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Women on… Combine Harvesters?
Women as Farm Operators in Contemporary Poland1

Abstract

The authors discuss the main characteristics of women as farm operators using national 
sample studies conducted in 1994, 1999 and 2007. After an analysis of literature and 
various research results some hypotheses were formulated, i.e.: the better education of 
rural women than rural men, women as “unnatural” or “forced” farm operators due 
to various household circumstances, the “weaker” economic status of farms operated 
by women. Basic results of the studies carried out in 1994, 1999 and 2007 confirm the 
hypothesis about the weaker economic position of female operated farms. Moreover, 
women farm operators were slightly older and far better educated than their male 
counterparts. On the contrary, the males were more active off the farms in the public 
sphere. In addition, the circumstances of becoming farm operators did not differ 
significantly between males and females. Finally, there were no significant differences 
between “male” and “female” styles of farming.

Keywords: women, farm operators, education, market position, entrepreneur, 
style of farming.

Introductory Remarks

Let us start with a statement formulated by one of the leading Polish female rural 
sociologists, a specialist in analyzing the problems of rural families. She points 
out: “[…] roughly 60 per cent of agricultural production [in Poland – K.G.; 

1 An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the XXIV European Congress for Rural 
Sociology, Chania, Greece, 22–25 August, 2011.
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Abstract
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the local environment in Slovenia. It is based on the theory of expansive learning 
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Introduction

Implicit and explicit knowledge is a critical resource for innovative prac-
tice and development in rural and urban regions; therefore, knowledge 
management (KM) and knowledge sharing (KS) are present in companies, 
virtual networks and cooperation between educational institutions and 
their environment (Nonaka and Krog 2009; Grodzki, Calma and Rehman 
2017). In Slovenia, as in other parts of Europe, we are familiar with stud-
ies on cooperation between elementary schools and their environment 
(Šteh, Kalin and Mrvar Gregorčič 2015; Mrvar Gregorčič and Mažgon 
2016), while networking between higher education and the rural local 
environment is less well known. Consequently, our interest focused on 
the characteristics of knowledge networking between associations and 
a selected higher education centre. 

We based our work on research findings which show a gap between new 
knowledge and agricultural practice (Charatsari, Černič Istenič, Lioutas 
and Evangelos 2013; Kneževič Hočevar and Černič Istenič 2014). Various 
authors have raised the question of how to trigger the development of new 
forms of linking up and cooperation of institutions in the environment, 
thereby facilitating the transfer of knowledge into agricultural practice. 
We thus assume that modern ideas on knowledge networking need to be 
integrated into the traditional connecting of Slovenian associations and 
local knowledge, being that the latter is culturally situated and influences 
innovations in the environment (Fakin Bajec 2016). Our research focuses 
on the possibility of connecting a higher education centre and associations, 
with their contribution to knowledge networking constituting what are 
called learning ecologies (Jackson 2013). 

Conceptual framework

Knowledge networking is understood as the practice of people connecting 
and cooperating in order to transfer knowledge, exchange experiences, 
and create new practices (cf. Qureshi 2006; Brenner et al. 2011; Choudry 
and Kapor 2013; Olaisen and Revang 2017). Our research starts from 
the model of learning ecology (Jackson 2013) alongside the notion com-
munity education and theory of expansive learning, all of which explain 
that knowledge is created and transformed by combining information, 
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experiences and cultural context, while touching upon interpretation and 
reflection in social practice. 

Expansive learning theory and activity theory have their roots in the 
socio-cultural tradition in psychology, Vygotsky’s work, and anthropology 
(e.g. Bateson 2000 [1972]). The basic concept in the theory of expansive 
learning is human activity as purposeful, mediated and transformative 
interaction between humans and the world. Expansive learning stresses 
action and the development of an activity system, dialogue and multiple 
perspectives in networks of interacting activity systems. Contradictions 
between activity systems may be a source of either conflicts or innovation 
and progress. Changes lead to expansive transformations (Avis 2009; En-
geström 2015). Expansive learning is a horizontal transformative process 
that includes boundary crossing in existing practices, enabling productive 
cooperation and the formation of new ideas. The name ‘boundary cross-
ing laboratory’ is used for a special form of educational meeting, which is 
applied in various organisations.

An important concept in our research is also that of so-called co-
configuration work, which represents an increasingly frequent type of work 
and continuous learning between organisations and their clients or users, 
with interactions and relationships providing learning and development. 
Hence, all involved form a  living network of knowledge and ideas that 
foster innovations. 

The expansive learning taking place in co-configuration work is de-
scribed in terms of three key features: (a) transformativity of learning 
and movement into the zone of proximal development, (b) dialogue and 
multi-voicedness, (c) tacit learning or subterranean learning, referring 
ot the implicit learning involving unconscious processes that anchor and 
stabilise the networks of activity systems in cultural environment. Learning 
within interconnected activity systems (our case study research includes 
associations and an educational institution) involves cooperative work, 
knotworking, co-configuration and boundary crossing. 

The model of expansive learning developed by Engeström (2015) em-
phasises contradictions as the sources of change. Its reflective questioning 
of existing practices represents the first phase in the cycle of expansive 
learning. The goal of this phase is to detect and define problems and con-
tradictions that lie behind these practices. The next phase analyses the 
situation and past experiences in the activity system. The third phase looks 
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for solutions and forms new solutions and activity patterns in problem 
situations. The next phase tests the new activity model and then introduces 
it into the existing practice. The last two phases of expansive learning are 
reflection and evaluation of new practices, and their consolidation. 

The expansive learning circle is thus closed. As such, it brings qualitative 
changes in the operation of whole activity systems. Such learning was 
detected in the activities of associations included in our research, to be 
described in the second part of the article. 

The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of our research was to establish how to facilitate, through the 
cooperation of the educational institution and associations, knowledge 
transfer and networking with farmers and establish, what the necessary 
preconditions are in the opinions of the different social actors. Here, we 
are interested in the process of expansive learning as associations and the 
selected educational institution connect, so translating the findings into 
other (Slovene) environments with a long tradition of farmers’ associations. 

In 2015, our first research phase defined the basic research questions, 
which were successively supplemented as the study proceeded through 2015 
and in 2016. The principles of reflective methodology were then followed 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2009). We were interested in the following issues:

(1) Cooperation between the educational institution and the local 
environment in educating farmers. 

(2) Relationships among participants in the ‘knowledge network’ 
(school, associations, their members, others).

(3) The impact of the environment in fostering knowledge networking. 
(4) The transfer of knowledge between the academic, educational or 

research sector and agricultural practice; suggestions for more efficient 
knowledge transfer and networking. 

Method

The study was carried out based on the principles of the qualitative para-
digm, with emphasis on research practices typical of cultural studies (Gray 
2007; Alvesson and Sköldberg 2009; Creswell and Poth 2017). The study 
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was conducted in Slovenia, a small post-socialist country and, as a case 
study, took place in Novo Mesto, in the south-eastern part of Slovenia, 
i.e. the Dolenjska region. This area includes the educational centre GRM 
Novo Mesto – Centre for Biotechnology and Tourism, which is attended by 
approximately 1000 secondary school students and 150 higher education 
students in formal education programmes (the website of the educational 
centre is www.grm-nm.si.) This institution provides secondary and higher 
education programmes but is also active in the field of formal and non-for-
mal adult education. The fact that the school develops cooperation with 
local associations is important for our research. 

Seven associations have their headquarters in the school premises: 
– Grmčani Association, 
– Trška Gora Winegrowers Association, 
– Novo Mesto Equestrian Club, 
– Dolenjska Fruit Growers Association, 
– Cviček Consortium, 
– Peter Pavel Glavar Regional Beekeepers Union, 
– Ajda Association of Biodynamic Farming Societies.
The first research phase (2015) includes field observation at the levels 

of the educational institution, the listed associations and the knowledge 
users (i.e. farmers), while following the principles of ethnographic research 
as documented in field notes. Together with field observation, the second 
phase (2016) included 10 in-depth partly structured interviews, thereby 
providing diverse information according to the principle of information 
source triangulation (Creswell and Poth 2017). 

Four perspectives on learning and knowledge networking were an-
alysed, enabling us to collect data from four groups of respondents. We 
interviewed two school representatives, two leading representatives of as-
sociations who decide on access and transfer of knowledge, four members/
farmers of the associations involved and two farmers who, without being 
members of these associations, represented the knowledge users. All records 
were arranged in sequence (Interviews 1–10; field notes), then a coding 
method was used. Due to limited space, the notes will not be quoted in 
full but all materials are available from the authors. After the conclusion, 
we verified with selected participants that our formation of themes and 
interpretation of results were suitable for this study.
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Results and Discussion

The research results will be presented through themes shaped according 
to the research questions and analysis of materials. 

Cooperation between the educational institution,  
the environment (associations, knowledge users)  

and the role of each actor

All the respondents (school management, leaders of associations, their 
members and non-members) expressed a willingness to cooperate; they 
believe that encouragement from their head staff is important. Their mu-
tual cooperation and readiness are considered important elements for 
expansive learning, since readiness for connecting up and for connecting 
activity systems is crucial to secure the productive cooperation of various 
actors. The important role of those active in both systems (as members of 
school and association at the same time) was noted and these encourage 
cooperation and strengthen mutual relationships. 

If we perceive associations, the educational institution and the local 
environment as activity systems, then boundary crossing between them 
takes place through “steering” between various discourses, habits, and 
beliefs. The respondents’ expressed satisfaction with their cooperation; 
however, all involved would not cooperate if the school and the association 
did not expressly work to resolve mutual conflicts and differences through 
a dialogical relationship. If interpreted from the perspective of co-configu-
ration, we note that the possibilities for non-hierarchical cooperation and 
development of dialogue knowledge have thus been established.

The school encourages and promotes lifelong learning. There are many 
different opinions on the concept of lifelong learning and interpretation 
issues (cf. Vidmar 2014); in our research we emphasised the role of lifelong 
learning as a tool for empowerment of local farmers and development of 
a creative economy.

We also focused on incentives by the wider political community as state 
policy influences the operation of all included activity systems. According 
to respondents, the political framework would have to change to add stim-
ulation to the operation of learning networks locally. Creative ideas from 
the ‘bottom up’ should be encouraged and, together with vertical respon-
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sibility sharing, horizontal common responsibility should be developed. 
This finding is in line with other studies (such as Hodgson and Spours 
2009; Černič Istenič and Knežević Hočevar 2013; Contu 2014). Hence, 
if we wish to develop knowledge networks locally, then it is necessary to 
provide incentives from the wider social environment. 

Data from interviews and field observation has led us to the conclusion 
that the school acts as a link between knowledge users and the educational 
and research sphere. In reference to farmers, this role can be implemented 
through associations. The respondents emphasised the importance of 
associations in assembling knowledge users/farmers, thus encouraging 
networking and knowledge transfer. They perceive the role of associations 
as connecting knowledge users and encouraging their cooperation in 
knowledge transfer to research groups not only from theory in practice, 
but also from the group of practitioners (local knowledge, experiential 
knowledge and educational needs). 

In view of their experiences, farmers often distrust (formal) education, 
so networking has to be organised in such a way as to transfer information 
and develop mutual trust as well. Connecting associations to an educational 
institution proves to be suitable practice which forms a  ‘living human 
network’ or, according to expansive learning theory, creates activity systems 
interconnected by the school. 

Relationships between participants  
in the activity system

A collective activity system – in our study, the association and educational 
centre/school – is formed by the actions of people and communities. 
Activity refers to complex connections within the system (in a  school 
or an association) between a person and a group. Their connections or 
relationships are therefore essential for the activity system. This cooperation 
results in mutual aid and dependence as stressed by Engeström (2004, 2007) 
in reference to co-configuration work. Such work presupposes learning 
within and between various activity systems. Partner relationships form 
between the school and associations, based on harmonising interests and 
on networking between various elements. 

We should note here that educational institutions and associations, their 
members and external knowledge users are joined by common interests, 
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which leads to increased social capital. To interpret this finding, we can 
use studies by Baquet et al. (2013), noting that such partnership empow-
ers a community and increases an individual’s readiness to participate 
actively in the operation of the system. The interviewed knowledge users/
farmers claimed that such a partnership between the school and the local 
environment, as well as positive attitudes on the part of the participants, 
impact a person’s readiness to participate in other activities, which may 
lead to the development of innovative local cores.

The impact of the environment  
on cooperation and knowledge networking

It has been noted that a school/educational centre opens into a space and 
forms fluid networks of interconnected persons and institutions/associa-
tions. This finding was confirmed by the respondents. Hence, educational 
institutions, associations and people form a network comparable to the 
ecology of knowledge described by Jackson (2013). They have in common 
conceptual knowledge, practical knowledge, goals and values. 

‘Ecologies’ thus lead to informal learning or non-intentional (tacit) 
knowledge exchange. Like Jackson (2013), who includes intentional ed-
ucation activity and learning as a collateral product of cooperation and 
networking into his learning ecologies, our research reveals growing con-
nections between organised non-formal education and informal learning. 
In our study, we detected a lot of organised education (courses, workshops, 
etc.), while the respondents also emphasised informal learning. Associa-
tions cooperating among themselves, or with an educational institution, 
promote learning as part of common activities without making it their 
main goal. 

These findings are in accordance with ethnographic studies by Ličen, 
Findeisen and Fakin Bajec (2017) on activities and learning in rural wom-
en’s associations, where learning is a process collateral to other activities. 
Respondents put the main emphasis on the relationships that a person 
develops with others and the environment, along with related (collateral) 
learning. An integrative and open environment hence enhances the flow 
of information and knowledge networking. Pan et al. (2015) note that 
social factors (relationships with others, membership, a person’s identifi-
cation, etc.) are among the main conditions for the exchange of knowledge 
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and experiences. Our interviews and observations testify to this. Knowl-
edge exchange is influenced by the community or its environment, taking 
knowledge and the perception of knowledge to ne important, and hence 
supporting educational technology and strategy. 

Our respondents noted that the cooperating educational institutions, 
associations and local environment contribute to not only to spreading 
new ideas and practices, but also transferring business initiatives and 
assisting with professional development. School proximity and openness is 
perceived as an advantage in terms of possibilities for meetings, exchange of 
experiences and education. The social context and intentional development 
of mutual learning strategies, preferably linked to local traditions, do have 
a role in learning and knowledge networking.

Respondents mentioned a long tradition of educating farmers in the 
Dolenjska region with Grm Novo Mesto – Centre for Biotechnology and 
Tourism as its operator and so constituting part of the impact of the social 
and cultural environment on modern practices in educating farmers. The 
educational tradition is reflected in people’s feelings and their connection 
to education as well as in the quality of the education programmes they 
develop. Tradition (as cultural features that developed in an environment) 
thus goes together with the proximity of the school (associations have 
headquarters in the school premises), its openness to novelties, cooperation 
with the environment and consideration of farmers’ interests (and their 
educational needs). 

Respondents see possibilities for further participation in interdisciplin-
ary cooperation, understood as connecting academics and practitioners 
of various expert sectors (tourism, agriculture, ecology, nutrition, etc.). 
Interdisciplinarity brings new forms of work and connects various types 
of knowledge (Urquhart et al. 2013). The so-called economic cluster was 
mentioned as a form of connection, being that economic cluster presup-
poses networking between people, knowledge and experience. 

As noted by Baquet et al. (2013), such cooperation requires a common 
understanding of the operative goals of association, close partner rela-
tionships, shared responsibility and common plans for the future. Such 
cooperation of various elements (school, associations, knowledge users) 
provides space not only for learning, but also for forming new activity 
models recognised as expansive learning. Our respondents mentioned new 
forms of grouping (cooperatives, etc.) that follow or upgrade the existing 
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models, while also offering new possibilities to participants. Nonetheless, 
dialogue and partner relationships among various knowledge holders are 
very important, as established within the research project by Černič Istenič 
and Knežević Hočevar (2013). 

Knowledge transfer  
and networking between participants

Knowledge networking is based on readiness to provide access to new 
knowledge and to transfer and disseminate it. During interviews, all the 
respondents said that school staff encouraged knowledge networking, 
which is reflected in the situations and events outside formal education. 
Here, networking includes partly organised, structured or guided oppor-
tunities that provide or enable a person’s learning. Education and training 
events, various presentations, fairs and joint projects encourage intentional 
learning by individuals and the development of a positive attitude to learn-
ing in adulthood. In the opinions of respondents, the school is ‘definitely 
the most important initiator of knowledge exchange and networking, and 
promoter of lifelong learning and adult education’ [Interview 1, member 
of association]. 

Here, important actors include lecturers and mentors; in our study, 
they were both theoreticians (researchers, professors) and practitioners 
(farmers). Respondents point out that knowledge transfer takes place not 
only from theory (conceptual knowledge), but also from practice (experien-
tially formed outcomes). Members of associations exchange knowledge and 
consider it indispensable, as confirmed in other studies (such as Ramesh 
Babu and Gopalakrishnan 2008; Jackson 2013). 

Respondents/members of associations perceive knowledge as a ‘com-
petitive advantage’ and highlight three outcomes: obtaining the newest 
information, exchanging experiences and acquiring new knowledge. None-
theless, associations have various goals and respondents see the advantages 
in a person’s cooperation and membership of associations insofar as they 
are able to exchange experiences and develop new practices. 

Respondents see the advantages for the school in feedback on the work 
of the school and in feedback from agricultural practice, which can be useful 
in the evaluation of their work. The school’s professional reputation is raised 
and intergenerational cooperation enhanced (secondary school students 
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and farmers/members of associations link up). These statements are in 
line with the research of Baquet et al. (2013). The educational institution 
gains quality communication with the environment, while higher cultural 
sensibility is enabled through its cooperation and outward openness. We 
found that cooperating with associations makes the school responsive to the 
needs of its environment. It was respondents who noted that the feedback 
that the school obtains through networking with knowledge users is an 
advantage. Individuals are thus readier to cooperate with an institution they 
perceive to be part of their social network and within their circle of trust. 

Knowledge networking is enabled through formal and non-formal 
education. Respondents mentioned lectures, fairs and professional excur-
sions as important paths of learning. As our research is based on expan-
sive learning theory, we hence looked for a  few examples. Respondents 
mentioned/emphasised particular phases of the expansive learning circle 
and here processing milk thistle can be given as a comprehensive case of 
expansive learning [Interview 5]. First, the respondent prepared a project 
work on processing milk thistle and then a situation analysis was performed 
through conversation with professors, who also helped form new ideas and 
solutions (this shows how important it is to reflect on the situation and 
keep dialogue with holders of professional knowledge). 

Next, the new practice model was studied (testing, growing milk thistle 
plants in school nurseries), introduced and used (promotion of new supple-
mentary activity on farm; through the association and school). In this phase, 
activities included knowledge networked through school and association. 
The next stage of expansive learning involved reflection and evaluation 
of the new ‘market’ idea and this new practice – growing, promotion and 
marketing milk thistle – was consolidated. The learning individual (our 
respondent) thus became connected to various actors (holders of formal 
and informal knowledge). 

Conclusion

Our research was focused on studying the functioning of complex learning 
environments (learning ecologies) in the networking of agricultural knowl-
edge. An educational institution can be understood as an activity system 
and innovative community that encourages new solutions and disseminates 
knowledge in rural area to all those connected to it. Hence, knowledge 
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does not only spread through the formal curriculum, but rather through 
all its connections with other activity systems (associations in our study). 

The research example of the education centre is a good practice case of 
knowledge networking among various actors: the school, associations and 
farmers. Respondents considered networking to be efficient; a claim that we 
interpreted using elements of expansive learning and by taking into account 
traditional practices of association (clubs, societies, and associations) in 
the environment (cultural practices), as well as new modes of cooperation 
between the educational institution and associations at several levels. 

All the participants in the case study highlighted the importance of 
participative relationships and mutual communication, support and in-
terdependence among partners as significant factors, which confirms the 
theoretical starting points of expansive learning. Learning takes place 
within an activity system and between activity systems. According to 
the respondents, everybody gains something in this kind of cooperation, 
stressing the role of the leading staff of the educational institution and 
associations as a good guideline in developing new practices. 

The associations connected to educational institutions thus enter into 
farmers’ practice of knowledge networking as innovative strategies, based 
on local cultural tradition. The case studied here is transferable to other en-
vironments in efforts to facilitate knowledge transfer in a local environment.

In conclusion, this research suggests that innovative knowledge net-
working between different activity systems – a higher education institution, 
associations in local rural environment and agricultural workers – takes 
place on the level of formal and non-formal education, as well as within 
informal social networks. The results of this case study suggest that in 
areas where social and knowledge networking have deep roots in cultural 
tradition (i.e. farmers associations), the incorporation of cultural traditions 
in learning ecologies fosters a faster exchange of knowledge.
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