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Leadership Among Farmers
GWYN E. JONES *

The verb "to lead" has a variety of meanings. In common
usage it tends to be used loosely and imprecisely, often with
emotional connotations. Consequently, the nouns " leader " and
" leadership " do not have a single, precise meaning. The sociolo-
gist in observing the phenomenon of leadership must therefore
provide his own definition, aiming at greater precision. A recent
sociological definition is that: "Leadership refers to a complex
process whereby a relatively small number of individuals in a collec-
tivity behave in such a way that they effect (or effectively prevent)
a change in the lives of a relatively large number." 1 Even this is
too comprehensive a definition for most practical purposes, since
various types of leadership exist. A prime distinction can be made
between formal and informal leaders. Formal leaders are those
who, by nomination, election or promotion to positions of power
and authority, are seen to be responsible for decisions and resulting
action. Such leaders exist within nearly every public or private
organisation and institution in Western society, from small village
institutions to international businesses and organisations.

My concern in this paper is not with any kind of formal
leadership, its structure and the manner in which it works among
farmers. The kind of leadership in which I am interested is of an
informal nature. A leader of this kind may be performing a leader-
ship function unwittingly and unintentionally. In terms of the
general definition quoted, he would be one of a relatively small
number of individuals in a community or other social group who,
knowingly or unknowingly, intentionally or otherwise, personally
influences the actions and thereby to some degree changes the lives
of several other members of the group. This kind of leader has
been variously termed "an opinion leader ", "a fashion leader",
"an information leader ", "an initiator ", "an adoption leader ",
"an influential ", or "a local influential "; or more picturesquely as
"a tastemaker ", "a spark plug ", "a decision-clincher ", or "an
energizer ".2 Subtle differences exist between these terms, each
having been coined for a particular situation, but they are near
enough to synonymity to illustrate the meaning intended in this
paper.

* University of Nottingham, Department of Agricultural Economics.



The significant word in the present context is "influence ",
and particularly personal influence which results from a face-to-face
exchange between two individuals. In a world of rapid change, or,
of more relevance to this paper, of accelerating technological
change in farming, individuals (farmers) need to consult each other
to make sense of much that is new. This interaction between indivi-
duals is to varying degrees a normal situation in every community.
Much of the recently evolved theory on leadership and communica-
tion, and of the methods used to measure and isolate the processes
involved, is based on a fuller appreciation of the significance of
social interaction.

But interaction between individuals within any group of people
invariably follows a pattern, basic to which is the fact that selection
occurs. The phenomenon of leadership arises out of this fact. If
in a given group of people* no one talks to, nor otherwise interacts
with, anyone else (an unlikely situation) no leadership can be pre-
sent. If, on the other hand, everyone discusses everything equally
with everyone else (an equally unlikely situation in practice) there
are again no leaders since no particular individuals are apparently
any more influential than any other. But in most groups, which
would be of known size and composition, a few individuals are
usually selected more often than the others by the members of the
group. The few may be selected, for example, as sources of infor-
mation of a particular kind, or they may be sought more frequently
than others as someone with whom to discuss problems in specific
fields, or they may be used more as exemplars in particular aspects
of human activity.

This basic thesis has been of prime importance in the develop-
ment of the study of sociometry,3 one aim of which is to isolate
leaders, especially informal leaders, and to measure their influence.
Investigations in this field have been mainly conducted among
groups of men in the armed forces, classes of school children, and
work teams in various industries. Techniques have been evolved in
such situations to determine who influences whom, why a certain
pattern should exist, and how the process works. Some studies have
also been carried out among farmers, many of which have added
substantially to the methodology of sociometry and the verificatiOn
of sociological theory, as well as being of value in a better under-
standing of the communication process and the way it works among
farmers. For any advocate of farming change, whether propagan-
dist, salesman or adviser, it is of practical importance to understand
and appreciate the function of leader farmers as disseminators of
new knowledge and information about new practices within his
group.

* A collection of people would be a better term in this case, since the word
group implies a certain degree of cohesion and interaction.
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If the presence of one or more such leaders in any group is
accepted, then it is also necessary to accept the notion that the flow
Of new information proceeds in steps. The leader obtains his
information from outside the group (first step), and then passes it
on to those who rely on him as their source (second step). This is
the simple model of a two-step flow of communication. But cur-
rent research is indicating that there may be several levels of leaders
within a group. The informant of a particular number of indivi-
duals may in turn receive his information from another leader
within the same group or community; and this could occur several
times before sources of information outside the group become
important. The flow of information thus becomes multi-stepped,5
or a chain of influence is created,' as information percolates through
a social group by inter-personal communication.

Two further observations of a theoretical nature on personal,
informal leadership, of the kind being discussed, are necessary
before proceeding to discuss examples within farming in more
detail. First, leaders are usually influential in a relatively narrow
sphere of activity rather than in any comprehensive sense.' Thus
there is probably no such person for farmers in any particular com-
munity as a leader in all aspects of their personal, farming and
communal life and leisure. No one could be so versatile. There
may be one or more leaders in the more restricted sphere of farm-
ing alone, but it is more likely that separate leaders exist, who are
different individuals, in, for example, dairy farming, grassland
management, the production of particular crops, machinery, etc.

Secondly, it might appear reasonable to expect the information
leaders among farmers to be the most progressive farmers in their
communities, or the early adopters of new practices (or the innova-
tors) in their particular groups. But the correlation is by no means
exact. Nor should one expect it to be exact. All innovators are not
leaders, nor are all leaders innovators.' This is a point which will
be developed later. Informal leaders, however, are in no sense a
small body set apart from the main group of their acquaintances.
Rather, for an individual to be selected as an informal leader by
his peers or neighbours, it is also necessary that his values, and
attitude, and most of his opinions and activities are not radically
different from those of the group as a whole.' Or, more probably,
he may be "the man who comes closest to realizing the norms the
group values highest?"1° Moreover, "the leader is a strategic
element in the formation of group opinions: he is more aware of
what several members think; he mediates between them; and he
represents something like the ' typical ' group-mind.' There is
a certain amount of paradox in this since, on the one hand, the
leader is being cited as a best reflection of the group's ideals, and,
on the other, as the creator of those ideals. Both positions, co-
existent in a single individual, are possible. Arising from the



congruence, it is likely that a leader will be assigned a relatively
high status or prestige in his community or by his group. This pos-
sibility is reinforced by the fact, demonstrated by numerous
empirical investigations, that an informal leader generally differs
from other members of his group in having a wider range of con-
tacts outside the group. It follows from this that a leader not only
acts as an intermediary in channelling information originating out-
side to his group, but that the other members of his own group are
usually seeking their information, opinion or advice from indivi-
duals who have a higher status than themselves.

This is borne out by some of the most detailed work on in-
formal leadership among farmers, which has been conducted by
Lionberger and his associates at the University of Missouri. In one
of the most important reports" it is shown that most of the "local
influentials " have a relatively high prestige or status in their com-
munity. Farmers in the lower prestige categories tend to seek
information from selected other farmers who are in higher cate-
gories; none of those whose prestige position is low are regarded as
being influential. A considerable degree of interaction also exists
among farmers in the higher categories in the process of information
giving and receiving, a feature which is absent among low prestige
farmers. Those relatively high status farmers, who are not regarded
as influentials, tend to be among the most active seekers of informa-
tion. However, a high proportion of farmers (55.4%) do not enter
into the information seeking interaction, and it is significant that
the proportion of such non-seekers rises markedly down the prestige
scale (Table 1).

RELATIONSHIP OF PRESTIGE TO THE PROVISION AND USE OF
INFORMATION IN A FARMING COMMUNITY

(based on Lionberger and Coughenour12)
TABLE 1

Prestige
Rating*

High
Medium
Low

Total

NUMBER PERCENTAGE

"Local
Influ-

entials"

56
123
101

Total 280

16
7
0

23

Seekers

of whom
included
among
"Local
Influ-

entials"

32
50
32

114

11

Non-
seekers

19
67
69

12 155

"Local
Influ-

entials"
Seekers Non-

seekers

28.6
5.7
0

57.1
40.7
31.7

8.2 40.7

33.9
54.5
68.3

55.4

*High = categories 1-3;
Medium =categories 4 and 5; of Lionberger and Coughenour.
Low = categories 6-11.

4



This study also showed that the influentials in a community
tend to be among the most progressive farmers technologically, but
the influentials and the progressive farmers are by no means com-
pletely coincident. However, the non-influential progressive
farmers are highly active seekers of information from the leaders."
Both the most active seekers and the sought are the better educated
farmers" in the community. Larger farmers are more active seekers
than small farmers, but in either case the farmers who act as the
source of influence tend to be in the same size group as the seeker."

This, and other studies, have displayed a certain degree of un-
easiness over the terms informal leader or influential, however rigid
their definitions. This has led to a search for types of leadership,
not in terms of the kind of enterprise or technique on which certain
individuals provide leadership, but in more precise terms of the
function performed in the process of guiding particular changes. A
tentative solution, which may provide fruitful results, has recently
been suggested by Lionberger." He has postulated three types of
leadership function which individuals may perform, basing his
reasoning on the way information affects the spread of farm prac-
tices. His types would also appear to fit into the existing theory of
the adoption process of new ideas and techniques. First, there is
the " innovator " type, the first individuals in a group to adopt a
new practice. Secondly, the "communicator ", who is active in,
spreading information about the new. And thirdly, the " legitima-
tor " who performs the function of convincing his neighbours and
acquaintances of the rightness of an innovation. The innovator, by
his behaviour, undoubtedly assists in creating an awareness of a
new technique. The communicator, by passing on knowledge, is
therefore important at the interest stage in the adoption process.
The legitimator, in that his actions are important for another when
taking a decision to adopt or reject an innovation, is most influen-
tial at the evaluation stage." The three functions may all exist in
one leader, although Lionberger's initial study found this to be a
rare occurrence. More likely, two functions overlap18--the innova-
tor-communicator and the innovator-legitimator : viz the person
who is progressive and lets people know what he is doing, but who
does not crucially influence the decisions of others, and the person
who is progressive and who also has a real influence on the
decisions of his acquaintances. To this extent, the real " influen-
tial " is the second type, but the innovator-communicator is also a
necessary leader in a community since he provides much of the
information necessary to carry a farmer's interest on to the stage
where he seriously considers and evaluates an innovation in terms
of its possible adoption. This second type of leader is also probably
more akin to the concept of a leader normally held by sociologists
in that he possibly deviates less from community norms than the
innovator solely or the innovator-communicator.
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Relatively little work on informal leadership among farmers,
and the ways in which some farmers influence others, has so far
been done in the United Kingdom. What has been done hardly
attains the sophistication of the better studies produced by Ameri-
can and Dutch workers. An investigation in Cambridgeshire on the
sources of information which influenced farmers' choice of cereal
varieties has shown that "other farmers" are a significant factor."
Sheppard has not only demonstrated the existence of information
leaders among our farmers but also, in the sample selected for his
survey of the adoption of grassland techniques, that a close relation-
ship existed between those among their acquaintances whom the
farmers interviewed regarded as progressive farmers, " best "
farmers, and the farmers used as sources for advice and informa-
tion." These farmers' assessments were reasonably accurate when
compared to objective measurements of the three characteristics,
but Sheppard did not develop in detail the reasons for the particu-
lar patterns of interactions and selection of leaders.

In conclusion, I should like to discuss briefly some data of my
own based on an investigation into the adoption of bulk milk tanks
in 'Lincolnshire, Lindsey!' This was an innovation which had no
direct antecedent for milk producers, but ten acquired tanks at or
near the commencement of the Milk Marketing Board's Scheme in
January, 1961. A practical problem, which cannot be accurately
answered (since no survey has been made after 1961) is to consider
to what extent the ten adopters—the bulk tank innovators—might
act as leaders or influentials for the other 61 milk producers in the
area who might have adopted the practice at the same time. It can
be reasonably hypothesized, on the basis of the previous studies
which have been considered, that this will largely depend on the
existing degree of selective interaction and discussion of farming
between the farmers concerned.

A relatively high level of interaction occurred between the bulk
tank adopters and the other dairy farmers. Only 15 of the 61 non-
adopters had no contact with any of the adopters, while 33 of the 61
knew, and discussed farming with, two or more of the adopters.
This high lever of interaction may result from the fact that the
group being considered includes all the larger dairy farmers in the
Bulk Collection Scheme area,* who, in a predominantly arable area,
were peculiar in the relatively high importance of the dairy enter-
prise in their total farm economy.

However, the ten innovators were by no means equally selected
by the others as individuals whom they knew and with whom they
discussed farming (Table 2).

* average daily milk production of 50 gallons and over.
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SELECTION OF BULK TANK ADOPTERS AS SOURCES OF
INFORMATION AND ADVICE ON FARMING BY 61 NON-

ADOPTERS
TABLE 2

Bulk Tank
Adopters

Code No. : —
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

No. of mentions
by non-adopters* 15 3 2.) 18 3 4 20 10 8 7

* Effectively this covers mentions by only 46 non-adopters since 15 knew
none of the adopters. Many non-adopters mentioned 2 or more of the
adopters.

A simple diagram of the interactions, with only a slight degree
of ordering, depicts a jumble which would appear to contain no
pattern (Figure 1).

During the investigation, in addition to asking the 61 non-
adopters which of the adopters they knew personally and discussed
farming with, all 71 (i.e. including the adopters) were asked to name
two or more farmers whom they knew personally and considered
as the "most progressive dairy farmers" in the county. On the
basis of this latter question those who were selected most
frequently,* but who were not neighbours of each respondent,**
have been regarded as having a relatively high " status " or prestige
among this group of dairy farmers.

The three innovators who are most used as information
sources, involving nearly 60% of the actual interactions, are also
accorded a high "status ". Further, within the group of 71 they
are among the most progressive in terms of their dairy techniques
and practices. It is significant that two relationships emphasised
by Lionberger's work are also apparent here. First, a high pro-
portion of the interactions (30%) occur between adopters and non-
adopters in the same " status " group, most of these being in the
high " status " group (Figure 2). This also means that within-group
interaction is a characteristic of the high "status " group since there
are few interactions between non-adopters and bulk tank adopters
in lower " status " groups than themselves (Figure 3). Secondly,
however, considerable information seeking occurs between non
adopters and innovators in higher " status " groups than themselves
(Figure 4).

* Chosen 2 or more times by non-neighbours =High "Status"; chosen once
by non-neighbours = Medium "Status".

** Neighbours have been defined as those farmers whose farmsteads were
within 1 mile of that of a respondent.
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NON-ADOPTERS WHO DISCUSS
FARMING WITH:
NO BULK TANK ADOPTERS

I BULK TANK ADOPTER

2 BULK TANK ADOPTERS

3 BULK TANK ADOPTERS

4 OR MORE BULK TANK
ADOPTERS

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 • 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

El BULK TANK ADOPTERS
ADOPTERS AND NON-ADOPTERS IN TOP QUARTILE OF

II • INDEX OF DAIRY INNOVATIONS AND INTEREST IN
DAIRYING.

Figure 1
Interaction Network between 61 Non-Adopters of Bulk Milk Tanks and 10 Adopters in Lindsey.
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DAIRYING.

Figure 2

Interaction Network between Non Adopters of Bulk Milk Tanks and Adopters within "Status" Categories._ _ _
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Figure 3

Interaction Network between Non-Adopters of Bulk Milk Tanks and Adopters who are in lower "Status" Categories.
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Interaction Network between Non-Adopters of Bulk Milk Tanks and Adopters who are in higher "Status" Categories.



It thus appears highly probably that three of the bulk tank
adopters could act as informal leaders for a majority of the other
dairy farmers in the area. A closer analysis, however, reveals

peculiarities associated with two of these. The influence of one is
particularly local and covers only a small part of the total area. Yet
in this local area he would appear to combine all three of Lion-
berger's functions—innovator, communicator and legitimator. The
other has relatively little local influence, but is known over most of
the area. His direct influence is thus probably less than that of the

first example. But• due to the greater geographical extent of his

sphere of influence he probably creates an additional step in the
communication flow—he informs acquaintances over a wide area

who in their turn influence other, usually lower status, milk pro-

ducers locally. He is innovator and communicator only.

In summary, it appears indisputable that farmers are active
spreaders of information among themselves, but some (usually very

few in any community) are more active and influential than others.

Thus much new knowledge, originating in research organisations

or an advisory service, reaches individual farmers through one or

more intermediaries. A stepped-flow of communication is there-

fore set up. It would seem to be desirable for professional advisers

and other advocates of change to be not only aware of this but to

understand the mechanism in some depth. It would be to their own

advantage, by an increase in their efficiency, if much of the " gospel-

spreading " could be performed by active leaders in a community.

An obvious problem which arises here, however, is the need to

make certain that no inaccuracies or gaps in information enter into

the communication process during the flow — the leaders must be

given the fullest information and understanding both of their

function and of the particular knowledge they are disseminating.

Two characteristics at least seem to be associated with the

leadership role—progressiveness and high social status in a com-

munity. Leaders may exist who are not progressive, and it may be

suspected that these "spread the ignorance" or a resistance to

change. Much work remains to be done on the full operation of

informal leaders and influentials. For example, how are the

leaders informed?; does the leadership position of an individual

change over time?; are there farmer-leaders who are influenced by

other farmer-leaders in their own or some other locality?; what

factors affect the distance over which a leader is - effective ?; is a

leader's range of influence usually limited to a very particular kind

of enterprise or technique, or is it broader based?; does increasing

competition, or increasing scale of operation, in farming hinder the

operation of the leadership role, in the sense that trade secrets may

develop? And perhaps of most concern to an adviser who wishes

to enlist the assistance of local leaders in his work, how may they

be distinguished?
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