, loyalty, and 

engagement were evident. Being involved in sustainability efforts adds a challenging 

and interesting dimension to some often boring jobs. Employees generally feel that they 

are part of something important and bigger than themselves” (Rosenberg, 2009, p. 435). 

In addition to the Interface example, The Container Store is widely-known and 

recognized for high levels of engagement.  
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The Container Store (TCS) engages their employees via their culture. TCS offers a 

culture of “mutual respect, where employees felt they were making a difference and 

that people cared about each other” (Gavin & Mason, 2004, p. 383). TCS offers ongoing 

education opportunities and tuition reimbursement, opens the lines of communication, 

and creates principles that guide everyone every day at work. These principles guide 

and empower others so that they can effectively work with their colleagues and serve 

their customers to their highest potential every day.  

In sum, employee engagement is a useful concept for individuals and 

organizations. Statistics and case studies show its positive impacts. The ability of an 

organization to use it effectively and to their advantage and the ability of the employee 

to recognize their engagement, help create a “win-win” situation.  

In order to make engagement happen, specific tools can be set in place to 

implement continuous engagement practices. Community of practice (CoP) is that 

specific tool that will be effective in implementing my proposed framework. 

Communities of Practice (CoP): Getting Work Accomplished 

Communities of practice (CoP) is a tool that is used to implement engagement 

and create change. CoP is similar to how corporations use employee engagement 

principles to interact and create cooperation across workplaces towards their mission 

and value, but is also associated with grassroots, individually-driven initiatives. CoP can 

be structured formally (via leadership) and informally (via employees or communities). 

CoP creates knowledge, communication, collaboration, connection and value for all 

individuals involved in the CoP purpose. It upholds many of the principles that both 

employees and organizations look for when creating engagement within the workplace. 

CoP are ‘‘groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 

about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in that area by interacting 

on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 295). CoP have been 

implemented in a number of industries and organizations, including non-traditional 

based groups such as non-profits, community-based groups, and personal informal 
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interest groups. They have been created within corporations and even within 

agriculture. 

Organizations such as World Bank, DaimlerChrysler and McKinsey, which have 

implemented CoP successfully, have done so because they have adopted the core 

structure of CoP so that it drives organizational success. Examples of their successes are 

noted later within this chapter along with other models, based on CoP, specific to 

agriculture. 

Communities of Practice (CoP): The Core Structure 

The foundations of all CoP share a similar structure upon which to build their 

initiative. This structure consists of the domain, community, and practice. According to 

Wenger et al. (2002), the domain creates a “common ground and a sense of common 

identity” (p. 27). It often states the purpose and value to members and stakeholders. 

The community, “creates a social fabric of learning” (p. 28). The community “fosters 

interactions and relationships based on mutual respect and trust” (p. 28). Lastly, the 

practice is the “set of frameworks, ideas, tools, information, styles, language, stories, 

and documents that communities share” (p. 29).  

In addition to having this solid foundation, Wenger et al. (2002) recommend 

designing the structure based on seven key principles for success. They are: 

 Design for evolution 

 Open a dialogue between inside and outside perspectives 

 Invite different levels of participation 

 Develop both public and private community spaces 

 Focus on value 

 Combine familiarity and excitement 

 Create a rhythm for the community 

- Wenger et al. (2002, p. 51) 
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Both the structure and principles are important as you develop as a CoP, since 

these are the key components that attract and continue to grow participation and 

interest as the CoP develops. 

Individuals within a CoP come together voluntarily to share what they know, to 

learn from one another regarding aspects of their work or expertise, and provide social 

context for that work. Much of the successes of CoP are credited to the passion and high 

engagement of the individuals involved. 

Leadership within a CoP is a shared responsibility. There is typically no single 

internal leader that manages the CoP. Every person in the CoP has a responsibility 

whether they are organizers, experts, thought leaders, administrators etc. Each role 

serves its purpose and individuals should play their roles at appropriate times. 

Each role is dependent on their degree of involvement within the community. 

Participation levels are visually similar to a bulls-eye. As demonstrated by Wenger et al.  

(2002), key players are in the center of the bulls-eye, accounting for only about ten to 15 

percent of their community (p. 56).  These individuals guide the agenda of the 

community and keep the community’s purpose focused and active. Other players 

outside the center of the bulls-eyes can be key players as well. As a peripheral group 

they are active at varying degrees, but have involvement and interest in the community. 

Consumers, for example, generally fit within the peripheral group. Although they are 

not involved in the production and may not be actively working within the CoP, often 

their influence drives how the core, key players create their product or what the CoP 

provides. They have influence on other members and outsiders, and are a secondary 

voice for change and new implementations within a CoP. The outsider group (outer ring 

of the bulls eye) is not yet fully aware of your community “but [they] have an interest in 

the community” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 56). Individuals and groups within the outsider 

group can be influenced if the CoP is effective. 

The structure, values, and key players within a community would be worthless 

without knowledge of the particular community and values that are upheld by each and 
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every member of the CoP. It is the knowledge and values that enable a CoP to take 

action and to sustain their action through time. 

Knowledge and Values in a Community 

Knowledge is important to a CoP because of its capability to turn individual 

knowledge into shared knowledge. It is the core of what makes a CoP exist. Expertise 

that an individual holds is important in a CoP because an individual may hold 

information that can help solve, grow, or develop the common theme amongst other 

players in a CoP. Wenger et al. (2002) refers to this as tactic knowledge, stating that 

“sharing tactic knowledge requires interaction and information learning processes such 

as storytelling, conversation, coaching, and apprenticeship of the kind that communities 

of practice provide” (p. 9). 

Knowledge is also important as we consider the social aspects of sharing 

knowledge and being able to expand our knowledge to others. A CoP creates the social 

aspects as it brings individuals together in a formal social structure to share knowledge. 

A CoP is useful as it continually provides a structure that is sustainable, so that when 

knowledge evolves or updates, the group and individuals within are situated and have 

the resources and connections to share this information appropriately. 

Values are key components to the individuals that share knowledge and are 

involved in the CoP. Values are shown not only to the community at large, but also to 

the key individuals involved. Wenger et al. (2002) propose that once knowledge 

develops and has a foundation to be shared, individuals feel personal satisfaction and 

growth in sharing their knowledge and expanding on their particular topic or mission 

that the CoP is built around. They begin to share the same values, trying to find common 

ground and all reach a similar outcome or goal. They develop personal relationships, 

ways of acting and become one identity based upon their shared values that have built 

overtime (p. 5). 

As noted earlier, the purpose of a CoP, its knowledge, structure, principles and 

values, will all have a role within my proposed framework. My proposed framework is 
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useful as it will build additional context and formality to the social aspects within SA. As 

the community seeks to expand their influence within mainstream agriculture, this 

aspect of an engaged community will aid in sharing their vision, goals, and practice for a 

better, more sustainable and healthier future. Successes noted in the next section 

provide context for how the CoP model looks in real lifeboth in business and in 

agriculture, and how the components of this model will be effective as I develop my 

proposed framework.  

Communities of Practice (CoP): In Action 

Wenger et al. (2002) document several examples from widely known and 

international companies that have built their success upon the CoP structure. For 

example, McKinsey and Company, a well-known organization that has been practicing 

CoP since the 1980s, has benefited from it since its inception. They began their CoP by 

“creating ‘practice centers’ in many business units of their large and growing company. 

Leaders within these specific business units were convinced they were reinventing the 

wheel or missing opportunities” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 161). There was plenty of 

conversation and a growing frustration among these leaders that something needed to 

be done to share information and continue to grow. The organization’s processes and 

practices were inconsistent and disjointed. To understand one another’s frustrations, 

the leaders began having informal conversations that eventually created their CoP, from 

the individual employee level and up through the hierarchy. Through the work that the 

centers have accomplished, leadership has recognized the groups as one of the factors 

in the company’s success. Their research and development of “web-based knowledge 

management systems…have been tied to strategy and how they have solved many of 

the organization’s issues” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 163). This in turn has led to the 

continued support and further success and growth of these practice centers.  

A second success case documented by Wenger et al. (2002) is the participation 

of the CoP in the Hewlett-Packard Company (HP).  HP’s CoP began as several members 

within the organization from various units began discussing the problems they were 
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having, recognizing that many of their problems had similar characteristics. Groups 

formed for solutions to their problems and have grown since its inception, creating 

stronger relationships internally and externally and understanding how to work more 

effectively on a daily basis (p. 23).  

Finally, the next two success examples are important to note as they follow the 

CoP model and structure, but they were not recognized within Wenger et al. (2002). 

They are important to sustainable agriculture as they have shown success within this 

discipline already and contain networked groups that hold some of the same 

characteristics of a CoP, but are built for their specific community. The examples are 

lacking in some areas where CoP has been successful, but their purpose, noted below, 

has successes and traits that do incorporate engagement and will further provide a solid 

framework upon which to build. The first example is called the Value Chain Partnership 

(VCP). VCP functions strategically as “catalysts for cooperation, hubs of knowledge, 

magnets to attract funding, and scouts to identify high potential opportunities” (Value 

Chain Partnerships, 2010). The Value Chain Partnership, an example utilizing some CoP 

principles, was created by the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture. This 

partnership began in Iowa in 2002. It was created for the food and agriculture groups, 

specifically producers, businesses, and government to share information and collaborate 

on specific food topics. The VCP was broken into six groups, based on specific content 

within these groups. Each group focused on its issue as it related to the content, e.g., 

grass-based livestock, or fruit and vegetable production. Each group has its own 

objectives, working team and outcomes, based on their content. The VCP has 

established communication and knowledge-sharing within their community. The value 

chains “rely on their broad experience within a wide range of working groups” (Value 

Chain Partnerships, 2010). This model has already shown value to the Iowa agriculture 

community. The VCP goal of providing better and healthy farming in the state of Iowa 

has “helped leverage over $4 million for value chain and food systems work, created 

direct and active participation of more than 650 different stakeholders, initiated 

relationships with new partners and new resources, and has created positive changes in 
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individuals attitudes” (Value Chain Partnerships, 2010).  The Value Chain Partnership 

elements will form an excellent foundation to use when developing my proposed 

framework. Its purpose, related to agriculture, and its ability to reach key stakeholders 

within its community, creates value for the members involved, and encourages 

knowledge sharing and communication that are key elements that should be 

recognized. In addition to recognizing these elements, my proposed framework will 

utilize partnerships, and hopefully provide a structure upon which to build to increase 

exposure within mainstream agriculture. 

A second example found in sustainable agriculture, similar to the Value Chain 

Partnership, is the partnership-based, value sustainability network. “Value networks 

consist of many relationships between actors. They are based on tangible and intangible 

exchanges to create value for all actors in the network. Actors share goals, values, and 

norms. The dimensions of a value network include “trust, interdependence, 

commitment, communication, shared values and cultural compatibility” (McDermott & 

Botha, 2002, p. 1136). This value network model was created by researchers, specifically 

for farmers and the relationships that farmers had with one another and with other 

partners in the agriculture industry. The goal of this model was to encourage farmers to 

believe that by continuously building relationships and partnerships they could be more 

successful in their work. The outline of this model proposes that relationship building is 

a process and, if successful, leads to a win-win situation for all those involved. According 

to McDermott & Botha (2002), successful relationships pass through three phases: pre-

relationship, where individuals weigh benefits and consequences and decide whether to 

start the relationship; development, where the bonds between actors develop and they 

become closer; and maintenance, where the relationship is stable and actors are 

benefiting. However, McDermott and Botha (2002) propose that there is more to 

relationships that are important to their success than just the relationships themselves. 

The additional characteristics they discuss also mirror many business engagement 

characteristics, ones that will be important to my framework’s success.  These 

characteristics are defined by McDermott and Botha (2002) as critical relationship 
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enablers. Specifically they are compatibility and commitment, trust, openness and 

willingness to share information and knowledge, and interdependence. Many of the 

aspects within this model have been found continuously in business related CoP and 

engagement research and have been applied to the agriculture industry. This model too, 

will serve as a foundation for my proposed framework.   

Although these examples show that action is taking place and research is 

beginning to realize the positive impacts of social aspects of SA, it has been a challenge 

for the SA communities to remain consistent and active within their networks, along 

with finding enough support and partnership to continue and expand at a faster pace. 

This has led me to believe there are key elements within my proposed framework that 

can still be implemented, including the elements I have outlined that are key to its 

success. The CoP model and other like models as outlined above will be useful within my 

proposed framework as they contain knowledge sharing and communication across a 

variety of audiences and fill in some of the gaps that currently are missing. The goal of 

sharing and spreading knowledge to all parties involved can ultimately create impact for 

the larger audience.  

The following quote, as stated by Wenger et al. (2002), was a reference I found 

that seemed to resonate with many of the goals I had in mind when I began developing 

and researching the sustainable agriculture industry. I felt that there are many 

possibilities and opportunities that I too can uncover and am fascinated by the 

possibility to do so. 

Wenger et al. (2002) state: 

Communities of practice offer new possibilities – many yet 

undiscovered – for weaving the organization around knowledge, 

connecting people, solving problems, and creating business 

opportunities. And because communities of practice are not 

confined by institutional affiliation, their potential value extends 

beyond the boundaries of any single organization (p. 4). 
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Making the Connections: Employee Engagement and CoP to SA 

At this stage of my thesis, a macro-level summary of how engagement and CoP 

will apply to my proposed framework is important to note as it will be used “in-action” 

within the consultancy plan (chapter four). The details in chapter four will discover how 

CoP and engagement will be applied to the individuals and key players, why it guided by 

the consultancy approach, as well as how the utilization of tools are needed in order to 

implement the framework. 

Specifically here, I will cover high level application and usage of engagement and 

CoP in SA, as snapshot for what it is to come in chapter four.  Using the engagement and 

CoP principles, I intend to: 

 Construct a community of practice around building knowledge, based upon 

shared values of key players within the SA community. These key players: the 

producers, processers, distributors and those that extend further within the 

network can be encouraged to further develop their partnerships and 

working relationships to create and share knowledge continuously. These 

groups have different levels of knowledge and expertise that is and will 

continue to be useful to one another, in order to expand the SA market. The 

goal of my proposed framework is to extend their reach and consistency 

within knowledge sharing, expanding their network via social aspectse.g., 

engagement and community. The purpose of the CoP will help spread this 

knowledge formally and, more often, informally, and as a result create 

further engagement and cooperation, thus helping accomplish the SA goal. 

 Identify the immediately applicable social aspects of SA. CoP are intended to 

create identity and a collective interest (Padgitt & Petrzelka, 1994), which is 

needed in order to further the roles of my selected key groups and their 

ability to create stronger partnerships. 

 Consider change management strategies – knowing that there will be 

individuals and groups resistant to change and who might need special 
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consideration during the engagement process. The proposed community 

creates purpose and togetherness within the community enabling support 

and willingness to change. 

CoP and the ability to engage individuals offer a framework that is applicable to 

and attainable by the SA environment, specifically related to the social aspects of SA. 

During the next steps of incorporating systems thinking, my proposed framework that 

considers engagement and community will continue to build and provide a solid 

structure. I will consider key elements from corporate industries and within SA specific 

cases, described within this chapter, to incorporate into my proposed framework. It is 

important to note that the existing SA models (value chain partnerships and networks) 

can also add value to their frameworks by using engagement, CoP and systems thinking 

via the approach that I propose. It is this information sharing that would allow all key 

members to continue to build and not “recreate the wheel”, but support one another’s 

initiatives towards the communities’ ultimate mission and goals. 
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Chapter 3: Holistic Systems Thinking 

Systems Thinking: A Holistic Approach   

A standard definition of systems thinking focuses on “relationships among things 

instead of on the things themselves. The approach draws attention to the ‘whole’, 

rather than the parts. Systems thinking is integrative” (Orr, 2010, p. 53).  

There are many definitions that document the complexity of what systems 

thinking is and what it can be, depending on the user’s needs. For purposes of this 

thesis, I will utilize this standard definition and expand it slightly when considering 

holistic elements, but only recognize the integrative foundation of systems thinking and 

not further explore its complexity.  

Thorpe (2007), utilizes the above standard definition, combines it with holism, 

and defines holistic systems thinking, specifically within an ecosystem. She defines 

holism as an “approach that tries to understand something by seeing how the parts 

relate to the whole. Holism is an important aspect of working with systems, because 

they are dynamic. Any change in one part of a system affects the other part of the 

system. To see the system and work within it requires approaching it holistically” (p. 53). 

When referencing the parts within systems, specifically those that contain 

communication and interaction amongst humans, a “mental model” component has 

been created to define this human part. Mental models are “the set of beliefs and 

principles of persons in a system” (Aljure León, 2008, p. 17). These mental models can 

change the complexity and purpose of the relationships within a system, hence 

requiring a system to build “multidisciplinary relationships” (Zipperer, 2006, p. 17). 

The relationships created among all parts, the whole, and human mental models, 

all make up the holistic approach to using systems thinking with my proposed 

framework.   
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How Does Holistic Systems Thinking Apply? 

As noted earlier in this chapter, systems thinking principles can become quite 

complex. Here, it is helpful to know the way in which holistic systems thinking, at a high 

level, provides a foundation for creating engagement, utilizing a community of practice 

(CoP), and the development of the consultancy approach within my proposed 

framework. To repeat: The basic principles of holistic systems thinkingpart, whole, 

and relationships – provide context to my proposed framework. Key players and other 

players extended around the community structure should become familiar with the 

reasons why a community and its relationships are important in order to develop and 

extend their mission and goals more effectively.  

When focusing on the social aspects of sustainable agriculture (SA), the key 

players have their own part to play within a system, and one of the most important 

parts is that they inevitably influence many of the other economic and environmental 

aspects of the system. Their individual knowledge and actions, as well as the 

relationships they currently maintain or can develop are important to developing a 

holistic social approach within the SA community. Creating an understanding amongst 

the key players, and eventually all members within the community helps them 

understand what its purpose is, why they are involved, and how it will benefit not only 

themselves, but the whole community as well. Individuals and groups that understand 

this foundation are more apt to participate within the environment and my proposed 

framework, given that they know the reasons behind doing so, and find a benefit for 

themselves. In order to support the foundation, the consultant and individuals must 

understand the purpose of mental models. 

Understanding the Human in a System: Mental Models 

Mental models, a behavioral driver of the relationships within systems thinking 

are “the set of beliefs and principles of the person” (Aljure León, 2008, p. 17) within the 

system. Mental models within a system must be carefully determined and observed. 
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Behavior, the output of mental models, is captured within the framework and 

determines the actions of the whole system and other parts within it. Individuals must 

consider their actions and behaviors and the wider implications they have on the 

system. 

 To understand this, individuals must be willing to accept and expose themselves 

to potentially wider working relationships. They expand their “mental models and 

comprehension of their work to grow with more complexity” (Kira & van Eijnatten, 

2009, p. 236). This process is often engrained by repetition. By devising ways to provide 

individuals with information about processes and outcomes, a consultative approach 

can create transparency for individuals and groups within the complexity of the system. 

This allows people to engage in their work and understand their relationships, and 

therefore create more impact on the system (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2009). 

 Mental models, as a part of the holistic systems thinking model, will play a key 

role in building the framework.  

A Holistic Systems Example: Ecosystems 

Holistic systems thinking influences many of our activities, work structures, and 

in many other things we do on a day-to-day to basis. Understanding how holistic 

systems thinking is active in the real world is helpful in understanding that it does exist 

in a simple manner. It can be demonstrated and used as a thought process to 

comprehend and define the greater whole (structure, mission, and goals), without 

getting confused by its complexity. Within the next two sections, we will see how it 

works. 

When looking at an ecosystem, many of the interactions that happen naturally 

can be considered a systems thinking process. “An ecosystem is a network of organisms 

and their environment where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts” (Thorpe, 

2007, p. 24). Every part of the ecosystem is “connected in a web of people, places, and 

technology, where each part gains important attributes that give it function and 

meaning and where change in any one part affects all other parts” (Thorpe, 2007, p. 48). 



32 

 

When referencing the systems thinking definition as explained in the previous section, it 

is clear that ecosystems operate in an exceedingly systematic way.  Ecosystems can be 

further specified based on locations, specific environments, within business, and many 

other industries, including agriculture. 

Systems Thinking in the Ecosystem: Agriculture 

Systems thinking principles have been and are being applied within the 

agricultural industry. Most often, systems thinking principles have been used in 

determining economic and resource allocation for farmers. For example, conventional 

agriculture most often looks at systemic ways to create profit-maximizing outcomes by 

looking at the linkages between energy, machinery and chemical inputs along with the 

outputs (Doyle, 1990, p. 106). 

The study of agriculture as an ecosystem has been described by the term 

agroecosystems. Agroecosystems utilizes the holistic systems thinking concepts and 

principles looking at how productivity, stability, sustainability, and equitability interact 

with human, social, and economic systems in both positive and negative ways (Conway, 

1990, p. 228). The goals within these systems are to create and build upon interrelations 

“in the pursuit of a common aim” (Aljure León, 2008, p. 15).  

The common aim within my proposed framework is to offer the SA community 

and its social aspects an opportunity to recognize the “who” and the “what” behind 

their extensive network, how the “who” and the “what” are parts of relationships with 

the industry as a whole, and provide the ability to expand their mission and goals via 

this part-whole foundation. Some social aspects covered in my proposed framework 

include human interrelations, behaviors, knowledge, and learning and actions. All of 

these factors have an effect on the whole system as well as the smaller parts, including 

the impact on economic and environmental aspects.  

Understanding and utilizing holistic systems thinking in SA agroecosystems is just 

beginning to be defined. I hope that my proposed approach to the social aspects of SA 

can be considered as part of this development, as noted in the next chapter. 
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Agroecosystems at work in sustainable agriculture. 

A goal of those working within SA is to spread their message and impact within 

mainstream agriculture. Holistic systems thinking is emphasized in community and the 

connections that build within it, and result in advancing and spreading knowledge.  

Agroecosystems provide the advantages of the SA system via ecosystem 

management and ecosystems services. Ecosystem management is defined as the 

“holistic, interdisciplinary, goal-oriented, participatory approach aimed at getting people 

to realize that people are part of the ecosystem – not separate from it” (Heuer, 2011, p. 

212). Ecosystems services “acknowledge that humans and their environment are tightly 

linked and that human well-being depends on ‘healthy’ ecosystems” (Menzel & Teng, 

2010, p. 907). These holistic systems thinking definitions recognize the human element 

involved within SA. Individuals’ and groups’ knowledge, values, and willingness to 

participate are the key parts to understanding and forming relationships to create a 

successful networked system that can be sustainable in meeting its goals and 

expectations. This is recognized in the following example.  

The National Research Council (2010) recognizes and recommends that key 

holistic agroecosystem interrelationships must be in place for the future of SA. While 

focusing on an agroecosystem landscape approach, they recommend that many parts 

must play specific roles in improving SA landscape development. Their recommended 

systems approach “recognizes system-wide uses of landscape while developing options 

to increase resiliency and adaptability, develops systems-type mixes and technologies to 

reduce pesticides and protect water sources, develops tools that impact not only the 

landscape usage but the community well-being, policy making, market identification and 

farms, and develops policies and legal frameworks that are put in place” (p. 530). This 

example clearly identifies that landscape development, notinga topic that seems 

rather straightforward, in fact consists of many interdependencies in constant need of 

improvement. The landscape approach must recognize improvement of the system as a 

whole, as well as the partsthe communities, farmers and individuals that are 

impacted personally by landscapes. This includes their health and well-being, the policy 
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and enforcement that must take place in order for sustainable landscape development 

to happen, as well as the interaction that must take place with products, pesticides and 

other tools utilized in landscape development. 

Chapter Summary 

As detailed earlier in this chapter, the consultancy approach will incorporate 

holistic systems thinking principles, enlisting these throughout the consultancy action 

plan, while aiding the development and functioning of the relationships, behaviors, and 

the output of the work that will be done within the framework. The goal is to build a 

foundation of holistic systems thinking principles that underlie the workings within the 

structure of my proposed framework. Systems thinking will be understood via through 

standard concepts, but must be transparent to the key players and community while it is 

being applied in action. 

The standard concepts of holistic systems thinking are utilized in a number of 

ways, as documented in the examples noted in this chapter. Although a number of the 

concepts presented in this chapter are definition-based and theoretical, I intend to 

become clearer and focused within the consultancy framework, documenting 

specifically how holistic systems thinking can provide a foundation and how it can be 

used in developing tactical components that can be utilized in the community. Chapter 

four documents my findings and provides direction in using all of the components, built 

upon holistic systems thinking, to construct my proposed framework. 
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Chapter 4: A Comprehensive Framework for SA 

Part I. The Components Coming Together 

While recognizing the limited number of resources (e.g., financial, time, people) 

with all groups involved in the SA community, putting together a plan that involves a 

community of practice (CoP), engagement and systems thinking will be a challenge, but 

is quite attainable. A consultant is expected to understand resources challenges faced 

within the community as well as other social, economic, and environmental challenges 

each community, group, business or individual faces on a day-to-day basis and as a 

whole community. The work of the consultant in understanding this and creating action 

can be a resource for further change and developed partnerships in the SA community. 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide context for the three components of 

my proposed framework (CoP, engagement, and holistic systems thinking), how they fit 

and work together within SA, and how the role of the consultant is crucial in 

understanding this framework and partnering with key members to apply it within the 

community.  

These components, discussed in previous chapters, all provide a foundation on 

which the SA community, the key core players that I have chosen, and others within the 

community can work together to further the SA initiatives and work as partners to 

create stronger relationships, voices, and effort in expanding the SA practice. The role of 

the consultant is not to direct these key players, groups, and businesses how to farm or 

work with each other but to guide relationships and engagement, develop and grow 

partnerships, and to sustain the group and its efforts.  

When focusing on the social aspects of SA, the principles of engagement, CoP 

and holistic systems thinking are all important and all build upon one another to create 

my proposed framework. Creating consistency among key players in regards to 

knowledge, communication, community and network are ways in which the 

strengthening of the social aspects can influence the economic and environmental 
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aspects and other members involved in the community. The goal of my proposed 

framework is ultimately to offer a new approach to expand SA by contributing to its 

greater mission, including the environmental and economic aspects. This framework is 

also one that is community-specific. This means that the framework cannot be applied 

generally and as a whole to the SA industry. Each community’s needs, structure, and 

products differ, which in turn, affect and modify the ways in which the framework and 

its elements apply to the given community.  

The proposed framework is visually modeled on these three key components in 

the following way:  
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Figure II. The Social Aspect Community Framework. This figure illustrates the visual model that 

captures my proposed framework. It shows that a community is based upon a holistic foundation, built 

upon holistic systems thinking. As it develops, the consultant and the community work towards 

engagement and belonging to a community, via social aspects. At a fully mature stage, the community 

operates by capturing the many parts of the system/community as well as engagement and CoP 

characteristics. It is poised for continued growth. 

 

I reference this visual because it clearly depicts how the framework is built upon 

a foundation that enables the community and engagement to take place. At the 

foundation, or base of the model, is the holistic systems thinking approach that 

emphasizes that that there are many parts within the framework and within the SA 

community that create the whole. Each part influences other parts and in turn 

influences the whole, including aspects, elements, and activities not specifically related 

to the social aspects that I am focused on within my framework. All parts within the 

whole community, which develops and carries out via a holistic systems approach, are 

important and need to be regarded as parts of the foundation in order for the SA 

industry to successfully grow and widen their reach within the agricultural community. 

Included in the foundation, and recognized within holistic systems thinking, is the 

recognition of the various processes that take place. This model accounts for the 

influences, activities, and other inputs coming into the system, creating structured 

processes in which inputs can be utilized, to finally achieve an outputcreated from 

individual parts that compose the system as a whole. Although visually a smaller part of 

the model, a lot of complexity and action must take place in order to initiate the other 

parts. Holistic systems thinking can be considered a foundation but also act as an 

activity that is taking place “in the background” simultaneously with the community’s 

development, facilitating improvement that is taking place, without it always being 

known that it is the holistic systems thinking concept that is operative. Engagement and 

CoP, the next level up within the visual, are built as parts within this system that must 

take place in order for the social aspects of SA to be fully developed and implemented. 
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My proposed framework, which involves key characteristics of CoP and 

engagement (e.g., values, trust, relationships etc.), creates the next level of application, 

and both are necessary for its success. At this next stage, individuals, groups and 

businesses are found, relationships are established and key methods of working 

together, learning, and building partnerships are seen to be essential.  The activities and 

milestones that happen at this stage create momentum and growth for the community 

to build upon and sustain. 

The highest level, which encompasses holistic systems thinking, engagement and 

CoP, is the actual community and/or network in action. This is where a majority of the 

social activities take place, built on the components that I have outlined. These activities 

that make up the community can contain the proposed elements such as: knowledge 

sharing, learning, training, innovation, relationship maintenance, community growth, 

and many more elements, often determined by the community’s specific goals. 

Finally, at the very top of the model is the open opportunity for growth in the 

entire SA community. This includes growth not only in the social aspects of SA, but also 

in the environmental and economic aspects.   

Additionally, I reference the visual model as being cyclical, meaning the parts 

and levels within the model are continuous. This means that the community can cycle 

through each of the levels and go back to previous levels as they develop, revise, and 

restructure their process and clarify their needs. This cyclical behavior also illustrates 

that the model and its individualized tactics can be implemented within multiple stages. 

For example, current values of the individual members in a community may be defined 

during the analysis stage. However, different recommendations for developing values 

during the development stage might be noted once more to capture values that 

encompass the various individuals but may also be defined to be future-looking or built 

to define community-wide values. The point is that although some elements or activities 

may seem repetitive across the stages, their results serve different purposes and are 

intended to be revisited as the community develops. 
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This framework, depicted visually and documented within my thesis paper, 

recognizes that the social aspects of SA are an important resource to consider in 

building the SA community. Specifically the framework recognizes that there are many 

small individual parts and relationships that have opportunity for growth and that my 

framework is one method or resource that individuals, groups and businesses should 

consider to strengthen their ties to unite for a better whole. There are other parts, as 

documented below that should also take place in order to help the community bring 

about social change and strength through union. These other parts include the crucial 

role of an external consultant, as well as tools, templates, and structures that can 

support the community in order that these social parts become recognized, as depicted 

in the visual. 

An Emphasized Role: The External Consultant 

Plan. Do. Check. Act. 

When I think of the role of the external consultant, I strongly associate their 

involvement with the four actions of: plan, do, check, and act. Their role is to support 

the community in making those four actions happen. The goal of an external consultant 

is that they understand the issues of each key group within a community and enable 

these groups to understand how they can create and strengthen their relationships and 

partnerships, as well as building a deeper awareness about SA, to achieve their goal of 

widening their reach and expanding their mission. At a high level, the role of the 

consultant and their goal will be to “facilitate engagement, build relationships, promote 

conversation and dialogue, purposefully reflect and nurture the self-organization, and 

cultivate individual mindfulness” (Cox, 2009, p. 33). Many of the activities and 

interactions that are guided by the consultant nurture ways that create individual 

engagement and passion within the community’s work as well as encourage processes 

and activities. In addition to their ongoing engagement, the consultant is dedicated to a 

number of specific individual tasks. 
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At the beginning stages of framework development, individuals, groups, and 

businesses within the community are becoming aware of the proposed framework and 

its elements. These “groups” may resist or challenge the new processes or framework. 

In a resistant situation the external consultant can be beneficial. External consultants 

are not often tied to the existing political or interpersonal dynamics of working with the 

community or group. External consultants can be beneficial because they “can provide 

benchmarking and best practices as well as insights into potential pitfalls learned from 

other clients. Externals are valued by clients for their outsider objectivity and ability to 

give tough feedback or to ask the difficult questions” (Scott & Hascall, 2006, p. 1). 

While continuously managing change and resistance, the consultant plays 

specific roles dedicated to the formation, implementation and maintenance of the 

system and the community. The initial role of the consultant is to help establish the 

holistic foundation within the community. The consultant’s exposure to the group will 

be heavily weighted in the beginning stages as they guide the process in creating a 

sustainable social structure. Throughout the development and implementation of 

activities and building of the community, the external consultant will still be involved 

but will also enable the group to make their own decisions and create action via 

participatory decision-making. Once the community is established, roles are defined, 

and progress will begin to be made, it is at this time that I suggest that the consultant 

slowly diminish their role within the community. This is beneficial for the community as 

they learn to sustain their efforts via their own leadership, along with the tools, training, 

and learning that they have gained via the consultant’s initiatives, to support their 

ongoing activity. Although the consultant may be less involved during the maintenance 

stage as they are diminishing their role, they should still be available to support 

leadership and implementation of the SA community as needed. 

As the community maintenance stage occurs and the community and groups are 

established in expanding their mission, an individual within the community should play 

the critical role as the community coordinator. This is one way in which the consultant 

can utilize key players to take their place as they diminish their own role. This role, as 
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document by Wenger et al. (2002) is the “most important factor in the community’s 

success” (p. 80). This role will ultimately take the place of the external consultant role. 

The community coordinator performs a number of key functions that must be managed 

in order to stay active and continue to achieve the community’s goals. As stated by 

Wenger et al. (2002), this role should: 

 Identify important issues in their domain. 

 Plan and facilitate community events. Remain visible. 

 Informally link community members, crossing boundaries between 

organizational units. 

 Foster the development of community members. 

 Manage boundaries. 

 Help build the practiceincluding the knowledge base, lessons learned, best 

practices, tools and methods, and learning events. 

 Assess the health of the community and evaluate its contributions to 

members and the organization. 

- Wenger et al. (2002, p. 80) 

In order to develop the community coordinator role, the consultant should build 

an awareness of who this individual could be throughout the stages of framework 

development. During these stages it will be crucial to consider who could manage the 

community going forward, after the consultant’s departure. The consultant should plan 

for this transition to take place well in advance and inform others of their ideas and 

choices of individual(s) that could fill the community coordinator role. This role should 

be developed, along with other suggested roles, as noted in the design stage of this 

chapter. The external consultant along with community members should choose who 

this individual will be. I do emphasize that if an individual cannot take on this role by 

themselves, more than one individual can act as a coordinator for the community. While 

still present, the consultant should also be prepared for additional training and guidance 

to prepare individual(s) for this role. 
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There are many more responsibilities within the consultant role that take place 

during the stages of the community development, as documented throughout. Although 

it may seem that the consultant’s role is heavily weighted in this process and that there 

are multiple activities for which they are responsible. This is precisely my point in 

suggesting more recommendations for them as this is a consultancy approach. I, as well 

as others, should understand that dedication by the consultant is needed throughout 

the whole process. If it is of concern that responsibilities are too much for one 

consultant, I recommend that more than consultant should engage with the community 

to develop the framework as the community’s engagement needs may be more 

extensive. The success of the consultant is just as important, and results in the success 

of the community. 

It is important to reiterate the characteristics that a successful consultant should 

possess in this role, which are: “well respected, knowledgeable about the community’s 

domain, well connected to other community members, keen to help, and are relatively 

good communicators” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 80). In addition, an engaged and 

dedicated consultant “knows the details and the tasks of the group, has knowledge of 

the subject or work, and has a genuine interest in assisting others” (Eales, 2003, p. 286). 

The consultant must have the ability to think and take action and as Walker (2008) 

would put it, to enable the group to “plan, do, check, and act” (p. 127). 

Using the ADDIE Model for Sustainable Community Development 

After understanding how the key components fit together in a framework that is 

built upon a holistic systems thinking foundation, and understanding the specific role of 

the consultant, it is necessary to place these components and roles into an action plan. 

In order to begin the process of compiling the components of the framework, the 

following similar outline, adapted from the ADDIE model, a systematic training method 

(Clayton & Swanson, 2006), will assist me in organizing the framework and its intended 

actions. This, in turn, will assist SA communities in cohesively developing their social 

community. According to Molenda (2003), the ADDIE model; analysis, design, develop, 
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implementation and evaluation; was developed in the late 1980’s as a tool for trainers 

to use within instructional design. The foundations of ADDIE and who developed the 

model is still unclear to this day, but ADDIE has developed overtime from various 

author’s additions into a systemic process for creating training. Existence and 

application of the ADDIE model applied to many human resource development (HRD) 

initiatives can be traced for use in the armed forces, as well as in many other adult, 

learner-centered instructional and training environments. Today, the ADDIE model is 

utilized outside the traditional learning environment and can often be found in 

alternative learning formats such as online courses and social learning environments, as 

its application is universal. The ADDIE model’s universal approach and application 

specific to the user is what attracted me to its usage within my framework. I was able to 

take the basic principles of ADDIE and apply it to the specific SA environment 

development and activities. Listed below in sequence is how the ADDIE model would 

apply to my framework: 

1. Needs analysis and environmental scan of the community of focus as well as 

the SA industry in general. 

2. Design of what a SA community might look like and entailincluding roles, 

responsibilities, communication, and structure (including mission, vision, 

values, goals), based upon holistic systems thinking. 

3. Development of relationships and the whole community structure, 

recognizing elements that were found or created during analysis and design. 

4. Implementation of engagement, CoP and holistic systems thinking practices 

to create knowledge sharing, learning, business development, and growth. 

5. Evaluation of the framework, process, actions and outcomes. 

The ADDIE model is detailed below in an action plan that encompasses the key 

components of engagement, CoP, and holistic systems thinking that are applied within 

the framework. The ADDIE model is intended to create action and results as well as to 

guide the consultant in working with the community throughout the framework. This is 

a dual-purpose framework, including the actions, and how they are implemented 
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applies to the consultant and the community. I begin implementing this framework and 

process via a needs analysis and environmental scan. 

Part II. “A”DDIE: Starting the Community on the Right Foot 

Needs analysis and environmental scan. 

The first step in creating the SA community, built upon my proposed framework, 

is to conduct a needs analysis and environmental scan. Within the needs analysis are 

key functional areas that need to be defined in order to proceed in developing the 

foundation of the community and building upon it. The needs analysis looks at the 

community’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats as well as the inputs, 

systems, and outputs that currently exist. This process begins to define where the 

community is at, what it means to members, and where members feel they are at as a 

community, both positively and negatively.  

Needs analysis and assessment tools exist in a variety of formats and many are 

specified to assess a particular industry. A needs assessment is “a systematic set of 

procedures undertaken for the purpose of setting priorities and making decisions about 

program or organizational improvement and allocation of resources. The priorities are 

based on identified needs. A need is generally considered to be a discrepancy or gap 

between ‘what is’, or the present state of affairs in regard to the group or situation of 

interest, and ‘what should be’ or a desired state of affairs” (Witkin & Altschuld, 1995, p. 

4). 

The consultant’s role within a needs analysis is to understand the particular 

community, organizations, farmers, individuals, consumers, and others involved and to 

create a needs assessment based on the groups involved. The needs assessment 

captures what groups and individuals are excited about or proud to have, successes, 

challenges, concerns, opportunities, improvements and more.  The needs assessment 

can be administered via a variety of methods including: face-to-face, phone, or online 

interviews, surveys, group meetings or forums, assessment centers, observation, focus 

groups, advisory committees, documentation review, and even social media tools 
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(Witkins & Altschuld, 1995; Society of Human Resource Management Learning System, 

2010). The consultant should consider using a variety of these methods to capture the 

feedback, dependent on the community’s availability and structure. I suggest that in 

conducting the needs assessment the consultant should create questions based on a 

flexible response format so that respondents can reply to specific questions, but are 

open to considering alternative or more in-depth responses. By creating a needs 

assessment and taking the time to understand and listen to the community the external 

consultant can help break down barriers and possible resistance that individuals or 

groups may be experiencing. 

When capturing the feedback via the methods described above, the consultant 

should focus on the content of the information they are seeking at three levels. Needs 

analysis are conducted at the organizational, task, and individual levels (Society of 

Human Resource Management Learning System, 2010, p. 3-79). At the organizational 

level, the analysis captures knowledge, skills, and abilities that currently exist across the 

entire community, as well as those that potentially are needed in the future. The task 

level captures specific individual knowledge and job requirements that are needed in 

order to get the job done effectively. At the task level, the consultant can work with 

specific groups, (e.g., key playersfarmers, manufacturers, and distributors) and 

confirm that each of these groups has exclusively defined tasks that are unique to their 

line of work. At the individual level, the needs analysis captures specific individuals’ 

workwhat they do, how they feel about their work, their engagement etc., focusing 

on behavioral aspects. Here, the consultant would engage one-on-one with individuals 

or provide assessments within the community to get a sense of engagement levels and 

understand what impacts various individuals involved in the community.  

Focusing on questions that seek in-depth responses, capturing key players 

involved, and utilizing a variety of application methods are all important to be 

considered when gaining an understanding of the specific community. However, while 

the needs analysis and assessment are created to find out about the community itself, it 

is also important to conduct an environmental scan.  
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The environmental scan looks at current events, activities, governmental 

policies, and more that are happening across the agricultural industry and assesses the 

implications of these events that may or may not impact the specific community. During 

the scan, the consultant will gather information from outside sources as well as 

community resources and discuss with the community the impact that other events may 

have on social, environmental and economic efforts.  

Roles and responsibilities. 

Specifically within the needs analysis, it will be important to begin analyzing the 

roles of individuals, groups, and businesses within the community that already exist. It is 

also essential to begin thinking about who should be involved (e.g., within my selected 

key players: producers, processors, distributorsthe specific farms, organizations, 

individuals). The consultant and community members should begin thinking about roles 

and responsibilities and why they should be involved, how their roles affect this process 

Tips and Tools 
Environmental scan – Your most important audience: consumers 

“Businesses need knowledgeable consumers as well as knowledge from these 
consumers. Consumers benefit from firms that really understand their needs and may even 
seek to influence the way companies serve their needs” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 222).  

The proposed framework is built to include SA current and future consumers as 
members within the community. Just beyond the key players that my proposed framework 
is currently focusing on, the consumer is just as important. The work that happens within 
the community is ultimately produced for and consumed by consumers. Key players within 
the community need to recognize consumers’ needs during the analysis stage as 
consumers will play a large role in guiding their product direction. 

One solution to understanding and finding consumer needs is to create genuine 
consumer communities. These communities attract consumers by “creating value for 
consumer members by sharing knowledge and develop an identity that puts community 
before commerce” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 222).  

That said, involve and know your consumers from the start of the framework, and 
keep them in mind throughout. 
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directly, what they will contribute, and what their functions might be within my 

proposed framework.  

To start, the consultant should begin by looking at the specific individuals chosen 

or volunteered to be a part of the community. These individuals are important as they 

can potentially be your best resources to ensure the rest of the implementation takes 

place. These individuals are often known as your “champions” or early adopters, as they 

are highly invested in the existing effort (more on champions/early adopters later in this 

chapter).  

Adapted from Nielsen and Thomas (2010), are a sampling of key questions to ask 

of your current and prospective members (including key players/champions) should 

include the following: 

 Network members 

o Which members are to be engaged in the network? 

 Interpersonal linkages 

o What links the members in the networks together? 

 Mutual understanding 

o How can key groups make the larger community understand and engage 

in SA? 

o How can key groups in the community generate sense-making and 

interaction amongst the larger community and beyond? 

 Network roles 

o What are the other roles assumed by members? 

o Which participants are best situated to assume specific roles? 

o Which interaction strategies are appropriate for bringing community 

groups and members together? 
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The responses to these questions will be specific to the community and its key 

players. Each question’s response will elicit a different answer depending on the need or 

concerns expressed by the community and individual. At this stage it is important for 

the consultant to listen closely to the community’s responses and to further encourage 

discussion if needed. The process in finding these answers should be participatory, with 

options for everyone to state their perspectives and opinions. The process of defining 

these questions will begin to help in creating specific roles and meaningful 

responsibilities that will ultimately lead to successful outcomes within the community. A 

thorough analysis on roles and responsibilities will help in defining what already exists 

and what should exist in order for positive action and opportunity to take place. Once 

current role definition has occurred, the community can move towards defining values 

and levels of engagement that currently exist. 

 

Sharing goals, values and norms should be considered throughout the stages, 

beginning within analysis. When the actual development and implementation of the 

community takes place it is important to consider the interactive and action-oriented 

activities that will make for successful cooperative relationships formation and growth 

Tips and Tools 
Roles and responsibilities 

Network maps or mind maps can be used as tools to begin mapping out roles and 
responsibilities within a community. Many resources exist online that document how to 
create a mind map or network map and how these can be useful to the role definition 
process. Network maps or mind maps can be used to show roles, relationships to others, 
degrees of separation between roles, and connections within a community. The network 
map or mind map provides a “snapshot” of where the community currently stands in 
terms of roles and responsibilities.  See chapter four, part V, for a network map example 
designed by Ken Meter (2010). 

Useful resources that exist for mind map development include: 

 www.mindtools.com 

 www.thinkbuzan.com 

http://www.mindtools.com/
http://www.thinkbuzan.com/
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(McDermott & Botha, 2002). These activities are created as a result of a defined goals, 

values and norms. These principles (goals, values, and norms) may seem familiar as they 

were also found within chapter two on employee engagement and CoP. These principles 

encompass: trust, interdependence, commitment, communication, shared values and 

cultural compatibility. 

Each of these principles has a direct relationship during the community 

development and implementation. The consultant should recognize the following 

factors noted within each of these principles as they begin to work with the community. 

By recognizing these factors, the consultant should be able to obtain a thorough 

consensus of the community’s strengths and weaknesses, opportunity for development, 

and behavior-based involvement of groups and individuals. They are: 

 Trust is character-based, institutional-based, and process-based. The 

consultant and all groups involved should be aware of past experiences and 

interactions, the physical and emotional characteristics of groups and 

individuals and the structure of each group in order to establish trust. 

 Interdependence occurs when the groups make investments and adaptations 

into causes and activities. It is important to develop a strong 

interdependence among all groups sharing part of the risk to encourage one 

another that “we are all in this together”. 

 Commitment refers to the ongoing relationships within the community. Each 

group makes a decision to commit based on the value that is to be realized. 

The relationships within the community as a whole should be designed to 

strengthen the commitment early on with a focus on individual values. 
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 Communication, shared values and cultural compatibility are assessed by the 

group and the consultant throughout the process. The allocation of rewards 

and values should be distributed evenly, information should be 

communicated continuously, and to all. As a result, if all of these key 

components fit the group, the compatibility factor will be won. 

Analyzing and defining value. 

Important to my framework is the specific need to analyze individual, group, and 

business values. Value, as defined by the Collins English Dictionary (2011) is “the moral 

principles and beliefs or accepted standards of a person or social group”. It is important 

to understand value and its principles because all individuals and groups within the 

community create their own values, which enhance, impact, and develop the 

community as a whole and its goals, culture, and norms. 

In order to begin aligning individual work efforts with the group goal, it is 

important to take the time to consider individual values. The recognition and 

understanding of values held by individuals and within the groups helps build trust and 

consensus throughout the community, and creates engagement. It is important to 

recognize that the values of individuals and groups differ, and are often dependent 

upon roles, degree of involvement within the community, their products, and their 

goals. Each individual or group holds values based on their experiences and specific lines 

Tips and Tools 

Not only in the analysis stage, but throughout the rest of the process, the consultant 
should be listening to the community, asking questions to gain a better understanding of 
their needs and define what the relationships and the structure mean to groups and 
individuals. The ability of the consultant to listen to key players and groups throughout 
the entire process will help to continually define and refine the purpose and structure so 
that the objectives fit the groups’ needs.  Many of the initial questions asked during the 
needs analysis, as stated above, will help guide the process and refine the structure as 
needed, helping to define value. 
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of work. They apply these experiences to their particular work and work ethic, which 

contributes to the values of the whole SA community. For example, organic, local, plant, 

and animal production SA all have different values and ethics on which they operate. 

Although they are all striving towards the same mission of sustainable practice they all 

have different histories and values as a result of their given product or role. For 

example, the organic farming industry has created the International Federation of 

Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) Principles of Organic Farming that captures the 

values of organic farming, placing value standards behind the definition of each of the 

four principles (Padel, 2007). According to Padel (2007) IFOAM continually looks for 

transparency, participation and respect when implementing their principles. Padel 

(2007) states that the core values that are behind the IFOAM principles are working 

their way into certification and standards, noting that value is represented already, but 

the organic industry has a long way to go (p. 29). A second example depicts how SA 

animal farmers fight a different battle daily regarding their values and the perceptions 

of the public about animal farming. Animal farmers are in a constant state of flux with 

producers, distributers, animal rights activists and the general public arguing about what 

is ethical, moral and aligned with the values of SA animal welfare. Many outside 

influences and perceptions impact the values of animal farming.  A last example 

highlights customer values. Customer values are one of the most important values to 

consider. The SA community seeks to satisfy their customers by creating value from a 

customer perspective within their products. They face many challenges in providing 

value to the customer and face difficulty getting into conventional marketing channels, 

competition over shelf space, marketing expertise, and limited direct sales strategies in 

order to share this value (Forsman & Paananen, 2002). The customer is ultimately the 

recipient in the SA food chain and is always influencing how and what products are 

produced, based on their values. 

Last and most important, is value that exists within the whole SA community. As 

noted, the individual or group parts that make up the whole community create an 

overall value expressed within the community’s overall actions. According Padgitt and 
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Petrzelka (1994), “sustainable agriculture places greater priority on collective interests; 

thus, community concerns will have greater importance in defining one’s social identity 

and be more important” (p. 270). This is an excellent point in making sure that the goal 

of the SA is indeed aligned with the community’s interests and values as well as 

individual interests so that the parts and the whole community are exhibiting consistent 

value for success. Understanding the varying degrees of value, often dependent on the 

particular line of work, is crucial in aiding the community towards the definition of 

value. 

Conducting value definition. 

The consultant can now begin to define the behavioral aspects and implications 

associated with engagement levels of individuals and groups. The behavioral aspects 

and levels of engagement are associated with individual, group, and community values. 

The consultant should evaluate the analysis and assessment outcomes, accompanied by 

values, to determine how values can aid in the future development of the community. 

Tools do exist to capture engagement and values. 

Tools such as behavior assessments can help in analyzing where members are 

situated or how engaged they are in their work or community at a specific point in time. 

The consultant will need to have knowledge and understanding of behavioral 

assessment models in order to choose the right assessment for the community. A tool 

that aids in defining value, created specifically for sustainable efforts, is the Sustainable 

Value Matrix (Senge, 2008). According to Senge (2008), the Sustainable Value Matrix 

may be helpful to the consultant as they seek to identify the organization’s activities and 

its core functions and as it aligns itself with sustainability (p. 122).The matrix identifies 

four key values, which if managed appropriately within any industry, will enable 

sustainable practice. These values are industrial material consumption and pollution 

control, civic and community involvement, technology control, and ecosystem 

management along with the impact on human health. These values address the 

economic, environmental and social aspects that are involved in any sustainable 

practice, including sustainable agriculture. The DuPont organization is an example of 
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success in using the Sustainable Value Matrix. DuPont began using the matrix when it 

realized that its practices were not sustainable and that the public and its shareholders 

were beginning to take notice. DuPont used the matrix to begin to identify its basic 

contributors to pollution and unsustainable practice. From there, over a number of 

years, DuPont developed teams around the other three drivers to build sustainable 

practice, based on new sustainable values and goals that would have positive impact on 

these drivers. As a result, DuPont has developed a long term strategic plan that 

addresses goals and promises that need to be met in order to contribute to sustainable 

growth. DuPont has a target date to reach their goals by 2015. So far they have been 

meeting and exceeding their expectations (Senge, 2008, p. 124 – 129). 

Senge (2008) offers example on how to implement the matrix via group 

brainstorming sessions. These sessions identify strategies and tactics that fall within 

each of the values. The strategies and tactics within each value are created by the 

individuals involved in the brainstorming sessions. Each individual documents initiatives 

that they value or are important to them and add them to a mockup of the matrix. 

Specific values and initiatives are further defined via group consensus until an agreed 

upon strategy is narrowed and defined within each of the four areas. This process also 

contributes to goal definition, which will be discussed during the design stage. For more 

information on the Sustainable Value Matrix and the group process, see The Necessary 

Revolution (Senge, 2008).  
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Using change management strategies throughout the framework.  

The last part to consider during the analysis stage, and carried on throughout, 

are change management strategies. In many situations you will find individuals or 

groups that exhibit the passion and engagement characteristics as stated earlier. They 

are already willing to be a part of the proposed framework and social community to 

continue their commitment and passion within this industry. These individuals are 

known as your “champions” or innovators and early adopters (Rogers, 1995). These 

individuals or groups of individuals exist within the core of the structure, are your key 

players, typically have been involved within the community and practice, and have the 

passionate conviction that they can enable others to be involved and build momentum. 

According to Rogers (1995), this group makes up approximately 15 percent of your 

community membership. They are generally “willing to try new ideas, have influence on 

social relationships, serve as roles models for others in the system, are respected by 

peers, and have significant control and holds a central position related to financial 

Tips and tools 
Additional ways for the consultant to engage and empower participants and 

continue to build value throughout the framework can include the following, adapted 
from Yukl (2006): 

 Clarify objectives and explain how the work supports them 

 Involve people in making decisions that affect them 

 Delegate responsibility and authority for important activities 

 Take into account individual different in motivations and skills 

 Provide access to relevant information 

 Provide resources needed to carry out new responsibilities 

 Change management systems to be consistent with empowerment 

 Remove bureaucratic constraints and unnecessary controls 

 Express confidence and trust in people 

 Provide coaching and advice when requested 

 Encourage and support initiative and problem solving 

 Recognize important contributions and achievements 

 Ensure that rewards are commensurate with new responsibilities 

 Ensure accountability for the ethical use of power 
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resources and communication structure” (p. 248 – 249). These individuals or groups will 

help lead the community development. 

However, there may be individuals or groups that are not as passionate or 

engaged in the work. These individuals should not be forced into the proposed social 

structure even though they may be practicing SA in the given community. Because this 

structure is completely voluntary and individuals and groups need to want to be a part 

of it, it does not make sense to forcefully include those who do not. It is known that 

change in general can be difficult for individuals and groups. As part of the change 

management process, is will be important for the consultant to document specific 

values and direct relations to the “bigger picture” for those that are having difficulty 

with change or the process. By connecting the bigger mission, values and goals to the 

individual or group’s values, the individual or group may be more motivated and 

engaged within the community effort.  

A key role of the consultant would be to have the insight to determine whether 

or not specific individuals or groups should be engaged when developing the 

community. There may be many reasons why individuals, groups, or organizations are 

not involved or are resistant to the community. They may not be fully aware of its 

benefits or practice. There are many solutions a consultant can utilize within their 

toolkit to inform prospective and resistant groups. The consultant should be familiar 

with resistance and when to approach resistance or let it be. 

For example, a resource the consultant can refer to are the methods of 

implementing engagement principles for more difficult situations. The consultant can 

ensure that the direction, purpose, and goals are outlined clearly for those who have a 

hard time with the change. It should also be known to those who are resistant, that the 

specific goals and direction of the group are made during participatory decision-making 

processes and that one individual or group, or the consultant would not be making 

decisions, creating change or action without the group’s support.  This point should be 

expressed as a ground rule during the analysis so that current community members and 

potential members are all aware of the direction of the community and the framework. 
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The consultant should be available for open communication and feedback from all 

individuals, especially at the development stage as key groups and individuals are 

deciding to take part or not. 

Additionally, the consultant will act as a change agent, related to change 

management.  A change agent role, as described by Rogers (1995), is not always 

needed, but when it is, it is helpful to the community’s success. Change agents can have 

a variety of responsibilities, depending on the community’s needs, and can include, 

“serving as a linkage within the community for two-way communication, diffusing 

innovation to the rest of the community, obtaining feedback from community members, 

understanding and diagnosing needs and problems, and stabilizing the community for 

adoption and action” (p. 315 – 316).  Within my proposed framework, the consultant 

will be the linkage between the community operating effectively and the needs of the 

community members, especially in the early stages as the ownership, decision-making, 

and community are determined and function efficiently. This is a role than can be 

transitioned to the community coordinator during implementation. As a change agent, 

this role will be required to build trust directly with immediate key players and with 

those that may not be buying into the community framework. When developing trust, 

communicating empathy, and clearly communicating process and activities, the change 

agent builds credibility. “Change agent success is positively related to credibility in the 

clients’ eyes” (Rogers, 1995, p. 329). Creating trust also builds further engagement with 

those already involved in the community (e.g., the champions/early adopters). A recent 

ASTD report states that trust can have twice as much impact as on engagement. The 

report urges more frequent and in-depth communication, consistency and tying the 

values and goals to the individual in order to create positive change and create buy-in 

(Castellano, 2011, p. 20). This should begin during analysis. 
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Analysis summary. 

The needs analysis and environmental scan can be accomplished via a variety of 

methods and should be decided by the consultant in cooperation with the community.  

As a result of the analysis stage and in considering the questions and actions 

noted above, the consultant should: 

 Obtain commitment from SA community individuals of interest. 

 Create and engage in communication. 

 Understand where the community is currently at (roles, responsibilities, 

value, engagement, structure). 

 Begin thinking about mission, vision, values, strategy, objectives and goals. 

Tips and tools 
Change management and change agent guidelines 

Additional guidelines, adapted from Yukl (2006) to aid in successful change 
management and change agent activities involve the consultant looking at change from 
the community level and the individual level. Strategies and actions differ depending on 
the level of influence: 

 
Guidelines for community level: 

 Determine who can oppose or facilitate change 

 Build a broad coalition to support change (typically starts with your champions 
or early adopters) 

 Use task forces to guide implementation 

 Monitor the progress of change 
 

Guidelines for individual level: 

 Create a sense of urgency about the need for change  

 Prepare people to adjust to change 

 Help people deal with the pain of change 

 Provide opportunities for early successes 

 Keep people informed about the progress of development 

 Demonstrate continued commitment to building the framework 

 Empower people to implement change and framework actions 
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 Begin thinking with the group what roles groups and individuals will play with 

specific tactics for design, development and implementation. 

 Begin thinking about creating and sharing resources amongst group 

members. 

 Begin thinking about appropriate evaluation documentation. 

- Adapted from Googins & Rochlin (2000) 

Part III. A“D”DIE: Designing a Comprehensive Community 

Using holistic systems thinking to create structure and design.  

Based on the needs analysis and environmental scan, the next step is to 

determine the social structure of the group. At this point, holistic systems thinking will 

aid in the development of the design and structure of the community, its activities, and 

communication components. As noted in the beginning of this chapter, holistic systems 

thinking serves as a foundation on which to build the community, including its structure 

and design.  In order to successfully guide the community on the right path to success, 

the consultant should be aware of and should define the structure and all the elements 

that exist within it as it currently is. Using holistic systems thinking and outcomes from 

the analysis stage, the consultant can dig deeper to find out the “why” and “how” 

behind work structure and “why” and “how” the community works the way they do. By 

understanding the community’s current state, the consultant begins to build trust and 

respect with the community. Community members are more likely to buy into the 

proposed framework and all its components if the consultant seeks to understand what 

the community is all about, and uses its structure going forward to customize to its 

unique needs. Senge (2008) refers to the social structure as “digging below the surface, 

specifically looking deeper at individual and community mental models” (p. 176). 

According to Senge (2008), by digging deeper, we often find the information that is “key 

to lasting change” (p. 176).  By staying on the surface of understanding the culture and 

community, the consultant merely understands the reality of what is going on. Taking 

the time to dig deeper helps all members understand “so we can better recognize and 
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understand the mental models (behavior and perspective behind the “why”), and the 

systems and forces they shape” (Senge, 2008, p. 176). A strategic method to determine 

the “how” and “why” behind the community, can begin with mission, vision, values, and 

goals definition. 

Mission, vision, values, strategy and goals. 

Mission, vision, values, strategy, and goals are the first design requirement. 

These elements need to be defined during the design stage because the community will 

find that well- defined guiding principles can help in determining the specific work, 

strategies and tactics that take place during development, implementation and 

throughout the life of the community. 

The purpose of definition of these elements is to create specific design and 

implementation around the community framework. The community and its members 

need to know and need to have involvement in creating its purpose. The process of 

defining mission, vision, values, strategy, and goals begins with defining a mission 

statement. However, in order to create action to the mission and create usability 

around it, strategies, objectives and goals should also be developed. At high level, the 

follow statement definitions seek to discover and implement the following: 

 The mission is a “statement of the long term purpose of the organization 

reflecting deeply held organizational views, often reflecting the philosophy 

and purpose” (Klemm, Sanderson, & Luffman, 1991, p. 74). Missions are 

externally facing outwards to the consumer and not only guide the 

community, but also create connections with the consumer. 

 The vision takes the mission statement one step further, not only providing 

the purpose of the organization but also defining organizational values. The 

vision statement “gives direction to the future of the organization, where 

they would like to be and is useful to guide through change” (Yukl, 2006, p. 

274). 
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 Values, as defined in the analysis chapter, are the core of what your 

community believes in and how individuals and community want to behave. 

Values often create the group or community culture. 

 Strategies are the “broadly defined approaches the community will use to 

accomplish its mission and drive the vision” (Yukl, 2006, p. 376). Strategies 

often develop the specific objectives and goals that will carry out the 

strategy. 

 Goals are developed to accomplish each of the strategies. Goals should be 

SMART-based (specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and time-based). 

They are the action plan that will carry out the vision, mission, values, and 

strategies. (Heathfield, 2011). 

A variety of methods exist to obtain definition surrounding mission, vision, 

values, strategy, and goals. The definition of these elements is typically undertaken as a 

group effort so that all voices are heard and all perspectives are addressed. They 

typically can be addressed and developed within a few working sessions. For more 

information, including guidelines to develop mission, vision, values, strategies and goals, 

see Leadership in Organizations (Yukl, 2006). 

In order to begin applying the mission, vision, values, strategy and goals, the 

community must begin to develop actions that support these definitions. The following 

holistic systems thinking model will be used to further the structure and dig deeper to 

design the social structure and its actions for the SA community. 

Inputs, processes, and outputs. 

The input – process – output (IPO) model is used in many corporate 

environments, and can be applied to a variety of needs. The IPO model has been 

developed over time and is consistently updated and revised according to individual 

research standards. It began its foundation within systems thinking, applied to the 

organizational context, and has been adapted to specific organizational needs (Bushnell, 

1990). The IPO model is often used to mitigate risk and determine the benefits or 

outcomes that might develop as a result of the risk, and create effective problem solving 
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within organizations and teams. Within the last twenty years, it has been used to 

evaluate and conduct training needs (Bushnell, 1990). In its simplest form, the IPO 

model is often visualized as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure III. Input-Process-Output (IPO) model. This figure illustrates the parts of a systems thinking model. 

Inputs are needed and gathered, which combine with the implementation of processes, and results in 

desired, or undesired outputs and outcomes. 

 

For every input, there must be a process assigned to what that input does 

followed by an output, which is the result or action. For example when an organization 

is trying to determine their next product line or financial move in a market, they may ask 

their risk manager to determine the impact of risk on their system and all of its parts. 

The risk manager would consider the inputs needed from the organization to create this 

product or make a move, the processes that it takes to get to the finalized product or 

move, how those processes use the inputs, to what degree they do, and to finally 

determine if the inputs and systems are outweighed by the outputs and benefits of 

these outputs, as well as what the outcomes might look like. The application of the IPO 

model will be applied to determine as a community what change(s) or focus(es) within 

the parts of the community need to happen in order to grow. 

The IPO model is useful in the design of the framework as it considers what 

exists for creating processes and structure, what potentially is needed for outputs to 

occur, and it begins to define the desired state of the community. The IPO model 

recognizes what needs to be put into the system in order to make change and 

communication happen, what types of processes, activities and situations need to 

happen that include those inputs, and as a result, how they will lead to a desired output, 

Inputs Processes Outputs/ 

Outcomes 
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or what the group would like to see happen. This holistic systems thinking perspective 

can be applied to the economic and environmental aspects of SA for an entirely holistic 

view, but for purposes of creating communication and engagement the social 

components are targeted here within my example. Related to the SA community 

process, the following high level IPO structure for knowledge sharing is defined as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure IV. Input-Process-Output (IPO) model related to SA.  The IPO model, here, captures the number of 

social activities and inputs that take place and create action as outputs. 

 

Each input, processes, and outputs can further be individualized using this model 

to get to a specific desired state. For example to find exclusively what it takes to create a 

knowledge base (a desired output) the holistic IPO systems flow would look like: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure V.  Input-Process-Output (IPO) model focused on training within SA. This figure illustrates the 

specific individuals in the community as the inputs, the processes that can take place related to training, 

as well the outputs and outcomes of training. 
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One way current and desired states can be mapped using the IPO method is via 

collaborative brainstorming meetings. The IPO model helps to establish what is needed 

or what already exists in the community to create further development and 

implementation of the framework. This collaborative approach to configuring the IPO 

model for the most important desired states or current processes that need the most 

assistance will be helpful for the consultant as they gather input from all current and 

prospective players within the community. The rest of the design of the framework can 

be built and extended upon the findings from the IPO model(s). This includes design of 

key components such as roles and responsibilities and training and learning 

opportunities. 

Roles and responsibilities. 

The third design requirement that needs to be confirmed during this stage are 

the specific roles and responsibilities. During the analysis stage, the consultant is active 

in aligning the audience within the needs analysis, (e.g. defining high level roles and 

responsibilities), and configuring who within the community is a strong champion/early 

adopter as well as others that might have a role. During analysis the consultant is finding 

out what roles exist and where people stand in relation to the social framework. The 

consultant and community members only begin to think about what future roles can be 

developed. It is here at the design stage that a thorough definition analysis should be 

done with these groups and key players to define current and future roles. The 

consultant should be asking specific questions related to roles and responsibilities and in 

particular, how they relate to the structure and what that will look like. Examples 

include: 

 What are the individuals’, groups’, and businesses’ needs that are involved? 

What are they looking for in their work or practice? 

 This is a customer/consumer-driven industry. What are their customers’ 

needs? Do we really know what their customers want? How do we know? 
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 What do these groups need during implementation in order to feel socially 

connected to the community? What should the community consist of in 

order to serve the social aspects and what should it look like? 

 What needs to be emphasized and defined in order to create a clear mission, 

vision, values, strategy, objectives and goals? What makes community 

members excited and involved in this effort? 

 What general operating policies and procedures (e.g., meetings, face-to-face 

communication, use of technology and other methods of communication, 

best practices, ground rules etc.) would align with the groups? 

 Methods of communication – how will this group communicate? What 

technologies, if any, should be utilized? How often should they meet, if at 

all? What should the meeting structure look like? What else is related to 

communication to ensure that knowledge sharing takes place? 

The importance of engaging in roles and responsibilities development within the 

community is heavily weighted as it is the individuals and groups within the community 

that make it possible for action and growth to happen. Setting roles and responsibilities 

coupled with the passions and aspirations of those within the community can lead to 

exponential growth, influence and strategic relevance to the profession. Wenger et al. 

(2002) describes how role and responsibility definition has been successful. Eli Lilly and 

Company began to develop the concept of a CoP within their organization and initiated 

their community formation across the variety of groups that were facing challenges in 

working together. Initially the community concept was “met with some skepticism 

amongst the scientists within the organization. Most of the scientists did not understand 

the scientific benefit that a community would bring” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 34). It was 

at the initial analysis and design meetings, where community, role and responsibility 

definition took place that scientists began to understand the value of the community. 

Facilitators guided this process asking particular questions related to their involvement 

within the organization; recognizing values, interest, and the work itself. “Now the 

groups continue to meet face-to-face, additional members continue to join the 
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Tips and tools 
Roles and Responsibilities 

A sampling of role titles and responsibilities associated with communities that 
can be considered during role and responsibility development includes: 

 

- Community Coordinator – as defined in analysis, can be the individual(s) that 
works closely with the consultant to guide the community after the 
consultant’s departure. This individual has high leadership qualities and is 
also a key player. 

- Experts –  can be individuals  with educational background and/or experience 
in a particular part of the community. 

- Thought Leaders – can be leaders of cooperatives, within the community, 
within SA businesses, and researchers that are on the cutting edge of SA 
industry news and updates. 

- Community Librarian – can be an individual that documents community 
activities and decisions, and allocates grounds where this documentation can 
be stored and accessed. 

- Project Leaders and Managers – can be individuals that carry out specific 
tactics related projects and activities that further develop the community. 
They help in organizing the work, involving other individuals and groups, and 
create momentum to keep the project or activity going. 

- Core members – can be individuals that are your champions or early 
adopters, as defined during analysis, that are driven to helping the 
framework and community succeed. 

- Adapted from Wenger et al. (2002) 
 

The specific definition of these roles (and others) are defined and decided by 
the community. All roles may not be involved and the responsibilities within each 
role are unique to the community. The consultant should engage with the 
community to connect the community members and create consensus around 
role definition and who would be a best fit for roles. 

community fairly rapidly, they have designed a charter to guide their work, and the 

effects of the community have begun to show in their work performance” (p. 34). As a 

result of all of their efforts the group has developed a strategy around creating new 

technologies, reducing redundancies, and pooling together knowledge and resources, 

reflecting in cost savings for Eli Lilly and Company. The focus of much of their work 

began by defining their roles, responsibilities and relationships, which have become 

“extremely important to the group. They have removed barriers by addressing trust 

issues, problems in the work environment, and challenges from skeptics” (p. 34). 
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Knowledge sharing, learning, and training. 

One last key component that will be determined within the design stage is the 

application and ability of the community to share knowledge, create learning 

opportunities and conduct training when needed. When thinking about the design of 

these social resources, the consultant should understand that they need to make these 

activities applicable, understandable, and with the ability for quick and easy use by all 

community members. Knowledge sharing, learning and training activities will take place 

during the implementation stage, but will be developed in the design stage, dependent 

on issues or challenges found in the needs analysis and desired states found in the IPO 

process. Knowledge sharing, learning, and training are a must, whether formal or 

informal and should be implemented in order to sustain the community itself.  These 

areas address not only the social aspects of SA but many of the economic and 

environmental aspects including “agricultural business, farm management, 

entrepreneurship, marketing, organizational skills and knowledge, management, and 

program development” (Rivera & Alex, 2008, p. 379). Hence, you can see the 

importance of developing one part (e.g., the social aspects), influences and 

interconnects within the activities, meanwhile developing other parts (e.g., economic 

and environmental aspects). Although all of these key areas are needed, the scope of 

this project and framework will focus on the knowledge and communication piece as an 

action that impacts the social aspects of SA. 

The knowledge sharing, learning and training outputs need to recognize time 

constraints of those involved. Across the entire SA industry you will find farmers 

working second jobs to hold a steady income and do not have a large time commitment 

to spend hours sharing knowledge and information or creating practices and training 

that create new knowledge. Processers and distributers are also time constrained facing 

their own financial, time, and human resource restrictions. These current issues will be 

considered and addressed throughout the creation of this social resource, as well as 
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throughout the rest of the development of the community. Other limited resources are 

considered within the next section. 

Formative evaluation design. 

Formative evaluation, which are evaluation measures that are structured at the 

beginning of a process or project, are needed so that design, development, and 

implementation components are developed and can produce valid and reliable 

measurement results. Formative evaluation and tools to implement these measures can 

be designed during this stage. The key components of many of the tools, activities, and 

templates will need to have a solid definition upon which to build, so that the results 

they produce can be effectively measured. 

For more information on examples of evaluation measures, tools, and methods 

of developing them, see “Chapter 4, Part VI. ADDI“E”: Evaluating the Comprehensive 

Framework” (p. 84). 

Other design requirements. 

Due to the limited resources industry-wide (e.g. time, money and human 

resources) it will be my goal to provide a consultant role that allows as little effort as 

needed for all groups within the community. “These farmers may have very little time 

for actual farming while trying to obtain in-depth knowledge of the farm operation” 

(Padgitt & Petrzelka, 1994, p. 277). Devoting more time to the farm operation via 

training, knowledge sharing or community meetings, “becomes an opportunity cost 

measured by lost off-farm income” (Padgitt & Petrzelka, 1994, p. 277). In understanding 

this dilemma, my goal is to create a framework that operates as an “informal, extensive 

co-operation” (Arts, 2002, p. 29). The system itself will need to be “managed for 

flexibility, susceptible to change, self-organized, and structured for learning” (Nelson, 

2007, p. 399 – 400). These considerations all need to be built within the design of the 

framework, particularly in reference to the limited resources of a given community.  

Design summary. 

The requirements gathered at the design stage, including defining the IPO 

structure, can involve a lengthy and timely process. The consultant should be aware that 
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different groups within the community are facing different constraints related to 

resources, at different times. Information gathering, meetings, and other face-to-face 

activities, should be planned sparingly and around the community’s best given time. The 

consultant should be flexible in obtaining information and use other forms of 

communication (e.g., e-mail, online surveys, etc.) when possible to achieve information 

with little impact on the community members.  

Each requirements definition will be specific to the SA community. Each 

community differs in their needs, efforts, resources and type of agriculture; therefore it 

is important to carefully design the requirements cooperatively with the community. 

The outlined questions documented above will seek to discover and organize around 

what the whole community’s needs are as well as provide the opportunity to expand 

and define group-specific needs. 

Establishing the design of the community will require the consultant to have a 

holistic systems thinking mindset. The consultant should seek to understand the existing 

system and include design components that recognize the whole system as well as the 

individual parts and their impact within the system. To gauge this, the consultant 

should: 

 Seek to understand the whole picture 

 Look for interdependencies 

 Identify complex relationships 

 Understand and consider the ways in which mental models affect the 

present and future 

 Bring out the assumptions and subject them to testing 

 Consider long and short term consequences of actions 

 Find where and when consequences surface 

- Adapted from Aljure León (2008) 

During the design stage, the key social components should address: 

 Creating an awareness of the purpose of the community via mission and 

vision definition and the IPO process. 
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 Creating motivation for change and action (tying roles and responsibilities to 

the purpose). 

 Creating resources to implement change and foster engagement (knowledge 

sharing, training, and learning). 

- Adapted from Padgitt and Petrzelka (1994) 

A sampling of outputs of the design stage will discover:  

 Strategy and tactics to begin development and implementation. 

 How to implement communication practices (how often, where they take 

place, how they are documented or recorded etc.). 

 Formal and informal training and learning considerations needed. 

 Resources and action items for groups to follow up on. 

Part IV. AD“D”IE: Development to Create Action 

At this point, coming to the development stage, we have determined a lot about 

where the community has been and where they currently are at, the who and how of 

roles and responsibilities involved, and what the community needs or wants related to 

social aspects. The design stage clearly begins to define the “where to go from here” 

and sets the stage to create specific initiatives to develop knowledge, create ongoing 

communication and further strengthen the SA community. Knowledge and information 

to this point should be available to all community members and should continuously be 

monitored for any changes that occur or might take place. 

It is here in the development stage that we begin to define the activities and 

social aspects that are and will be implemented. The outcomes of the development 

stage will clearly define what actions and activities will take place, and with whom, in 

order to create change and action to expand the SA mission and purpose. 

Development requirements. 

Before community members can begin working with one another more closely in 

my proposed social framework, the development of values and engagement levels must 

be determined.  The engagement principles outlined in previous sections and chapters 
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are interwoven into the community development. The principles, as outlined in 

McDermott and Botha (2002), consist of trust, interdependence, commitment, 

communication, shared values and cultural compatibility. As noted in the analysis stage, 

these principles are considered throughout. Here, the development of new or expanded 

values for a whole community beginning with the three key players will be defined 

based upon these engagement principles that are specific to the members. In addition, 

engagement principles are what help drive the community development and CoP 

structure that creates knowledge sharing. Engagement, as noted in chapter two, should 

also look at the “positive emotional state of mind resulting from perceptions of 

worthwhile work, autonomy, collaboration, growth, fairness, recognition, 

connectedness to colleagues, and connectedness to their leader” (Zigarmi et al., 2007, 

p. 2). According to Zigarmi et al. (2007), standards of physical behavior that encompass 

engagement result in “discretionary effort, long term commitment to the organization, 

peak performance, low turnover, and increased tenure with the organization. Employee 

work passion describes a state where employees are engaged in their work and willing 

to go the extra mile, be good organizational citizens, endorse the organization and 

perform at or above the expected norm.” Although this reference was applied to the 

corporate environment, the same principles still apply and can be added to McDermott 

and Botha (2002) principles for a holistic view of values and engagement development. 

The questions developed during analysis and design and the responses given to them 

should be compiled and brought to the group to determine the overarching values that 

engage the community as a whole and individually. Values and engagement 

determination should be developed first and can be done via a decentralized approach. 

A decentralized, participatory approach. 

I encourage the approach to the development of the community to be 

implemented via decentralized efforts. Within all the steps of development and 

implementation, the decentralized approach will reflect: 

 Wide sharing of power and control among members. 
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 Group decision on which tools, communication and actions should take 

place. 

 A high degree of local adaptation of systems and processes fit to the 

community needs. 

- Adapted from Rogers (1995, p. 335) 

The decentralized approach is important for the development of the community 

as it does seek to involve all members of the community and consists of many 

characteristics that align with engagement and CoP characteristics. Change or action 

within a system may be developed locally, by users within communities, and diffused 

horizontally—into other communities and businesses, outside the local community. 

New ideas generally grow out of practical experience. Community members create and 

share information to reach mutual understanding to reach problem consensus (p. 334 – 

338). 

The decentralized approach, combined with value and engagement provide the 

opportunity for the community, the key players, and consultant to define what 

knowledge sharing will look like, what communication will take place and how often, 

and what training or learning will be provided. This development, led by the consultant, 

will position the community to undertake positive and successful implementation.  

Development to create knowledge. 

At the development stage, the community should be fully outlined in its 

structure. Key components of the community should be designed around the 

engagement, CoP, and holistic systems thinking components as well as the specific 

group’s needs based on what the consultant learned in the previous stages. At this 

stage, the specific groups: producers, processers and distributors will be my focus in 

order to move forward in development and implementation. The consultant should 

recognize that the outreach to other groups within the community will extend at a later 

time, apart from this initial subset group. The reason community’s involvement has 

been limited to only these three are because, as stated before, they begin the process of 

ultimately making SA happen and are most likely the champions or early adopters in SA. 
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These three groups are the most affected by the consumers’ demands and needs to be 

fully involved and aware of industry changes related to consumer demand. In using this 

limited-audience approach, it will also be easier to evaluate the outcomes of the process 

and specific initiatives to determine if this is the right audience, and what implications 

this may have for future community development and other community members’ 

involvement.  The limited audience approach will help to continue to build better 

structures in the future. These groups hold the most knowledge in terms of the SA 

practice from start to finish. During the development stage the key players should work 

with one another to begin publicizing their effort and build upon the foundation set 

forth. In order to do this, activities and communication need to involve: 

 Keep an open design for evolution. 

 Open a dialogue between inside and outside perspectives. 

 Invite different levels of participation. 

 Develop both public and private community spaces. 

 Focus on value. 

 Combine familiarity and excitement. 

 Create a rhythm for the community. 

- Wenger et al. (2002, p. 51)  

It will be the goal of these three key groups to develop in a manner that 

considers these principles to create the actual knowledge sharing that happens during 

implementation.  

Development to create communication. 

The stages throughout the development of a community can become quite 

active and hectic at times. I associate the development stage of the community with 

“growing pains” in that the community is seeking to follow their analysis and design 

with action, yet at the same time they are trying to work with other members (some 

new, some old), and overcome the challenges of working with new individuals, groups, 

or methods. It is here that communication strategies and tactics play a key role in 

helping the community succeed. Communication measures need to be built and acted 
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upon in order to be successful. Key communication tactics to consider can include the 

following: 

 Role responsibilities tied to specific communication responsibilities.  

 Communication tools (e.g., meetings or online resources) to continuously 

keep members connected. 

 Events and spaces to create face-to-face interaction and promotion.  

 Solidification of connections between core members to exhibit positive 

communication behavior. 

 Creation of a knowledge repository, as well as engaging all members by 

listening to their needs.  

- Wenger et al. (2002) 

An example of communication development, documented within Wenger et al. 

(2002), is of a group called the Turbodudes, formed informally within the Shell Oil 

Company (p. 65 – 68). This group has exhibited positive communication behaviors and 

as a result has empowered their community to continue its growth and development for 

over seven years. The Turbodudes hold informal meetings with a facilitator on a 

frequent basis to ensure continuous communication. In addition they often create 

smaller sub teams for individual projects within the community, where community 

members can communicate and dive deeper into issues more intimately. As their 

community matured, they experienced communication problems associated with 

growth. As a result of taking the time to reassess their goals and communication 

methods, the Turbodudes were able to refine their communication structure and 

purpose of communication to fit their needs for today. The adaptability and flexibility in 

changing the communication and developing new communication tools as their needs 

changed has led to their successful and sustained momentum (Wenger et al., 2002).  

Development summary. 

It is important to ensure that the approach applied to decentralized 

development of activities and principles are continuously revisited throughout the life of 
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the community to assure that value is considered, knowledge is shared, decisions are 

made, and goals are being met. 

Development that considers all of the results from the analysis and design stage 

and engages in efforts to create focus for implementation and evaluation will create 

consistency and sustainability within my proposed framework. Development is 

important as it further defines and refines the activities and action that has taken place 

thus far, and creates cohesiveness and an opportunity for the consultant and all 

community members to get on the same page and focus their efforts in working and 

practicing social aspects together as a community. 

Part V. ADD“I”E: Implementation – Letting “It” Happen 

Components within implementation. 

The implementation of my proposed framework, activities, and group 

communication must be managed with flexibility. Recognizing where these groups and 

individuals are coming from, their time commitment and ability to dedicate resources, 

will require the consultant to be flexible and adaptable, not only during implementation, 

but throughout the process. The flexibility of the consultant will be important during 

implementation, as individuals are actively pursuing the work at this point and need to 

be influenced and supported in order to continue their efforts. 

Templates and communication structures (e.g., meeting space, meeting 

structure, e-mail, blogs, other social media, etc.) created during the design and 

development stages should be implemented with the group and revised according to 

specific community goals and needs. A few of the components that create the 

implementation stage are documented below, and they include knowledge sharing, 

training and learning, and communication considerations. However, it is noted that due 

to the specialized tendencies within each community, the approach and number of 

actions or activities that are implemented are as a result of the specific community and 

their needs. All components within the framework can be considered, but the tools, 

templates, communication methods and ways of sharing knowledge are all determined 
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and found during each community’s process. The knowledge sharing and 

communication methods described below are most important during the 

implementation stage and are essential to outline here. 

Knowledge sharing foundation and tools. 

The key to successful knowledge sharing and management is that it is 

“dependent on the connections between individuals within the organization” (Ipe, 2003, 

p. 338). This statement alone is key to the success of knowledge sharing. My proposed 

framework incorporates the individual and community structure to build and share 

knowledge successfully, particularly noted through the engagement principles and role 

and responsibility definition as defined in the analysis and design stages. “When 

focusing on the quality of engagement, to promote the best successes of knowledge 

sharing, the key points to remember are to involve the system, give all stakeholders 

equal voice, maximize diversity, and connect with each other around meaningful issues” 

(Cox, 2009, p. 33). 

During the implementation phase, the community should focus on the practice 

of community social structure. This practice is a “set of frameworks, ideas, tools, 

information, styles, language, stories, and documents that community members share 

and includes. It is the tactic and explicit aspects of the community’s knowledge” 

(Wenger et al., 2002, p. 29). Knowledge sharing practices, coupled with the key points 

noted in the paragraph above, will provide the best way to implement the community’s 

practice. The range of knowledge-sharing practices extends from being completely 

informal to having structure and formality. It may be tangible (a tool or manual), or less 

tangible (definition list of community terms), but ultimately it is created as a community 

product and is integrated into people’s work (Wenger et al., 2002). 

In order for any knowledge sharing and management to take place so that it 

creates change and has impact on others within a community, opportunities must be 

created to motivate individuals to engage in this process. The development of these 

opportunities should have already been created throughout the analysis, design and 

development stages. Opportunities to share can exist formally and informally. Formal 
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opportunities include “training programs, structured work teams, technology-based 

systems…informal opportunities include personal relationships and social networks that 

facilitate learning and sharing of knowledge (Ipe, 2003, p. 349). Placing these 

opportunities into the practice will be part of the implementation of knowledge sharing. 

Lastly, the community should be poised for growth and change throughout the 

implementation. Once implementation is underway and the community is structurally 

sound (timing dependent on community variables), the community coordinator and all 

other players should revisit their domain, community action, and activities and refine 

them as necessary. Other opportunities involve reaching out to other members, further 

defining value and other ways to engage members, develop new leadership, find ways 

to rejuvenate the community, and reach out to other related practices and industries for 

best practices and benchmarking (Wenger et al., 2002). Specific knowledge-sharing 

tactics to create and expand are defined within the next section. 

Tips and tools 
Implementation communication tactics 

The Boost4Kids network, made up of governmental officials and agencies, 
community organizations, and individuals have had much success with knowledge 
sharing and have implemented tactics that have worked for the variety of groups that 
have been involved in their initiative (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 226). These tactics, 
successful for Boost4Kids can also be utilized in other formats, including within SA. 

 Face-to-face conferences  to define goals and strategies and bigger 
picture items 

 Teleconferences to discuss best practices and project updates 

 Listservs to keep the community updated on issues, articles, industry 
news 

 Web site to publish news and updates, provide other resources, involve 
individuals outside the community, and publicize their efforts 

 Smaller project development to engage specific learning opportunities  

 Informal communication (e.g., phone, e-mail, visits) to get new ideas, 
help, and support 
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Training and learning foundation and tools. 

Training and educational opportunities are one example of how knowledge 

sharing can take place. Padgitt and Petrzelka (1994) recommend experiential learning as 

a way to increase awareness. Experiential learning environments not only heighten 

awareness of challenges and opportunities, but also provide a means to solve problems. 

Examples include applied workshops on a relevant topic that include discussions and 

demonstrations to solve and show the issue in practice, or on-farm research involving 

test plots and record keeping” (p. 278). Once awareness and knowledge sharing is 

brought to the forefront via experiential learning techniques, other members within the 

SA community become part of the support network to expand knowledge sharing and 

work together to create a solution. Furthermore, Padgitt and Petrzelka (1994) 

recommend that SA needs to take a systems approach to training and knowledge 

sharing recognizing that players within the community often play a variety of roles and 

are involved in many parts in the work they do. “The farmer is the researcher; 

experimenting, refining, and testing technologies and crop mixes” (p. 279).  

Experiential learning, as defined by Bradbury (2009), is developed for the 

community by way of a four-phase approach. The four-phase approach allows for 

individuals or groups to experience, reflect, conceptualize, and experiment during their 

learning. A key component of these phases is that the learning experience contains 

feedback loops. As learners are learning within the experimental stage, it is important to 

provide a loop back to reflect and conceptualize their learning. The feedback loops 

enable the learner to create further “dialogue and experimentation, and engage in new 

ways of imagining and acting within their system” (p. 194).  

According to Caffarella and Barnett (1994), the consultant or trainer’s role within 

the experiential learning process is to act as an advisor and facilitator of the process. 

The advisor role “assists with the process of learning, helping develop learning 

objectives and choose appropriate strategies for learning, when called upon” (p. 32). In 

addition, the consultant helps to engage communication and conversation around 
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learning opportunities and experiences, creating activities that engage individuals in 

sharing their knowledge and experience. 

 

Training and learning in action. 

 As an example of the experiential learning process, the Sustainable Enterprise 

Executive Roundtable enabled collaborative and experiential learning among Southern 

California business leaders to create more sustainable practices state-wide. This 

roundtable discusses and develops projects that lead towards sustainable practice. The 

roundtable members meet in project teams to discuss and conceptualize the project, 

experiment with it and then report back on the results, providing feedback to improve 

the process and creating further efficiencies around it (Bradbury, 2009, p. 196). 

A second example that incorporates experiential learning within a community 

was documented in Wenger et al. (2002). The Northeast Indiana Total Quality 

Management (TQM) network developed experiential learning opportunities for the 

network’s participating firms. Because funds were scare for these firms to develop 

learning opportunities on their own, the network created an informal, experiential 

learning environment, where smaller firms pooled their resources to access experts and 

conduct training to build their business knowledgea learning goal that all groups 

shared.  The firms learned from each other and other experts within the community and 

discovered solutions on shared programs. Participation in the network has enabled 

members to “accelerate and strengthen their learning process, extend their range of 

knowledge, and learn from each other’s successes and failures” (p. 223). Here, groups 

Tips and tools 
There are numerous instructional design techniques that aid consultants or 

trainers in creating activities and learning opportunities that are beneficial to the 
experiential learning process. I recommend that consultants or trainers advise Adult 
Learning and Foundations in Experiential Learning (2003), as a resource. This book 
provides “in-class and field-based learning for large and small group formats.” 
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that typically do not work together on a regular basis, or may even be competing against 

each other, found opportunity to interact and learn from one another to develop the 

network and their own businesses. 

A last example, that I believe is important for communities to consider and 

possibly implement are learning journeys, as described by Senge (2008). Learning 

journeys supplement knowledge sharing and operational learning by providing a basis to 

develop relationships that carry throughout the framework. “Learning journeys are 

expeditions taken in search of a new understanding of an issue or set of issues. Learning 

journeys mean leaving the familiar behind and going to see the unfamiliar aspects of a 

system firsthand” (p. 260). Learning journeys are important to the community as they 

bring together a diverse group of people that represent the purpose of the system, 

identify different facets of the system that members may not have been familiar with 

and can leverage, and sets aside a designated time to reflect and talk about issues. In 

turn, this deepens the relationships between members in the community that care 

passionately about their work, and shares knowledge to create further change and 

development (Senge, 2008, p. 262).  

Knowledge sharing as a practice and the way in which knowledge is shared 

(training, learning, communication) can consist of a number of topics, which differ for 

each community. A topic in the forefront of today’s research and knowledge sharing in 

conventional and sustainable agriculture are business management principles and time. 

These two issues seem to be a barrier to the SA community as there seems to be a lack 

of time or lack of knowledge within the topic of business management (Padgitt & 

Petrzelka, 1994). This topic needs to be considered when implementing a knowledge 

sharing and learning structure.  
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Tips and Tools 
Business Management and Entrepreneurship skills training 

It is recommended that in addition to learning opportunities and knowledge 
sharing that provides operational expertise, learning and training opportunities should 
be created to address business management and entrepreneurship skills.  

Business management and entrepreneurship skills are important as they 
provide information and resources for farmers within the community to run their 
operations more efficiently. The development of business management and 
entrepreneurship skills also has the opportunity to impact other aspects of the 
community that include economic and environmental aspects. 

Training opportunities to address business management and entrepreneurship 
skills can be conducted in a face-to-face environment or via online training tools. 
Possible topics can include: business plan development, business management, 
entrepreneurship, communication, and marketing, among others. 
 
The value of business management and entrepreneurship skills is evident 

A project, supported by the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education 
(SARE), and funded by the USDA, tested the impact of business management and 
entrepreneurship skills and training. In 2007, a project group worked with farmers of 
counties in Western Washington State. Through this project, the group created several 
training opportunities over the course of three years, taught by County Extension 
Specialists and other experts, which were geared towards business management and 
plan development. Positive growth came as a result of these programs. One county, 
created 42 new businesses related to SA and increased market revenue growth by 
32%, going from $60,000 in revenue to $500,000 in revenue in one year. Other 
counties reported similar positive results (SARE, 2007). 
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Some knowledge sharing, learning and training opportunities are already taking 

place to a certain degree within existing SA communities. However, we can do better 

and more.  

The next section presents what is currently happening in SA. 

Implementation in action: Real world examples. 

The information and collaboration within communities that happen during 

implementation does already exist within some SA communities, but only to a certain 

degree. The practices and models that exist do so in limited format and can be found 

only within a few specific communities. It is not yet fully known why their efforts have 

not expanded into further communities, but there is speculation that there may be a 

lack of support or resources, or missing elements to drive their proposed network 

structure into the wider community. The examples of these networks have worked 

within their communities and have shown positive results but also do not contain the 

additional components that I have added to my proposed framework, which I hope will 

help to create the extra step to expand their efforts wider, for example nationally, and 

beyond the individual community.  

As example, the Value Chain Partnership model (Value Chain Partnership, 2002) 

in Iowa, as described in chapter two, as a community of practice, was developed to 

recognize the interaction and relationship between groups, but does not contain much 

information beyond that to strengthen relationships or to extend the model beyond this 

specific community. The best way to expand what already exists is to create knowledge 

sharing, training and learning within pieces of this structure. The Value Chain and other 

network foundations and models can be considered to be used as a “shell” (as noted in 

chapter two) within my proposed framework. Below is an example of what the Value 

Chain Partnership looks like in a network setting as developed by Ken Meter (2010).  
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Figure VI. Value Network Model (Meter, 2010). This figure illustrates the roles within the community and 

the number of relationships and interdependencies these individuals/groups have within the community. 

 

This model recognizes the multitude of key groups within a sustainable 

agriculture industry and the number of interdependencies linking these groups to one 

another. Each double-ended arrow represents the two-way communication that is 

needed and does happen between each group because of the interdependencies and 

different communications happening continuously between groups. It is clear at first 

glance at this model that conflict and miscommunication can arise leading to challenges 

in effectively organizing their work and communicating efficiently. Approaches with 

which to manage this communication and conflict have not yet been defined. 

In addition to the communication and interdependencies within this model, the 

viewer should also recognize the outside influences such as politics, industry standards, 

and internal processes of each group that need to be considered when creating a 

community. 

A second example, a high level depiction of the Value Chain Partnership model 

(2002) depicts the connections between the working groups within the partnership. 
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There are a number of detailed interactions and objectives that do take place within and 

in between groups. The Value Network (Meter, 2010), above, focuses in on this 

approach, looking perhaps at one working group and their specific connections, as 

opposed to larger, general groups, documented here in the Value Chain Partnership 

model. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure VII. Value Chain Partnership Model (Value Chain Partnership, 2010). This figure illustrates the 

individual groups within an agricultural community. This figure too captures the number of 

interdependencies and relationships between working groups. 

 

The Value Network, as authored by Ken Meter (2010) begins to recognize the 

importance of the linkages among members. This recognition within some communities 

already exposed to this model, understands the linkages and complexity of their social 

networks will be useful for my framework. Members may already be susceptible to this 

structure and likely to understand its purpose and benefits.  

As the Value Network (Meter, 2010) and Value Chain Partnership (2002) models 

and research depict, the implementation should include two-way communication, 

information-influenced decisions, and shared goals and agreements (Menzel & Teng, 

2010, p. 908). The specific communication tools that are available and how these can be 

aligned with formal, and even more so, informal learning and training are important to 

create during implementation. In addition to experiential learning, described above, 

informal learning, that is, “learner-centered, continuous, local and context sensitive” 

learning will be effective in my proposed framework (Eales, 2003, p. 275; Ackerman et 

al., 2003). This form of learning should be developed via the decentralized, participatory 
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process. “Participating in knowledge production can empower people to act. People are 

more apt to follow an agenda if they work out a solution themselves, with helpful 

information from specialists” (Iles, 2005, p. 166). 

Implementation summary. 

The implementation thus far has only consisted of some of the activities and 

actions that will be put forth within the framework. Here, we have looked at learning 

and training as well as the implementation of communication tools that need to be 

acted upon and sustained throughout the community’s evolution. The actual 

implementation and practices that take place within the community cannot be 

determined at this time as they are specific to the community. Due to a number of 

factors, such as the following: climate change, number of individuals, groups, and 

businesses within a community, communication tools available, willingness of 

community members, and varied engagement principles, the specific implementation 

actions will be specially aligned to that community. The approach to this model is not a 

“one size fits all” and is uniquely customized to the community’s needs. The effort of the 

consultant is to help find and guide the process of finding the community’s unique 

needs and properly customizing the framework to those needs. 

Part VI. ADDI“E”: Evaluating the Comprehensive Framework 

Continuous and ongoing evaluation is important in keeping the community 

active and evolving. It is important to evaluate whether engagement is taking place, 

whether the network structure is solid or needs revising and whether processes are 

being implemented correctly. Members of the community in particular will want to 

know if the social efforts of their work have had positive results. As noted in previous 

chapters, resources are scare within this industry. If members of the community are not 

seeing their efforts producing value and return on investment (ROI) in some way, the 

likelihood of the community to continue is unlikely as they cannot continue to distribute 

resources that are not showing return. Evaluation measurements can help in showing 

ways in which their efforts have worked or had positive effects on SA within their 
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community—specifically whether the community was able to expand their SA message 

to other community members, to current consumers and possibly further to the general 

public, as well as create consistency in their work via the knowledge sharing, training, 

and learning.  

As noted in the design stage, formative evaluation will take place in order to 

begin designing the rest of the components. Formative evaluation takes place early on 

in the process so that activities and structure are created to capture evaluation 

measurements. In order to evaluate and continuously evaluate during the mature stage 

of the community, understanding the component’s and tactic’s design and how they can 

be measured, as well as creating the measurement structures and practice as noted 

below, will be beneficial. Here, in the evaluation section of my thesis paper I only 

provide evaluation tool examples and measurement resources as the specific activities 

that are developed in the community will create specific measures tailored to the 

community. I do recognize that the consultant and communities will need to define 

specific measures during their individual design processes. As this framework develops 

and is put into practice, I hope that best practices for evaluation measures are 

developed and will be more specific to the SA industry. 

Evaluation measures.  

When deciding upon the most appropriate evaluation tool(s) it is important for 

the consultant to understand what they are evaluating and how this can effectively be 

measured. According to Swanson (1996), the evaluation component should be “reliable, 

valid, summative and formative” (p. 26). This means that our measurements must be 

consistent and reliable and that we must be able to sum up the effectiveness and 

determine change for future use.  

Practicing models from the field of Human Resource Development (HRD) reflect 

the principles of performance, learning, and perception (Swanson, 1996). Each of these 

principles encompasses components that are encountered within my proposed 

framework and can be geared to show the community value that wants to be seen and 

known. Specifically:  
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 Measures of performance include: the system’s effectiveness and whether 

there were any financial changes, growth in participation of community 

members and non-members, improved and streamlined processes, to name 

a few. 

 Measures of learning include: acquired knowledge and expertise within the 

work across the group, ensuring that behavior change and results have taken 

place (adapted from Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). 

 Measures of perception include: increase in participation levels as well as 

change in participant perceptions and other stakeholder perceptions. 

A widely-used form of evaluation used in training and development to capture 

these principles and the data they produce would be a pre-, during, and post- 

assessment throughout the community formation. Specific questions can be 

documented from the beginning of the community development (within the analysis 

stage) and research can be undertaken to measure financials of the groups involved, 

systems framework structures, group interaction levels, knowledge sharing vehicles, 

degrees of interaction between groups, attitudes of individuals within groups, numbers 

of members and participation, time spent on SA work efforts, and perceptions at each 

level. The data that is to be measured is a result of the community’s specific goals and 

direction. This data can be combined in a summative report with concluding results and 

future recommendations. 

Quantitative and qualitative measurement. 

Measurement processes do exist for value creation within my proposed 

framework. Wenger et al. (2002) states that value can be measured based upon results 

from community activities, knowledge assets, and performance outcomes. Not only 

does the framework rely on tangible evidence, but it also relies upon the stories of 

value. Stories as measurement detail many of the benefits that have resulted through 

the process of building, sharing, and applying knowledge assets. Stories often provide 

further qualitative support to statistic and systematic calculations.  
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Related to community, activities, knowledge assets and performance outcomes, 

questions also need to be asked of the group to define specifications of what is 

important to measure. The consultant should engage in measurement and evaluation 

analysis asking questions such as: 

 For whom and what purpose? 

 What to collect and how? 

 How to raise awareness about measurement and its impact on future 

development and sustainability of the community? 

 When and where to measure? 

 How to combine data in an overall report? 

- Adapted from Wenger et al. (2002) 

Tools for measurement. 

There are a variety of tools and assessments that are already available to consultants 

within training and human resource development, organization development, and 

communication industries, among many others. These assessments and evaluations 

within various industries can be used but they may have the likelihood of needing 

customizations in order to work within my proposed framework and within this given 

industry.  
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Evaluation summary. 

Regardless of the evaluation or measurement tool, having results tied to the 

efforts of my proposed framework is crucial in order to proceed in further development 

of my proposed framework as well as show value to the communities involved that their 

efforts have paid off. “Measures of value are instrumental for communities to gain 

visibility and influence, and to evaluate and guide their own development. They 

reinforce member participation and provide a basis for prioritizing activities (Wenger et 

Tips and tools 
Resources for additional evaluation tools 

A number of evaluation tools and resources exist from a variety of disciplines. These 
resources capture both quantitative and qualitative methods. Below are some suggested 
resources that can be used to initially guide evaluation development. I caution readers in 
using these options directly, as they have been developed for specific disciplines. The 
newness of SA as a discipline and specificity of each community will guide how 
evaluation criteria are designed as this is a new approach to viewing agriculture and the 
way in which the community will work. 

 Engagement assessment options exist to determine engagement levels at 
different points of development such as the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2002). This scale captures vigor, dedication and absorption 
of individuals and their work. Many other options exist that can be explored to 
expand measurement via assessment, although costs may be a factor, 
dependent on the community’s resources. 

 Qualitative research and evaluation methods (Patton, 2002), provides a detailed 
outline on how to structure qualitative research tools including: interviews, 
observations and documents, all of which will be important and will take place 
within the SA community 

 Public participation methods (Rowe, 2000) may also be useful to evaluation 
development, as the consultant is considering input from many key members. 
Although developed to gather general public participation, the model can be 
adapted to the community. Key measure to capture a variety of influences, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively can include: panels, consensus, advisory 
committees, focus groups, and surveys. 

 A general overview of quantitative and qualitative evaluation and step-by-step 
instructions on evaluation development can be found in Creswell’s Research 
Design: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches (1994). 
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al., 2002).  Measurement should be specific and connected directly to the community’s 

goals that were developed during the design stage. A variety of opinions will form 

during evaluation development so it is important to remember that being tied to the 

goals and including quantitative and qualitative measures is crucial and to note, as 

Albert Einstein would say, “not everything that can be counted counts, and not 

everything that counts, can be counted”. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Sustainable Agriculture (SA): Poised for Growth  

Since our dependence on agriculture and its products is currently in high 

demand and poised for growth, the entire industry will encounter challenges in its 

operations and production, in order to meet human needs and have a less deleterious 

impact on the environment. 

Concerns about practices within the industry have been raised on numerous 

fronts. According to the National Research Council’s (2010) latest study on sustainable 

agriculture in the 21st century, many modern agricultural practices have unintended 

negative consequences, including the following: loss of water quality as a result of 

pesticide use; contribution to greenhouse gas emissions; welfare of animals; little or no 

increase in farm income due to higher external costs; well-being of rural communities; 

farm families, and laborers; urban development; and the lack of farmers in future 

generations (p. 520).  

In its early stages of existence, sustainable agriculture (SA) holds promise for 

creating an agriculture industry that is friendly to the environment while satisfying 

human needs, with a decrease in some or many of the negative effects noted above. 

However, SA still has its own challenges. The definitions and consensus around SA can 

change depending on your location or your audience. The definition of SA that I have 

used to guide my research and framework recommendations states that "sustainable 

agriculture is a model of social and economic organization based on an equitable and 

participatory vision of development which recognizes the environment and natural 

resources as the foundation of economic activity. Agriculture is sustainable when it is 

ecologically sound, economically viable, socially just, culturally appropriate and based 

on a holistic scientific approach”  (NGO Sustainable Agriculture Treaty, as cited in Gold, 

2007). However, when it comes to practice/practical implementation in a given 

community, the economic, environmental, and social aspects of SA are found in most, if 
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not all definitions, but may change depending on many factors that influence the 

community. 

As a consultancy approach, it is my goal to provide resources to share with a 

given community so that they can recognize and develop their community via these 

social resources. As I have explained this includes engagement, communities of practice 

(CoP), and holistic systems thinking. By partnering with and guiding SA communities, I 

believe that that the disciplines, noted above, combined with one another, provide 

strength, communication and working progress towards the SA mission and goals. It is 

important to note that this social dimension is only one aspect of SA, and although it can 

play a major role and become a resource in community development and growth, the 

community should also consider environmental and economic aspects. However, I do 

believe that by focusing on the social aspects, my proposed framework will heavily 

influence the economic and environmental aspect development. 

Future Promise for the Proposed Framework  

The use, application, and success of this framework in a realistic environment are 

still yet to be determined, since at the time of completing this project, implementation 

of the framework has not yet happened. As described through quantitative and 

qualitative examples, the effectiveness of the parts of this process and their use in other 

applications (e.g., corporate and large for-profit industries) lead me to believe that this 

process would be successful in SA communities. It is important to recognize that not all 

recommended practices within the framework would be implemented in every situation 

or community. As noted throughout this thesis, the process of my proposed social 

framework is consultant-guided and community-specific, tailored to each community’s 

needs. When considering the future implementation of my proposed framework, 

consultants and communities should note that some parts may work better than others 

in order to be considered effective by a given community and that the community in 

question should focus on those parts. Both the strategy and base of the proposed 
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framework, however, should be considered, no matter what the tactics are, or how 

many parts are implemented within the framework. 

The influence of social aspects that include value-driven engagement techniques 

as well as community of practice characteristics can help build a framework of SA 

practices and other parts of the system (e.g., environmental and economic aspects). This 

framework creates a knowledge sharing culture, where key players in the practice are 

passionate and engaged with their work, hence creating more change and impact for 

the SA practice. 

It is important to note that in order for these social aspects and tactics to be 

successful within the community, a foundation, based upon holistic systems thinking, 

should be in place. SA “parts” are connected to the whole community and industry. 

Development or failure of one “part” (e.g., the social aspects) can influence the whole 

SA practice. Development or failure within one social aspect (e.g., value development, 

engagement, CoP structure) can also influence the entire community. A solid 

foundation, based upon holistic systems thinking and development can better prepare 

the community to create success; as such a foundation will establish structure and 

community understanding of what the framework and structure will entail. 

If the proposed framework is implemented, communities may recognize the 

value and possible growth that it brings to their work. A number of successes, 

comparable to the examples I have illustrated throughout this thesis, can include 

streamlining processes for greater efficiency and cost savings, growth of SA practice 

within a given community or region, further development to include SA as a mainstream 

practice within agriculture, increased profit, and increased recognition among 

consumers, which may lead to higher demand. These are all possible successes and can 

even further extend beyond these noted. More importantly, this framework seeks to 

challenge community member roles, in that they all play a part in further distributing 

the importance of sustaining the social aspects to impact the rest of the aspects within 

their community. 

The framework that I have proposed offers a new lens for examining and 
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assessing SA development and specifically individual community development. The 

components of engagement, CoP, and holistic systems thinking that have been 

researched are practiced in a number of industries, and are utilized as resources, 

individually, in a number of industries including agriculture. Much of the research that I 

have done has demonstrated the impact of using only one or two of the components, 

and has been proven successful in its application. What I bring and propose to the 

community is the combination of these elements to further increase visibility, attain 

mission and goals, and create impact holistically. I believe greater success can come if 

combined together.  

The most recent recommendations, as provided by the National Research 

Council (2010)7, have begun to recognize this, and in their concluding remarks they note 

that a combination of social, economic, and environmental aspects is needed. They 

define this as a transformative approach. “The transformative approach aims for major 

improvement in sustainability performance by approaching 21st century agriculture from 

a systems perspective that considers a multiplicity of interacting factors” (p. 522). They 

go on to state that this approach does need to include all aspects, including the social 

aspect, which has only been minimally researched. “Research on the economic and 

social dimensions of agricultural sustainability complementary to research on 

productivity and environmental sustainability is scare despite its important in providing 

farmers with knowledge to design systems that balance different sustainability goals 

and improve overall sustainability” (National Research Council, 2010, p. 523). This study, 

recently released, can aid my efforts and recommendations and the progress of the SA 

industry, as noted later in this chapter. 

                                                      

 
7
 This latest report, approved by the National Research Council, came as a result of a committee 

that researched the latest innovations and activities of 21
st

 century sustainable agriculture. The finalized 
report, includes cutting-edge research and recommendations, and was only published in late 2010. This 
report offers a comprehensive look at where the SA industry is at and offers high level approaches and 
recommendations to where it should go in the future. I believe the research and recommendations within 
this comprehensive report only begin to address what is to come but offer a great amount of knowledge 
of “what is” and “what needs to be”, along with action and application, in order for the SA industry to 
sustain.  
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Future Considerations and Challenges for Community Development 

There are other possible challenges to consider when developing this model for 

the SA industry and they concern the current climate of politics, knowledge, and roles.  

SA, a large, networked industry, has many parts that interact continuously but also have 

a tendency to become disconnected. Owing to its current challenges, many of its 

activities have trouble staying connected as a whole to create a coherent impact. 

Clarity of roles.   

Currently, many roles within existing networked structures are not clearly 

defined. Often, there is no consensus on roles and responsibilities between individuals 

and groups involved in the networks or communities, which leads to lack of clarification 

and redundancies. Often times, when processes or procedures are created or 

implemented, members affected by the process or procedure are not fully informed of 

the details and what the roles consist of. This can lead to an “issue of control of 

ownership and of resources” (Tacconi, 2000, p. 91). As a result, members within the SA 

community tend to “point fingers” and/or do not progress to further process and 

procedure development if they are unsure of whose responsibility it is for action. Or, if 

an activity is developed, implemented and deemed a success, groups or individuals may 

claim ownership and responsibility for the activity, although they may not have been the 

primary owner or may have had little involvement. This can lead to social conflict. 

The definition and assignment of roles and responsibilities will be important to 

consider in the future development of SA. Key players and groups are often faced with 

the ability or lack of ability to stay current on continually updated knowledge between 

one another’s processes as well as the political and business management influences 

that impact their industry. The framework that I have proposed is important in this 

regard, since knowledge sharing, a key component, strives to keep all players and 

groups involved, informed, and aware of industry-wide changes.  
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Inhibiting economic and political interests. 

Economic and political interests play a key role in influencing SA, its organization, 

and operation. The government has a high level of involvement and influence on SA 

initiatives. Standards that are set forth in food production practices for organic, 

sustainable, or genetically engineered-free, to name a few, are tightly regulated, 

providing strict guidelines on how food must be produced. Regulation and standards are 

highly debated among consumers and those within agriculture. For example, organic 

food production standards, enforced by the USDA since 2002,  has created standards in 

production and labeling that recognize many of the environmental and health goals of 

organic food production, but does not take into account the other influences of 

economics, social, labor and community goals, which are just as important in SA 

communities. However, these standards also make it impossible for smaller farmers in 

SA to reach all requirements because of their lack of resources and the lack of flexibility 

with some requirements (National Research Council, 2010).  Other associations or 

labeling programs that have sought to advance the development of standards outside of 

the USDA have further inhibited some SA communities, as these groups’ efforts tighten 

restrictions on certification and labeling standards. According to the National Research 

Council (2010), many of these standards and certifications (governmental and non-

governmental) have been placed to attract the consumers’ interest and understanding, 

but yet with their complexity and multitude of requirements, have created confusion 

and complexity for consumers, thus detracting from the attractiveness of organic 

products (p. 283).  

Specifically for farmers, producers, and distributors, political choices and 

influence seem to have overshadowed the positive social components of sustainability 

(Heuer, 2010). For example, trust is an issue within government and politics. According 

to Adams and Salois (2010), trust in government systems has been greatly reduced due 

to past viewpoints and regulations the government had set forth for SA. For instance, 

“the heart and soul of organics that became less about a social statement and more 

about a method of production, has made it harder for those in SA to reach sustainable 
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production standards and less likely to broach their reach to the consumer” (p. 335). 

Additionally, possible changes enforced by the government in the conventional food 

system, that benefit mainstream and conventional practices, whether they are 

sustainable or not, may impact the SA industry negatively, which leads to greater 

mistrust. It is clearly depicted that although some governmental policies create positive 

exposure, resources and funding for SA, meanwhile, there are others that present an 

array of challenges, creating conflict for the industry. 

Resource complexity.  

Resources are scarce and/or limited within the SA industry, particularly related 

to finance, time, and human resources. It does take a lot of time and calculation for an 

individual, small farmer, or larger conventional farmer to start up SA farming practice. 

Additionally, the time it takes for sustainable production to turn over from previous 

practice can take years before a farmer is able to see any benefit or profit. The amount 

of labor time that is invested by an individual farmer or farmers can be socially, 

emotionally, and physically taxing. Once a SA method is sustained, it still takes a lot of 

resources to maintain the effort. Although contradictory to the negative political 

interests noted above, there are some governmental agencies, including the USDA, that 

aid and partner, as well as create programs and funding, including extension, to help 

farmers in these efforts. It is my hope that these programs will be further recognized 

and continually utilized to help alleviate some of the resource challenges. 

In sum, agriculture as a whole is focused on getting the work done and may find 

it counterproductive to dedicate time to social community development. This will make 

it challenging to create and build community buy-in. Value and ROI have to be shown in 

order for individuals, groups, and organizations in SA to accept my proposed framework. 

Importance of holism. 

As I have said numerous times, but cannot stress enough, the social aspect of the 

framework and the work entailed within the community will not be fully effective unless 

the community takes into consideration the economic and environmental aspects. The 

social aspects and the framework that I propose are only one resource available to the 
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community to strengthen their reach and mission. There are many other resources, 

related to social aspects, as well as economic and environmental aspects, which when 

combined, will lead to the greatest success. Individuals within the community can 

communicate within a structure to spread their message. However, it will still be 

important for them to consider the economic and environmental impacts, changes, and 

influences, as these have a similar, if not a stronger impact on their work. For future 

practice, it would possibly need to be researched and tested whether the framework, if 

deemed successful for its social aspects, might also be applicable for its environmental 

and economic aspects.  

Application in Other Non-traditional Work  

If proven successful in the SA industry, the consultancy framework, and its social 

components, built around CoP, engagement, and holistic systems thinking, may be 

applied to other non-traditional industries. Industries that struggle with such limited 

resources as funding and finances, human resources, and time, may be able to use my 

proposed framework as a means to implement their work initiatives. These other 

industries could include non-profits, small businesses, small private sectors, and 

community organizations, to name a few.  

I specify non-traditional industries because, as noted in previous chapters, this 

type of framework and the key components involved already exist within larger business 

or corporate environments, but are not as apparent in non-traditional areas. A majority 

of the research that I have conducted and the results that I have provided within my 

thesis have been found specifically within larger corporate environments at varying 

degrees of application. Their activities and the key findings have proven successful 

already in large, corporate environments. Today, research and implementation of 

holistic systems thinking, engagement and CoP still take place and are continuously 

utilized in these environments and supported by larger corporate funding. I believe it is 

the smaller businesses and non-traditional businesses that struggle to supply the 

resources and knowledge to enable this type of framework to be implemented within 
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their environments.  The framework and tools that I recommend are useful in that it 

only takes knowledge, the support of an expert for guidance, and the ability of 

individuals to be motivated and engaged in the process to begin to see progress and 

success. Any community or any business can define and implement my proposed 

framework, dependent on their own internal resources. I developed this framework to 

allow for flexibility and adaptability of a variety of tools that are available and to ensure 

that if cost, time, or people are of concern, then these concerns should be addressed at 

the forefront of the framework’s development. 

Moving Forward 

The application of this framework and its effectiveness are yet to be determined. 

I believe that my consultancy approach will be beneficial insofar as it aids and partners 

with organizations and individuals, seeks to create a social structure, and enables self-

management and leadership throughout the process. This framework is in fact one 

resource that can be utilized for transformative change. However, “transformation of 

the agriculture sector will not occur overnight. It will take long-term research and 

experimentation by the public and private sector in partnership with farmers” (National 

Research Council, 2010, p. 532). Today, positive and promising farm and production 

operations are already resulting in sustainable practice. This proves that a combination 

of forces, along with a variety of efforts of individuals and groups within a community 

(e.g., government, farmers, manufacturers, producers, local communities and 

consumers) are needed in order to support the undertaking and to enable growth along 

a productive path that leads to a sustainable future. The intention of my proposed 

framework is to increase knowledge, improve communication and create a holistic 

system that promotes structure, self-management, and sustainability. The actual 

application of this framework and its effectiveness are yet to be determined, but they 

are certainly possible and hold out the promise of future success.   
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Appendix – What does Sustainable Agriculture 

Really Mean? 

Sustainable practice means something different from one person to the next. 

Every person you ask will provide a different answer in defining sustainability and 

sustainable agriculture.  

The definition of what sustainability consists of has never been set forth and 

defined in a way that results in universal agreement. The definition itself varies, 

depending on industry, key players, and particular influences within an industry. In the 

case of sustainable agriculture, the type of agriculture or region within the world 

changes the definition of sustainability. Climate, geography, and land structure change 

the way the production of SA is done from one side of the world to the other, from one 

U.S. state to the next, and even from one farmer to the next within the same SA 

community. The definition also depends on people’s mental models, their values, 

culture, social surroundings and knowledge,8 and their definitions of what practices may 

or may not be sustainable. In addition, the amount of the work effort in producing a 

sustainable product defines whether or not it is sustainable. For example, a percentage 

of a work product may be sustainable if the farmer is producing it organically, but it may 

not be packaged in a sustainably operating production facility. Therefore, it begs the 

question: is it really sustainable, or not? 

An example of the various meanings of sustainable agriculture is displayed at the 

community level, as seen by studying the organic coffee bean growers in the Yagavila 

community in Mexico, who have very different definitions of organic production of 

coffee. Organic coffee production must meet specified standards under the National 

                                                      

 
8
 See chapter two (p. 13) and four (p. 44) of my thesis project to read more on the details of how 

mental models, values, culture, social surroundings and knowledge impact individuals’ perspectives within 

a community. 
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Organic Program, specified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, in order for it to be 

sold in the United States.  Based on their practices, the farmers in this community do 

meet these standards, but to them personally, organic coffee can take on entirely 

different meanings. One farmer believes that “organic” involves making natural 

compost to grow their coffee so that it is more productive, another farmer believes that 

it is about the color and texture of the bean and that pure white coffee beans are 

considered organic, another references using natural fertilizers versus chemical 

fertilizers so that they don’t harm the environment (Jaffee, 2007, p. 146).  

This example vividly depicts how the debate on what is and what is not 

sustainable can vary widely across the world and even within small communities. The 

National Research Council (2010) notes that many farms and farmers have adopted 

some practice for improving sustainability, but what “some” really is, is still unknown. 

“Some farms are highly integrated, but methods have not been adapted to all 

environments, and none of the practices has reached its full potential for adoption” (p. 

7). This is mostly because there is not a solidified definition of SA. Indicating to a farmer 

that their farming practice is conventional and not sustainable can sometimes be 

considered an accusation, as the definition holds many meanings and depending on the 

connotation, may insult the farmer if they believe they have been practicing sustainable 

agriculture. 

In addition, the definition of sustainable agriculture, its lack of clarity, and even 

the threats it may present to a community or farmer aren’t the only factors that 

influence this debate. Other influences include the emotional and political aspect of the 

debate, economics, values, culture and tradition, and evidence, or lack of evidence 

provided by science. 

The Debate Between Conventional and Sustainable Agriculture 

“Many farmers (but certainly not all) will recognize their responsibility towards 

the ecosystem. Their support of ecological sustainability is however, diverse and 

differently motivated” (Lauwere de, Rooij de, & Douwe van der Ploeg, 2007, p. 201).  
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The debate that exists within the definitions of conventional and sustainable 

agriculture creates this diversity and differing motivation and is still, to this day, 

emotionally and politically charged. This diversity and differing motivation can be shown 

in a number of resources that cover agriculture industry research. 

 A large reason why this debate exists is because of the complexity of issues that 

have been directed and generalized towards conventional agricultural practices. Most of 

our environmental problems, targeted at conventional and industrial agriculture are 

“intertwined with economic, social and political forces, are global in scope but 

experienced only locally, and are reflected as a result of a variety of assumptions, not all 

of which are confirmed, or their long term effects are unknown” (Gold, 2007, 

Background section, para. 6). In addition, some of the terminology used to define 

sustainable agriculture targets conventional agriculture in an exceedingly negative way. 

“It is unfortunate, but true, that many in the agriculture community view sustainable 

agriculture as a personal criticism, or an attack, on conventional agriculture of which 

they are justifiably proud. ‘I guess the main thing people get defensive about when you 

say sustainable,’ explained one agent, ‘is that it implies that what they’ve been doing is 

not sustainable. And that’s the biggest issue’” (Green, 1993).  

This emotional aspect continues, “It’s easy to understand why key individuals 

and organizations in agriculture have flocked to the term, sustainable agriculture. After 

all, who would advocate a ‘non-sustainable agriculture?’” (Francis, 1990, p. 97). 

However, Francis goes onto to say that conventional agriculture points out that 

“supporters of sustainable agriculture come from diverse backgrounds, academic 

disciplines and farming practices. Their convictions as to what elements are acceptable 

or not acceptable in sustainable farming systems sometimes conflict. They also disagree 

on whether sustainable agriculture needs defining at all” (p. 97). This lack of clarity leads 

to resistance from those in conventional agriculture as research and definition cannot 

point to a solid universal framework. 

 In addition to the emotional and political influences, economics play an equally 

large role in this debate. As noted in my conclusion, the differences that influence 
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economic decisions between conventional and sustainable agriculture vary greatly. This 

is a good time to be a large or medium scale farmer in today’s economy. Production is 

up as the demand for agriculture products have increased from our global society’s use. 

An increase in production and demand is fruitful for farmers as they are able to build a 

greater profit. In addition, the economic considerations that need to be examined when 

starting up or transitioning to SA may far outweigh in cost what it takes to continue “as-

is”. Specifically, the rate of output of SA farms and crops also does not meet the 

required pace of production for our global society, compared with conventional 

agricultural production. Large scale farms that thrive on global demand would not be 

able to keep pace with this demand if SA production were used at the current pace.  

Economic considerations have led to resistance when it may not seem financially 

appropriate to make significant changes, especially in a good economic farming climate. 

Yet, there are still more influences that challenge the agriculture industry. 

 Tradition, culture and values also influence the differences between 

conventional and sustainable agriculture. Individuals within the community, even 

consumers, are familiar with what is most likely to be continued and carried on 

throughout their practice. As documented by the National Research Council (2010), 

there is not enough long-term evidence from sufficiently numerous areas of sustainable 

agriculture to justify changing from conventional traditions and values that are deeply 

embedded in social and cultural traditions. In addition, in any circumstance, it is hard to 

change deeply rooted behaviors, knowledge and traditions that have been adopted over 

a long period of time. These influences currently impact and will continue to impact the 

agriculture industry and how it creates production standards for the demands of a 

global society. 

On the Continuum Towards SA 

As you can see documented briefly in this appendix, the debate between 

conventional and sustainable agriculture practice is quite complex and may affect a 

farmer or agriculture community positively or negatively, depending on their 



103 

 

background and knowledge. There is much work to be done to create agreement and 

understanding between these two domains. This is possible, however, and the 

discrepancies are being confronted and worked through so that variation within 

agricultural practice can be defined and understood and no longer viewed as a threat. 

 A recent report, provided by the National Research Council (2010), hopes to 

improve the clarity of the definition of sustainable agriculture  as well ease the tensions 

within agriculture between communities and individuals  by working towards a more 

sustainable practice, without “pointing fingers” of what may be entirely sustainable or 

not. A committee, supported by the National Research Council recommends 

sustainability goals that can be achieved over time and on a continuum. “Sustainability 

is best evaluated not as a particular end state, but rather as a process that moves 

farming systems along a trajectory toward greater sustainability” (p. 4). They propose an 

approach that is “incremental and transformative”. Ongoing commitment must be 

“directed toward improving sustainability performance of all farms, irrespective of size 

or farming systems type, through development and implementation of specific 

sustainability-focused practices, many of which are the focus of ongoing research and 

with varying levels of adoption” (p. 5). 

 It is my hope that the research and recommendations proposed by the National 

Research Council (2010) committee will be acted upon. It is in this proposal that the 

definition, practice and interrelationships are considered for the entire agricultural 

system, without inhibiting or discriminating against any single farming or production 

practice. Meanwhile, it seeks to move all farming efforts along a continuum that is 

beneficial to all. 
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