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The development of organic agriculture is a very complex and heterogenic dynamic 
process. Many different actors are involved, including farmers, advisors, processors, 
traders and retailers, and they have different values and goals and different views on what 
organic is about. These different actors all perform their tasks and make choices and 
decisions that influence the course of the organic sector to a larger or smaller degree. If 
we want to assess the options for a continued growth and development of the organic 
sector in a nuanced and realistic way, it is therefore essential to include actor strategies. 
“Strategy” is here understood in the sense of how an actor sees the organic sector, the 
processes and products, and how she tends to act in accordance with that view. 
 
The strategies of actors in the organic sector can be investigated empirically, with some 
time and effort, but as a first start it may be useful to outline the strategy space based on 
the experience and knowledge that we have at hand as long time observers and 
researchers of organic agriculture. In this paper, we want to identify a few archetypical 
actor strategies that represent a substantial part of the heterogeneity that we see, and 
which stretch out the space of possible organic actor strategies. The strategies should 
capture the main driving forces at work, in order to elucidate the dynamics. They should 
be clear and consistent so that they are easy to understand and use in communicating 
about the development of organic agriculture. They should apply across the whole sector 
and not be specific to farmers, for instance.  
 
Presumably, no single strategy will be sufficient to guide the future development – a 
mixture of different actor strategies is needed, like we see it today.  
 
We have identified three archetypical actor strategies, mainstream, alternative 
conservative and alternative innovative. Below we describe each strategy and its 
strengths and weaknesses with regard to the future development of organic agriculture. In 
Table 1 the characteristics of the three strategies are compared in relation to key 
challenges and sector elements. 
 
The mainstream strategy 
This strategy is played out within the borders set by the present rules of organic 
agriculture, but it also works to harmonize the EU rules in order to create a free market. 
Within these borders the strategy seeks to take advantage of new knowledge, new 
technologies and other resources in order to streamline processes and make them more 
efficient, increase the competitiveness, develop markets, etc. This supports a 
development toward higher economic efficiency, increased sales, more international 
division of labour, and thereby lower prices and a solid foundation for market-based 
growth in the organic sector. 
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The mainstream strategy is an important reason why Denmark today is one of the world 
leaders with regard to organic production and sales of organic food.  
 
However, the mainstream strategy is also a source of concern with regard to the organic 
principles, problems of credibility and consumer confidence and the risk of backlash in 
the growth in organic sales. For instance, the strategy will insist that the Danish rules for 
use of conventional manure, straw and feed should be loosened, as much as the EU rules 
allow, in order to meet the home market demand and compete on export markets, without 
addressing the risk of loosing consumer confidence that the continued use involves. 
Similarly, corn-based feeding of dairy cows fits nicely in the mainstream strategy, 
because this increases productivity and efficiency, but the strategy has no eyes for the 
importance of clover grass in the rotation and the importance of grazing to the health and 
welfare of the cows.  
 
An important question is therefore how this strategy will come out in the long run. Many 
parts of organics are not regulated by rules, and guidance can only be gained from the 
looser, but widely applicable, foundational ideas, values and principles of organic 
agriculture. But the mainstream strategy refers strictly to the rules, to ensure fair 
competition, and in other areas the development may go against the organic principles. 
This could lead to problems with credibility and consumer confidence. In Denmark, 
conventional agriculture is becoming still more environmentally friendly due to stricter 
environmental laws, and in this situation the difference between conventional and 
mainstream organic production may become rather small for some productions. This 
could lead to decreased consumer preference for organic food.  
 
The alternative conservative strategy 
This strategy maintains the historical starting point of organic agriculture and works from 
tradition-bound norms and rules, which only change little and very slowly. In Denmark 
and Europe biodynamic agriculture is the main example of this strategy. Here, respect for 
life is essential, and the soil and the individual farms are seen as living organisms. The 
focus is on aerobic life processes (such as composting instead of slurry and hay instead of 
silage), diversity and the social and cultural life. The alternative conservative strategy 
maintains, or re-establishes, a distance and isolation from the conventional food system, 
which makes it easy to indicate differences in the market and to preserve credibility and 
consumer confidence. The strategy is characterized by close and long-term relations 
between consumers and producers and a close relation with the rural community. Sales 
are often based on various forms of direct and local market sale, but also involve 
specialist and health food stores. 
 
Productions based on this strategy have remained a small niche in Denmark, even 
through the considerable growth in the organic market in the latest decades. On a 
European and global level, the alternative conservative strategy plays a much larger role 
than in Denmark, and in parts of Austria, Switzerland and South Germany it is the 
dominating strategy. Food scandals, the GMO debate, credibility problems and the 
stagnation of growth in the first half of this decade have, however, given cause to 
reconsiderations in the direction of this strategy (multifunctional farms, preservation of 
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traditional technologies like grazing, separate and short food and feed chains, fewer food 
additives, close consumer relations, local products, etc.). An important question is what 
role this strategy may play in relation to a continued market-based growth in the Danish 
organic sector. 
 
The alternative innovative strategy 
This strategy is also based on the values and principles that form the historical basis for 
organic agriculture, but it differs from the alternative conservative strategy by having a 
dynamic view of organics, seeking innovations and new ways of development. It looks 
for new technologies (such as weeding robots that limit the drawbacks of mechanical 
weed control, mobile milking robots that gives new possibilities for grazing systems), 
new methods of management (such as herbs in grass fields that gives the milk a different 
taste, new breeds and breeding goals, steer production on grass, pigs in the forest and 
hens in orchards), new products, new ways of sale (internet sale, cooperatives with 
consumer involvement, etc.) and new ways of producing public goods (such as 
recreational activities, nature preservation in river valleys and production of biogas from 
clover grass).   
 
Compared to the mainstream strategy, the key difference is that the alternative innovative 
strategy consciously builds on the organic values and principles, and that the innovations 
here originate from the organic principles and not (only) from a desire for economic 
growth, efficiency, etc. The foundation for the alternative innovative strategy today is the 
new formulation of the principles of organic agriculture (the principles of health, ecology, 
fairness and care), which was the result of an open, global process within the framework 
of IFOAM. The explicit focus on the organic principles gives rise to suggestion of stricter 
rules (such as the phasing out of conventional feed, manure and straw) and the 
development of rules for new productions (fish, forestry, etc.) and on new areas (such as 
fair trade). 
 
There are many examples of the application of this strategy in Denmark, but often the 
innovations have difficulties in succeeding in the established market that is dominated by 
the mainstream. Some innovations get picked up by big mainstream and conventional 
companies at a very early stage, which is fine, but may threaten the motivation and 
survival of small innovative businesses. If the accordance with the organic principles can 
be secured, there is no doubt that this strategy, as opposed to the mainstream strategy, 
will give a long-term basis for differentiating products from the conventional and for 
maintaining, or re-establishing, organic as a real alternative. An important question is 
what it will take for this strategy to survive in the short run.  
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Table 1. Comparison of the three archetypical strategies of organic actors 
 

STRATEGY 
Challenges and 
sector elements 

MAINSTREAM ALTERNATIVE 
CONSERVATIVE 

ALTERNATIVE 
INNOVATIVE 

Coherence in the 
organic sector 

Does not reproduce the 
alternative, challenges 
integrity and confidence 

Preserves the alternative, 
confidence and integrity 
based on tradition 

Preserves confidence and 
integrity, develops the 
alternative dynamically 

Enrollment of new 
actors in the organic 
sector 

Big companies, 
’business men’ 

Small. On the basis of 
’protest’, ’wholeness’ and 
’quality’ 

’Fiery souls’, 
entrepreneurs, 
’professional challenges’ 

Economy and growth Economics of scale, 
promotion of growth 
and competitiveness on 
the short run, risks on 
the long run 

Small niche, stable or 
slowly rising 

Innovation, basis for 
long-term growth and 
competitiveness, risks on 
the short run 

Globalization Uses and promotes the 
global market 

Opposes globalization, 
works locally 

Skeptical accept, 
develops fairer forms of 
commerce and trade 

Energy and climate Uses the most 
economical energy 
sources 

Promotes implicitly 
through management 
form and local sale 

Promotes explicitly 
through new green 
technologies 

Nature and 
environment  

Operates within the 
present rules 

Promotes on the basis of 
respect for life 

Promotes based on 
organic principles, 
develops new public 
goods 

Use of conventional 
feed and manure 

Indicates the needs for 
the using it 

Does not use slurry or 
conventional feed 

Seeks to reduce and 
remove the usage of 
conventional inputs 

Animal welfare Operates within the 
present rules 

Animals are an integrated 
part of the farm, cattle is 
not dehorned 

New management forms 
with more animal welfare 
in the organic sense 

Product range Market oriented 
innovation, large batchs 
of standardised goods 

Stable number of 
traditional products, 
varies with place and 
season 

Rising number, 
development of new 
products and types, often 
on the basis of special 
raw material qualities,  

Food quality Uniform good quality, 
industrial norms of 
quality 

Fresh, local products, 
diversity 

Taste, esthetics and 
ethical principles 

Processing  Large, often multi-
national companies, 
mainstream capital 

Integrated production, 
processing and sale 

Mostly small companies, 
green capital 

Organization Organised in ordinary 
organisations together 
with conventional 

Self-organised, not much 
cooperation with 
conventional 

Dynamical model – both 
cooperation and conflicts 

Sale Anonymous sale in 
supermarkets 

Often physical nearness 
via direct sale or 
specialist stores 

Different sale channels, 
perceived nearness by 
way of the internet 
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