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Becoming a Young Farmer in the Digital Age— An Island 
Perspective*

İlkay Unay- Gailhard
Leibniz Institute of Agricultural Development in Transition Economies (IAMO)

Francisco Simões
Instituto Universitário de Lisbon (Iscte), Cis- Iscte, Avenida das Forças Armadas, 1649- 026, 
Lisbon, Portugal

Abstract This study investigates the career construction paths of young farmers and 
aims to contribute to the literature on the “young farmer problem.” Of particular rele-
vance is this study’s focus on the potential of islands as a new career landscape in the digital 
age. Young farmers’ subjective experiences toward careers were analyzed based on narra-
tive interviews, quantitative surveys and expert interviews from two EU islands: Crete and 
the Azores. Firstly, the study provides insights on the behavioral and cognitive dimensions 
of the career construction model by identifying followed career paths. Secondly, we turn 
our focus to the role of digital communications in career construction and, thirdly, the 
study examines the geographical dimension of the model. We find that involvement with 
farming entails complex career patterns that evolve into passion. Whether their involve-
ment follows planned or unplanned paths, protean career attitudes, desire to experiment, 
and a strong sense of career self- concept play significant roles in shaping the career narra-
tives. “Experience” and “management” dimensions of online communication drive the 
construction of careers as a part of a professional identity mechanism. Our results reveal 
that the “island effect” (maintaining a part- time farming culture) plays a role in cohesive 
singular and multiple career self- concepts.
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Introduction

Highlighted as the “young farmer problem” in recent literature (Eistrup 
et al. 2019), the lack of interest among youth to choose farming as a 
“career option” is a common phenomenon for developed economies. 
Undoubtedly, many young people do not consider farming as a “career 
option,” even if they graduate with an agricultural degree (Unay- 
Gailhard et al. 2019) or have farming career- related opportunities that 
were gained via their family background (Cavicchioli et al. 2018).

However, the negative perceptions toward farming among youth 
should not be misinterpreted as a lack of interest toward agriculture sys-
tems. There is an increasing wave of civic engagement in agroecology 
and agri- food movements among younger generation that give support 
for more ecological and non- industrial agriculture than the previous 
generation (Bruce 2019; Fernandez et al. 2012). As put forward by the 
“networked individualism” model, youth of today live in an environment 
of increasing privatization of information where digital communica-
tion plays a role in shaping their behavior (Rainie and Wellman 2012). 
Although this digital “networked” nature of social behavior is an import-
ant topic within political studies that deal with generational renewal 
problems in civic engagement (Chaskin et al. 2018), there is still rela-
tively little empirical knowledge about the digital “networked” nature of 
economic behavior (e.g., involvement in farming as a “career option”).

We observe an increasing use of digital communication tools among 
government and civic society to support generational renewal in farms 
by establishing online rural youth forums; promote youth volunteerism 
in sustainable agriculture projects; use social media to disseminate infor-
mation, recruit, and mobilize youth; and for agricultural education and 
extension.

While these tools give more youth direct access to new developments 
with fast, better tailored information, they may also change the career 
intentions of youth, and the way they identify themselves in their occupa-
tion. However, these tools are still relatively new, thus it remains unclear 
as to how they may contribute to generational renewal.

An Island Perspective on the “Young Farmer Problem”

Our research focuses on the interesting potential of islands as a new 
career landscape in the digital age. As discussed by island (Kelman and 
Baldacchino 2016) and comparative political studies (Veenendaal and 
Corbett 2015), small island geographies offer an important answer to 
large questions.
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The potential of islands as case study regions within the process of 
career construction finds its rationale from findings documented within 
recent career theories and digital sociology studies. Recent career the-
ories suggest that today’s employment conditions are more and more 
volatile and that career paths can be turbulent (Cortellazzo et al. 2020). 
There is also a trend toward individuals combatting ambiguous career 
paths by following personal (e.g., self- fulfillment) rather than organi-
zational values. This change in the nature of career intension— that is 
also supported by the impact of digital communication technologies on 
the working world-  brings flexibility in the career landscape, and as an 
outcome we observe more and more in- migrants to rural regions with 
self- employed businesses (Herslund 2019; Martins and Partidário 2020). 
As studied within the context of back- to- the- land movements, individuals 
leave the urban to go to the rural with the aim of adopting an alternative 
lifestyle, and some even get involved with full- time or part- time farming 
careers (Góngora et al. 2019; Xie 2021).

The role of communication revolution in our life was previously pro-
nounced as “the death of distance” (Cairncross 1997) highlighting the 
shifts of economic activities to remote areas. A study of Alinejad and 
Ponzanesi (2020) suggests that digital media supports connections that 
enable feelings of belonging that can be sustained across distance. Thus, 
the incorporation of digital media into career development in remote 
regions opens up an interesting field of investigation for islands where 
career development and out- migration decisions are strongly related. 
What we know based on island studies so far is that high levels of out- 
migration among youth from islands is mainly driven by better career 
opportunities on mainland (Alexander 2015; Baldacchino et al. 2015).

Focus of the Study: A Shrink Group within a Major Problem

Although several studies have led to mounting evidence on the dimen-
sions of the “young farmer problem,” this study specifically focuses on 
the transition into farming careers in the digital age. Under these cir-
cumstances, choosing farming as a “career option” is not highly valued 
and out- migration from islands to find better career opportunities on 
the mainland is the norm. In the EU, young farmers represent a small 
share of the labor force and they are getting scarcer (6.9 percent in 
2005; 5.1 percent in 2016) (Eurostat 2018). Therefore, young farmers 
of today may be considered as a minor group (in terms of their small share in 
the farming population) in a major problem in the development of the EU 
farming system. Exploring why and how some youth choose farming as 
a “career option” inspires us to undertake a narrative approach with this 
shrinking group to find answers to the following questions:
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Q1. What are the career construction paths followed by young 
farmers of EU islands?

Q2. To what extent does digital communication impact their 
career construction paths?

Q3. How have island identity particularities shaped their career 
constructions?

The main objective of the study is to identify the career construc-
tion paths of young farmers by listening to their career stories, which 
give their subjective experience with their careers. The study ques-
tions were answered via the use of the narratives of young farmers 
(N = 23) representing a range of typical farm types on two EU Islands: 
Crete in the Mediterranean Sea, and the Azores in the North Atlantic 
Ocean. Furthermore, analyses were based on a supportive data- set 
which includes quantitative surveys with young farmers (N = 23) and 
expert interviews (N = 15). The quantitative surveys aimed to clarify 
the internal structure of the narrative in terms of the use of digital 
communication tools, and their role in career construction. The ob-
jective of the expert interviews was to understand the islands’ farm 
typology, and to identify the involvement trends into farmer career in 
each farm type.

Three stage analyses were employed to explore behavioral, cognitive 
(Q1 and Q2), and geographical dimensions (Q3) of the career construc-
tion model. In the first stage, the study approached Q1 by considering 
Modestino et al.’s (2019) career construction model as a basis to gain 
insights on the chosen career paths. The second stage, Q2, explored an 
extension of the model by incorporating the use of digital communica-
tion tools. In this stage, narratives were analyzed to identify the impact of 
digital communication tools on each followed career path. In the third 
stage, Q3, the narratives were re- analyzed from an island studies perspec-
tive, and statements that highlight the role of island particularities were 
grouped according to island typology within four dimensions: identity, 
boundedness, connectedness, and metaphors (Baldacchino 2018; Royle 
2014).

Literature Review

The framework of the study is based on overlapping in the literature, 
drawing on rural sociology studies, recent career theories, theories of 
farm entry and island studies.
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The Changing Nature of Career Development Paths and Farm Entry

In the past, career studies used to conceptualize careers as a planned 
and predictable process through the life cycle of adults. During the 
course of a life cycle, individuals make plans as they age and begin their 
careers by completing their education and enter the workforce following 
their school period (e.g., doing internships, working in temporary posi-
tions). Recent empirical findings explored how career involvement may 
also be shaped by unplanned and unpredictable processes (Kindsiko 
and Baruch 2019; Modestino et al. 2019). Different from planned and 
predictable career orientation, unplanned and unpredictable paths 
encompass having no particular trajectory in mind (such as correspond-
ing education or clear milestones), yet following rising opportunities 
during their career construction period (Modestino et al. 2019). Chance 
events such as financial crises, or unexpected personal events in one’s 
life may significantly influence career development, either in a positive 
or a negative way (Kindsiko and Baruch 2019; Salamone and Slaney 
1981). As highlighted by protean1 career development studies, career 
choices increasingly directed by personal values suggest that individuals 
experience greater responsibility for their choices. This is due to giving 
priority to their subjective career success (Hall 1976), where by personal 
accomplishment and self- fulfillment is valued more than position and 
remunerations (Park and Rothwell 2009).

When it comes to farming, recent farm entry studies provide empiri-
cal findings on the changing nature of farm involvement, which can be 
summarized within three variants. First is the emerging “new entrance” 
group in agriculture, which often includes individuals from different 
educational and family backgrounds than traditional farmers (Pindado 
et al. 2018; Zagata and Sutherland 2015). Farms in this category show 
different forms, such as (i) urban farms that are mainly developed with 
a trigger of social goals rather than profit maximizing (Dieleman 2017); 
(ii) care farms based on community integration approaches including 
vulnerable farm workers (Hassink et al. 2016); (iii) farms as a start- up 
idea based on completely new, innovative products (Pindado et al. 
2018); and (iv) alternative farms where the food movement has played 
a role in catalyzing the farm involvement (Bruce 2019). Second, in par-
allel to the studies on the unplanned and unpredictable processes of 
careers, a study by Dias and Rodrigues (2019) investigates the impact 
of unexpected events (economic crises) on farm entry and found that 

1The term “protean” comes from Proteus, a Greek god who changes his shape at will. 
Protean career development refers to an individual’s ability to reskill so as to meet both the 
demands of the changing job environment and their needs for self- fulfillment (Sullivan 
and Baruch 2009).
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the motive (distinction between opportunity versus necessity) of involve-
ment shows a change after a crisis period. The authors explain this 
change with growing interests toward “lifestyle- farming” or “sustainable 
farming” practices among individuals. Third, recent farm entry studies 
capture a “new farm identity” construction mechanism among farm suc-
cessors (Chiswell and Lobley 2018). As discussed within the “new farmer 
identity” (Xie 2021) concept, which is mainly based on identity theory 
(Stryker 1994), individuals’ perception toward their behavior cannot 
be separated from their self- conception, and these perceptions play an 
important role in understanding how cognitive dimensions shape atti-
tudes toward careers. Rising literature on the development of a cognitive 
perspective of agri- entrepreneurship provides insights on where youth 
want to be in their farming careers (Fitz- Koch et al. 2017).

Digital Communication Tools and Involvement with Farming

Scholars across career development studies improve our understanding of 
the nature of contemporary careers (see Sullivan and Baruch 2009 for 
a review). More specifically, recent publications document the effects of 
the digital communication tools on career construction via career initia-
tion, transition, and progression:

Career initiation. The use of digital communication tools plays a role 
in the career initiation of youths during the school period via increased 
interest in certain careers. The use of these tools helps to improve 
career- related skills and eases school to work transition through learning 
about career opportunities and having access to job search assistance 
(Baumann and Utz 2021). As reported by Ruparel et al. (2020) and 
Gerard (2012), social media platforms can create better opportunities 
for students to advance their career aspirations, and encourage students 
to think about their career paths in future jobs. Looking from a gender 
perspective, previous literature shows that low willingness of young 
women to become farmers is explained by cultural norms, because youth 
understand farming as a male profession (Shortall et al. 2020). However, 
as shown by Pinkard et al. (2017), digital communication tools may have 
positive effects on existing gendered disparities in professional identity 
construction. The authors show that the use of digital communication 
platforms plays a mediating role in increasing young women’s interests 
toward career opportunities that generally show gender disparities 
(e.g., science, technology, engineering, and math). Farani et al. (2018) 
investigate the effect of digital networks on the entrepreneurial behavior 
of agriculture students. The authors results display that participation in 
networks (exchanging entrepreneurship knowledge via WhatsApp and/



150  Rural Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 1, March 2022

or Viber networks) had both direct and indirect effects on entrepreneurial 
behavior by increasing entrepreneurial thinking and decisions.

Career transition (career mobility, career change). The effect of digital 
communication tools on career transition (transition across occupations, 
industries and countries) is rising as an interesting research field. In 
Schwab’s study (2016), “the fourth industrial revolution” that refers to the 
advances in the digital age (via artificial intelligence (AI), robotics and 
other technologies) predicted individual ability to integrate knowledge 
from diverse sources, and reskill them for new career incentives. 
According to Sullivan and Al Ariss (2021), digital communication tools 
allow individuals to master new competencies that ease their career 
transitions into different work environments, as well as their moving into 
new occupations with these newly acquired skills.

Career progression. Research findings offer an understanding of 
the benefits of social networking platforms for career progression 
by highlighting the role of online communication platforms. These 
are associated with access to information, ideas, professional advice 
and awareness of contacts that effectively help in career tasks, work- 
related assistance and career sponsorship (Baumann and Utz 2021; 
Davis et al. 2020). With regard to the impact of social media on career 
success, Nikitkov and Sainty (2014), Utz (2016), and Baruffaldi et al. 
(2017) demonstrated the professional informational benefits. In sum, 
prior research provides initial evidence that social media use enables 
professional collaborations, and expands networking opportunities 
during career progress.

There have been no recent comprehensive findings by agrarian liter-
ature on the effect of digital communication tools on career intention 
and transition. Existing agrarian literature mainly provides insights on 
how digital communication tools generate support for career progres-
sion in terms of farming practices (Burton and Riley 2018; Mills et al. 
2018) and agricultural extension (Kelly et al. 2017). A study by Burton 
and Riley (2018) emphasizes the important role played by online data in 
validating our understanding of traditional agro- ecological knowledge. 
Mills et al. (2018) investigate the use of social media for farmer- to- farmer 
knowledge sharing in relation to sustainable soil management practices, 
documenting the benefits for those who seek information. Elghannam 
et al. (2017) examine the farmer- consumer connection and the poten-
tial of online social networks to create short food supply chains. Polanin 
et al. (2017) investigate the impact of online farmer- farmer connection 
networks designed for women farmers. The authors’ results show the 
ability of social media tools to bring additional progress to business plan 
development and knowledge sharing.
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As concluded by Klerkx et al. (2020) in a recent review about dig-
italization in agriculture, the individual dynamics for which digital 
transformation has an impact needs further research covering both 
interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinary studies. This study answers 
this call by providing an empirical approach to the potential effect of 
digital communication tools in the career construction paths of young 
farmers.

Island Particularities

An island’s immediate distinctiveness comes from its geographical 
state. Islands are typically delimited spaces surrounded by a mar-
itime border (Baldacchino 2005; Hay 2006) with their size ranging 
from small to large, or even continental islands (such as Australia). 
Furthermore, islands interact with their natural sea borders as defined 
in terms of distance to the continent. While some islands are remote 
and peripheral, others are more accessible. The deep changes in air 
and sea transportation have profoundly redefined the flow of people, 
goods and services between islands and continental areas, with a col-
lateral effect on the redefinition of islands’ remoteness (Royle and 
Brinklow 2018).

International law and diplomatic grounds, such as the ones issued by 
the United Nations, acknowledge that an insular territory can only be 
considered an island if it has enough resources to sustain human settle-
ment as well as an economic and viable social life (Royle and Brinklow 
2018). Islanders tend to be more attached to their islands compared to 
how continental populations feel about their neighborhood or home city 
(Hernández et al. 2007). This sense of stronger connectedness or attach-
ment is not limited to space. Islanders’ isolation from the exterior often 
leads to stronger bonds within the community (Hay 2006; Royle and 
Brinklow 2018). This sense of belongingness and kinship drives islanders 
to voice a sense of permanence more often (Hay 2006), resulting from 
explicit actions to perpetuate their common heritage, shared places and 
common knowledge (Royle and Brinklow 2018). Unsurprisingly, island-
ers’ dense and deeply interconnected social networks and appreciation 
for local culture reflects the dominance of traditional values over more 
liberal ones, of the collective over the individual and, consequently, of 
a more hierarchical social organization, often driven by family as the 
major social unit (Athanasou and Torrance 2002). Taking Western cul-
ture as a referent, such a cultural set will favor a masculinization of family 
external roles, including in economic activities.

This cultural framework is heavily dependent on an island’s size 
and remoteness. In fact, the smaller and more remote an island is, the 
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stronger the levels of place and community attachment will be, as well as 
the dominance of collectivistic views, the hierarchical distances between 
levels of social organizations and the centrality of families in the social 
architecture. Royle and Brinklow (2018) classify this sense of islanders’ 
unique identity as “islandness.” As a sign of diversity opposed to the cul-
tural massification of globalization, islandness suggests, mostly, a posi-
tive view of being an islander, a proud one, based on the singularity of 
space, the resilience to overcome hardship and natural disasters, and the 
uniqueness of local cultural values and manifestations.

Youth involvement in farming on small islands. The uplifting islandness 
narrative of geographical, cultural and identity distinctiveness does not 
necessarily facilitate youth involvement in a traditional activity such as 
agriculture, even on small and remote islands, as one might expect. In 
fact, contrasting effects in this respect might lead to at least four different 
pathways for inclusion in the sector. The first is youth whose families 
are already involved in farming (Stockdale and Ferguson 2020). These 
families have accumulated knowledge and resources, namely land, and 
can more easily pass it on to the next generation.

A second pathway seems to establish a compromise between the island-
ness narrative and openness to modern or outside values. As others have 
shown (e.g., Baldacchino 2005; Bonnici and Cassar 2017), due to a lack 
of opportunities and resources, island job markets encourage multifunc-
tionalism, which is an ability to be engaged in multiple professional areas 
simultaneously or across their life- span. This might well be a solution for 
those youth from families with a farming background who also want or 
can dedicate themselves to professional activities in other economic sec-
tors, such as services. In that sense, these youth build a bridge between 
family values and expectations and their own professional expectations, 
usually nurtured during the formal education process.

A third pathway is less aligned with the islandness narrative, as it’s 
focused mostly on its geographical singularity. In this case, youth with 
or without a family background in agriculture might be involved in the 
sector with the intention to develop greener, more sustainable, and 
healthier food goods. Interestingly, while this perspective might be 
aligned with island representations as singular spaces that uphold envi-
ronmental sustainability encompassed by the islandness narrative (Hay 
2006), it might also include disagreement between conventional ways of 
producing food goods perpetuated by prior generations and alternative 
ones based on modern, digitalized, and less local forms of doing it. This 
pathway extensively covers all those cases in which youth are willing to 
return or migrate to rural areas to establish new eco- agriculture forms 
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or associated economic activities (ecotourism, for instance) (Martins 
and Partidário 2020). This trend has positive collateral effects on local 
communities, as it increases highly skilled critical masses and adds social 
and economic value to local resources (Martins and Partidário 2020; 
Schmitt- Wilson et al. 2020).

A fourth pathway includes those youth coming from outside the sector 
with no prior connection to agriculture. This is a less recurrent head-
way to youth agriculture involvement involving mostly low- qualified, 
vulnerable youths, such as those who are Neither in Employment, Nor 
in Education or Training (NEET). For many of these youth, farming is 
their last resort for a professional occupation. Their expectations are 
usually focused on activities of the tertiary sector that echo modern 
values. Moreover, they sometimes have to struggle with parental disap-
proval in respect to farming, as their parents represent one of the first 
generations on the island that found an alternative to agriculture as a 
means to develop a professional life (Simões and Brito do Rio 2020).

Data Collection

Two EU Islands as Case Study Regions

This study was conducted on Crete island, Greece (Chania, November 
2019), and the Azorean island, Portugal (Terceira, February 2020). Both 
islands have vibrant agricultural activity that takes commercial and non- 
commercial forms and provides an appropriate structure for studying 
different farm types involved with both local and international produc-
tion (wine and olive oil on Crete and meat production on the Azores). 
In terms of the “young farmer problem,” at the national level, young 
farmers under 35 years of age are particularly scarce in Greece (3 per-
cent) and Portugal (4 percent), whereas the EU average is 6 percent 
(European Commission, 2019; Eurostat 2018).

Data Sampling Approach for In- Depth Young Farmer Interviews

Active young farmers in the study regions were selected via direct con-
tact through interviewed experts in the region. In some cases, the main 
researcher reached active young farmers (narrators/research partici-
pants) using snowball sampling via the network of interviewed farmers.

Expert interviews were conducted to understand the typical farm types 
in the region (each expert was asked to define these types in terms of 
size, specialization, and managerial ownership), and to identify the 
young farmer sample based on these typical farms (each expert was 
asked to help the main researcher to reach active young farmers 
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(age2 < 45) linked to such farms). Having defined the typical farm types 
as an outcome of expert interviews, the data sampling approach for in- 
depth young farmer interviews was designed.

The young farmers proposed by interviewed experts were purposely 
sampled to cover the typical farms in the region. The share of narrators 
in each farm type was defined according to the most frequent young 
farmer situation on the island. The narrators in Chania were also pur-
posely sampled to include small and medium size family farms with a 
mixture of products, such as olives, wine, honey, a microbrewery, vege-
tables, herbs, and fruit; and medium and large family farms with olives 
and greenhouses. The narrators in Terceira were sampled to include 
medium and large size family and intermediate farms (family farms that 
are supplemented by hired labor, but do not exceed 50 percent) that 
involved meat and milk production; and small and medium size family 
farms with pastured livestock, such as sheep and goats, greenhouses, hor-
ticulture, fruit, and honey production.

As suggested by study of Coopmans et al. (2019a), which applied a nar-
rative approach in five EU member states, reaching out to early- career 
farmers is not an easy task. The demographic structure of the farming 
population mostly includes an aging group, with a very low percentage 
of young farmers. Due to this, a minimum 10 in- depth young farmer 
interviews were targeted; this being achieved with 11 from Crete and 12 
from the Azores. In total, 23 interviews were conducted: 20 with face- to- 
face meetings and 2 via online meetings. To capture the trend of enter-
ing agriculture as a second career, 2 middle- aged farmers (age 48) were 
included in the sample (1 from Crete and 1 from the Azores).

The active young farmers (narrators/research participants) gathered 
within this study are not exhaustive in number. However, the study sam-
ple includes typical farm types in the region that enables understand-
ing of the career development paths of young farmers in different farm 
types. Moreover, conducted expert interviews were purposely designed 
to increase this understanding in the region from different expert views.

Process of In- Depth Young Farmer Interviews

Once active young farmers were identified, meetings took place at the 
time and place proposed by the farmer. The in- depth interview meeting 

2Based on the studies that deal with the “young farmer problem” (Coopmans et al. 
2019b; Hamilton et al. 2015) we consider the active young farmer age to be 45. This is 
justified by the very low number of farmers younger than 35 years old due to higher edu-
cational achievements among younger farmers relative to past (Katchova and Ahearn 
2016; Madureira et al. 2015), and a rising trend among individuals who are involved with 
farming as a second career (Bruce 2019).
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consisted of three parts: in the first part, the main researcher stated 
the aim of the project and explained the purpose of the interview (5– 
10 minutes). The second part was the biographical narrative interview 
(45– 60  minutes). Finally, the quantitative survey, with open- end ques-
tions, was carried out (20– 30 minutes).

Data Collection and Used Data in the Analyses

Analyses were based on (i) narrative interviews and (ii) quantitative sur-
veys with young farmers (N = 23); 11 from Crete and 12 from the Azores, 
and (iii) expert interviews (N = 15); 9 from Crete and 6 from the Azores. 
The narrative interviews were used as the main data for the study. The 
quantitative surveys and expert interviews were used as supportive data, 
and detailed in Annex 1.

The narrative interviews with the active young farmers aim to explore 
the way individuals experience their career and the factors that shaped 
their career intentions and orientation. As a basis for the biographical 
narrative approach, we utilized the study by Coopmans et al. (2019a) 
dealing with generational renewal problems of farms. We asked a sin-
gle question that aimed to reveal the narrators’ career stories, with the 
interviewer interrupting with additional short questions only if there was 
a need for clarification.

An ethical clearance certificate was obtained from the ethics commit-
tee of the project coordinator’s institution, and signed consent forms 
were obtained from each voluntary adult that participated in the data 
collection. All interviews were conducted in the English language, and a 
translator was used in the case of non- English language speaking partic-
ipants. The interviews were recorded with the participants’ permission.

Methodology

A three- stage analysis was employed for the career construction model 
with behavioral, cognitive and geographical dimensions as summarized 
in Figure 1.

As shown in Figure  1, our career construction model (based on 
Modestino et al. 2019) consists of four aggregated career construction 
paths of (i) career intention; (ii) career orientation; (iii) career narra-
tive construction; and (iv) career self- concept with 10 identified themes. 
These themes are (1) planned: intention expressed with planned 
tasks or with predictable phases; (2) unplanned: intention expressed 
with unplanned and unpredictable events; (3) relational: orientation 
expressed with the influence of others (parents, advisors); (4) protean: 
expression of career orientation by emphasizing the personal manage-
ment ability of one’s career. Career choices expressed within the context 
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of self- fulfillment, awareness and sensitivity of certain topics; (5) contin-
gency factors: career narrative expressed with the influence of factors 
related to personal abilities such as education, sex, socio- economic status 
indicators of parents’ occupation, and/or awareness of skills (Salomone 
and Slaney 1981); (6) chance events: career narrative expressed with the 
impact of events that are unpredictable and happened accidentally or in 
an unplanned way such as economic crises, local disasters, unexpected 
personal events (Kindsiko and Baruch 2019); (7) stability: career iden-
tity expressed with desires for a predictable career by avoiding risks in 
the labor market; (8) experimentation: career identity expressed with 
desires of taking risks by (i) getting involved with a farming career or (ii) 
experimenting in different roles/works in a farming career; (9) singular 
self- concept: expression of strong sense of self in relation to a career; 
and (10) multiple self- concept: showing multiple career self- concepts 
with involvement in different careers or different work/roles in the 
farming career.

Methodological Stages of a Career Construction Model

Behavioral and cognitive dimensions of the model approached within 
the first and second stages of the analysis: narratives were transcribed 
and coded with a focus on how participants engage in making mean-
ing out of their career (Stage 1), and the role played by digital com-
munications (Stage 2). Our coding process was guided by the career 
construction model of Modestino et al. (2019), which is used to examine 

Figure 1. Methodological Stages of the Career Construction Model. [Colour figure can 
be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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the career narratives of young professionals. The three- step coding pro-
cess included an initial read to identify the general themes. A second 
reading organized the narrators’ statements based on the corresponding 
themes. A third reading phase developed a final data structure to more 
accurately reflect our data. This final reading covered the engagement 
of newly emerged codes to our data structure with the corresponding 
literature. For example, different from our base model, alternative and 
undecided career self- concepts were not found, but themes of experi-
mentation and multiple self- concept show a dual internal trend due to 
the entrepreneurship specificities of the farming profession.

The geographical dimension of the model was explored in the third 
stage of the analysis: narratives were re- analyzed to identify the role of 
island identity particularities in career stories (Stage 3). The descriptive 
coding approach used to identify statements related to the role of island 
life on career construction. Selected statements were classified accord-
ing to the themes used in previous island typology studies (Baldacchino 
2018; Royle and Brinklow 2018). Our data structure provides four cate-
gories (1) identity: closeness, solidarity, belonging, island effect, migra-
tion; (2) boundedness: geographical, psychological, societal, economic; 
(3) connectedness: transportation, Internet; and (4) metaphors: para-
dise, prison, laboratories, utopia.

Profiles of the Research Participants (Narrators)3

The average age of responders was 35 (Crete = 37 and the Azores = 34) 
with a min. age of 27. In total 3 female and 20 male farmers were inter-
viewed. 4 farmers had a secondary level education, 7 farmers had a uni-
versity degree in farming- related disciplines such as agriculture, wine 
making, animal genetics or zoo animal technology, while the majority of 
the participants (N = 12) had a university level education in disciplines 
other than agriculture, such as economics, engineering (mechanical/
forest), tourism, sociology, geography, electronics, and informatics.

All participants reported the existence of accessible farmland for their 
involvement in agriculture. In total 15 participants came from families 
with commercial (full/part- time), and non- commercial farms (own con-
sumption or abandoned land) and 7 participants were from families who 
were at least two generations removed from farming.

Half of the participants reported having no off- farm income, all their 
income comes from farming (we consider these respondents full- time 
farmers). Another half reported having other income from other sec-
tors, and they consider farming as a second career (we consider these 

3Further details of research participants (narrators) profiles are given in Annex 2.
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respondents part- time farmers). For some of the part- time farmers, their 
first careers had connections to farming (i.e., forest engineer, employee 
at an organic certificate association, farm adviser). For others, their first 
career did not have a connection to farming (i.e., employee in the navy, 
military air force, IT working in education, tourism, and culture sectors).

Among the participants, return “islanders” (N = 12) (natives born on 
the island who followed their education and/or career development off 
the island, but have returned to the island) were considered as a specific 
group to provide insights about the relationship between career con-
struction, in- migration decisions to the island, and digital support.

Results

Table 1 gives the summary of results having “strong support,” meaning 
these statements were experienced by many participants in our data.

The findings detailed in three subsections in order of the three 
research questions. Each subsection aims to provide specific statements 
from the narratives, and indicates the level of support for the statements; 
that is, “strong support,” “moderate support,” and “tentative support” 
as used in studies by Clair and Dufresne (2004), and Modestino et al. 
(2019).

Q1. What are the career construction paths followed by young farmers 
on the EU islands?

Career Intention: Planned/Unplanned. Our findings show that around 
half of the participants in our study have a planned involvement with 
farming, while the other half have unplanned intentions. The planned 
career path followers that pursue a corresponding education or have a 
clear milestone show two main trends: (1) planned as full- time and (2) 
planned as part- time.

We found strong support in the narratives for participants who planned 
their farming career paths as full- time to be involved with farming as a 
successor to maintain the family business and to innovate. This path of 
involvement had often been planned since childhood, and the corre-
sponding agricultural degrees were pursued. Often, their decision to be 
a full- time farmer was because of their strong passion for agriculture, 
animals, and nature, as one female farmer in the Azores shared:

I don’t think I ever made a career decision. I was sure that I 
would work with the animals. I never saw myself doing anything 
else. My dream was always to work with the cows.

Participants who expressed their trajectory as planned as part- time 
mostly reasoned their involvement with the island identity particularities 
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of the well- maintained part- time farming culture on the island. This path 
is detailed under Q3 with the “island effect.”

Our participants who followed an unplanned path expressed their 
involvement both as a part-  and full- time occupation. The majority of 
the unplanned career path followers noted their childhood dreams were 
different than farming, and correspondingly they were not involved with 
agricultural education. Two farmers (on the Azores and Crete, respec-
tively) expressed this as:

Being a farmer is not a dream of any child…I left the family busi-
ness and went to the USA for education and work… because my 
career would not be in farming.

My dream job was to be a pilot.

Our study found that two periods over the life- course of the par-
ticipants following an unplanned path play a role in increasing their 
farming intentions: (1) job- to- job transition and (2) the school- to- work 
transition period.

We found strong support among unplanned career path followers that 
the intention to farm took form during their first temporary or stable job 
in other sectors, resulting in a job- to- job transition. One farmer in Crete 
described his path as:

Working in the office [in his job in Athens] was like working 
in enclosed caves. I wanted to be outside; I prefer to be in the 
open air and doing farming in combination with my profession 
(majored in engineering).

For some unplanned career path followers, farm involvement hap-
pened during the school- to- work transition period. One farmer in Crete 
described his involvement with a business plan that started to take form 
during his master’s education in:

When I tried to find some olive oil [brands] from Crete in the 
Netherlands, I couldn’t find anything. [He started to ask:] Why 
is nobody bringing it here?

Career Orientation: Relational/Protean. For participants following both 
a planned and unplanned career path, we found an equally strong 
support for relational and protean orientations that shaped their career 
orientation.

Relational aspects of role of parents and role of Internet relations were 
found to have career- shaping impacts on our participants. The majority 
of planned full- time career path followers noted a role of parents, mainly 
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fathers and grandparents, as influential people, as one farmer in the 
Azores acknowledged the role of her father:

My father had three girls. Because none of us would stay on the 
farm, people started telling my dad that he was very lucky with 
the business but very unlucky with the girls. So, he started to tell 
us, since we were little, that we were going to make a huge com-
pany together. We grew up hearing that und believing in that.

The role of Internet relations on the participants’ career orientation 
was mostly expressed as a trigger to increase their knowledge and aware-
ness of the profession (detailed in section Q2).

Protean orientations were strongly expressed in the context of expe-
riencing greater responsibility for their career choices, which arose via 
exploration of inner values creating self- awareness and sensitivity on 
certain topics. Three main variants were distinguished as the motives 
for involvement with protean competencies of self- awareness and adapt-
ability. First, for some respondents, protean orientation was expressed 
linked to food movements, with statements about “animal welfare activ-
ism,” “culinary activism” and “vegan and vegetarian activism.” Within this 
context, greater responsibility is felt for the production of fresh, local, 
and high- quality food that respects welfare standards. As one farmer in 
the Azores stated:

I’m vegetarian, all four of us are vegetarian as well [children 
and wife]. That is one of the main reasons that I started doing 
farming…this is a matter of trust [in the market]! Personally, it 
is hard to trust animal farmers that kill pigs and at the same time 
produce vegetables for us.

Second, for some respondents, protean orientation was noted with 
pro- environmental objectives, such as “ecosystem services provision on 
the farm,” “waste avoidance,” “farm practices with energy conservation 
and recycling ideas.” For these motives, the respondents showed envi-
ronmental considerations as reasoning for being involved with farming. 
One farmer in the Azores who became involved with farming 8 months 
ago explained this as:

I have plans to continue doing farming because I really like it… 
your vision about your land is always changing according to the 
information that you get. I want to grow an ecosystem here.

Third, for some respondents, protean orientation resulted in an in-
volvement in the back- to- the- land movement as noted by their search 
for radical or subjective career success, and/or their wish to disconnect 
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from urban society and consumerism. Under this motive of involvement, 
participants expressed their self- directed goals and how they perceive 
farming as an opportunity for professional and personal advancement. 
One participant expressed this as:

I was tired of having the urban life of having to buy everything 
you have in a supermarket. I was feeling a little bit weak that I 
always needed money to get something …

Career Narrative Construction: Contingency Factors/Chance Events. While 
most of our participants noted the role of contingency factors in their 
career narratives, we also had participants express their involvement 
with chance events. Both contingency and chance events had reinforced 
a cohesive career self- concept.

Examples of noted contingency factors are being aware of their agri- 
entrepreneurship skills, access to farmland, gender, being aware of 
online agricultural education and extension opportunities, island cul-
ture influences, and education. Our analysis revealed strong support 
for access to farmland (via heritage, borrowing from parents and/or 
working with parents) as a stepping stone in their farming involvement. 
However, participants expressed their interest and awareness in their 
agri- entrepreneurship skills and abilities, with personal qualities and 
efforts such as “to work in other sectors to save money to farm after their 
education”; “to modernize the farm via bank loans”; “to participate in 
competitions with a business plan”; “to be a candidate in global awards”; 
and “to design a specific management software, automated machines, 
and to hold their patent owner rights.” All of the women participants 
noted a validating experience when asked directly. The gender aspect of 
being a female farmer was mostly expressed by comparison with the past: 
negative perception of male farmers, families, and society toward being 
a female farmer has overcome with their generation. One female animal 
farmer in the Azores shared her childhood memories as:

That was a challenge for me! I just wanted to show the other 
people that I could do so much like boys. For me, to take a heavy 
bag of feed and to feed the animals, it was like telling: “I can also 
bring the feed to the animals. There is no difference between 
me and you!”

Participants noted several chance events of unexpected economic sit-
uations, such as financial crises and high levels of unemployment. Some 
crises brought a delay in their involvement plans, or suddenly prompted 
them into farming due to a lack of job opportunities, forcing them to 
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make a career decision. Two Cretan farmers shared their observations 
and inside talk as:

During the 2009 crisis period, the farmers in the local farmers’ 
market [in the city of Chania] tripled in number … the crisis 
closed many doors but opened a few doors for farming.

2012 was the peak of the crisis. It was the worst part of the cri-
sis.…you had to be very focused on your target and very willing 
to do things. Be very aggressive. Be very sure and very confident 
about what you’re going to do [career wise].

Noted unexpected personal events, such as being “informed about a 
land inheritance,” “job opening news,” “lost/quit their job,” and “had a 
sudden request from parents to be involved with farming,” led some re-
spondents to be engaged with farming. Two farmers (on the Azores and 
Crete, respectively) who left their jobs in the USA and became involved 
with farming put this as:

I had a very good job and when I went back to farm, I worked 
more hours but earned less money. So, lifestyle- wise it was a 
step back. But part of the agreement with my father was that we 
would do interesting things in a different way. Pull the farm into 
the 21st century. That was my drive.

I ended up in farming by accident. And it was a pleasant sur-
prise… Farming for sure wasn’t the aspiration but it turned into 
that beautiful lifestyle

Career Narrative Construction: Experimentation/Stability. Results show 
that the majority of our respondents have a desire for stability and they 
mostly sought stability through career work/role experimentation. 
There are two main identity mechanisms that participants used to 
experiment: (1) career choice experimentation and (2) career activity 
experimentation.

We found strong support that respondents react to contingency factors 
or chance events with a desire to experiment with their career choices by 
getting involved with farming, as expressed by two participants (on the 
Azores and Crete, respectively):

I needed to change just a little bit, not talking of having a really 
big business around that [farming], but just by myself, just try-
ing to do something.

I try to be open minded. I spent time and try to analyze it 
[involvement idea] in my head.
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Our results reveal equally strong support that experimentation in ca-
reer activities was incorporated in the narratives. As one participant in 
Crete who was engaged in experimentation with prestigious laboratories 
at Harvard and Boston Universities remarked:

I didn’t learn it [from school], I did a lot of experiments. It was a 
feeling, I don’t believe in risks. In Greece we have a motto: Keep 
patience and multiply your efforts with it. I totally don’t agree 
with it. I don’t have two lives. So why not to go out and be active. 
If you love the land, something will appear. When I opened the 
small bottle plant in the basement of my parent’s home, almost 
90% of my family members laughed at me. That gave me power 
to go on.

Our analysis suggests that participants who have a desire for stability 
in farming careers give importance to the two key dynamics expressed 
as “being a good human” (by participants from the Azores) and “being 
professional” (by participants from Crete). These values are expressed as 
an informal understanding of the long- term career success that governs 
participants’ behavior.

The importance of “being a good human” was noted in the idea of farm-
ing in a respectful way and, most of the time, was expressed in compari-
son to the mainland where there are more options to sell products rather 
than on a small island. To keep good personal relations, and respect the 
island’s social norms were given as examples that help to find customers, 
secure the existing customers’ network, and build trust in food quality.

The importance of “being professional” was expressed in comparison to 
the previous generation, who largely experienced a non- regular income. 
To invest time and money in marketing, modernization, quality of prod-
ucts were given as examples of “being professional” in a farming career 
that represents the non- traditional way to farm, and a unique way to 
avoid the risk of non- regular and non- secure income.

These two highly pronounced constructs among respondents from the 
two islands were considered important points signaling how participants 
experience an identity construction through other’s eyes. Two farmers 
(on the Azores and Crete, respectively) briefly put the deep meaning of 
these constructs as:

It is not possible to be a good human and to produce bad…. 
Here you need to be a good human with high tolerance. …
These skills are important for farming…

They are [old generation] working in a completely wrong way. 
Nobody is doing it [farming] professionally!
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Career Self- Concepts: Singular/Multiple. Our results suggest strong 
support for the participants having formed a cohesive singular or 
multiple self- concept.

Regarding a singular- focused career, the theme to which respondents 
referred to in describing their passion for farming was a “career calling,” 
which was found to be an important driving force behind their involve-
ment. We especially captured this career passion among respondents 
from a farming family background. Some expressed this “career call-
ing” as existing since their childhood, which allowed a singular career 
self- concept to be experienced across their lifetime even if they were 
involved in different education choices or different career options other 
than farming. This was expressed in the narratives in diverse ways:

Agriculture was calling me since my childhood.

For me it’s like agriculture was calling me. We are linked with a 
strong force.

I always considered myself a farmer.

For some, a strong passion toward farming becomes a point of “obses-
sive passion” (defined as having a deleterious impact on a relationship 
with others by Vallerand et al. 2010). Our study found tentative support 
for an “obsessive passion” with narratives providing statements on their 
destructive relationship. For example, a vegan farmer expressed his 
problematic relationships with animal farmers, and a farmer expressed 
his uncivilized lifestyle in the non- populated mountain area during his 
two first years in his career.

With respect to a multiple- focused career, participants show a cohe-
sive multiple self- concept even if they’re involved in farming as a part- 
time career, and/or involved in farming with multiple roles. We found 
a strong level of support for having a “career calling” among both full 
and part- time farmers. Due to part- time farming career intension mostly 
expressed in the context of island identity particularities this is detailed 
under Q3.

Regarding multiple roles in their farming career, we found strong sup-
port for multiplicity in roles such as worker and manager; owner and 
worker; marketing strategist and owner. This could be because of two 
main factors: lack of skilled and unskilled labor and contribution poten-
tial of their education (e.g., engineering, designer, tourism) to different 
farm work.

Even for the two studied islands, labor problem shows different par-
ticularities (e.g., the importance of immigrant farm workers has been 
noted on Crete, while not on the Azores), this problem was expressed 
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with both validating and invalidating career self- concepts, such as: “cre-
ating a delay for diversifying my agro- tourism plans”; “pushing for more 
innovative ideas”; “educating themselves on data keeping methods” 
and “barriers to enlarging my business” as expressed by one farmer on 
Crete:

I work alone because you can’t find workers, so this is the biggest 
problem for me. So, I will continue to keep buying land till I can 
manage to work with what I have.

Q2. To what extent does digital communications impact the career 
construction paths of young farmers on the EU islands?

Digital Communications and Career Intentions: Planned/Unplanned. The 
major two discussed themes to which respondents referred to in describing 
the impact of digital communication on their career intentions was (1) 
the opportunity of accessing online education and advisements in the 
early stage of their career, and (2) the benefit of polishing their career 
ideas with more concrete and innovative business plans.

For unplanned career path followers, online communication plays 
a role in business understanding and training, which contributed to 
changing their intentions. Online connections can impact farming deci-
sions, as a farmer on the Azores explained:

2014, I think, [was then involved with farming without a produc-
tion type idea] while I was searching on the Internet, I found a 
blog called ‘The Dark Side Of The Mushrooms’. I started to talk 
with him, which changed some of my ideas…

Digital Communications and Career Orientation: Relational/Protean. The 
Internet relationship between users who have met online, or who know 
each other only via the Internet, was reported as a driving force behind 
their career orientation in different ways. Internet relations help to create 
awareness and sensibility about certain topics, and provide inspiration 
from others that directly/indirectly influences career orientation. As 
one farmer put it:

I saw some examples of farmers on the Internet with a huge 
greenhouse with vegetables. I think it helped and encouraged 
me to be a farmer. The strategy, the photos that they put up, 
the message … yes, I liked to see that. In my life it was a positive 
influence.
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Another farmer expressed the importance of Internet relations on 
his career orientation by highlighting its role in raising awareness of the 
back- to- the- land movement:

I observed from the Internet [mentioning some online network 
groups of organic family farmers] how the new rurals … coming 
from big cities … then … they bought a big piece of land and 
started to do some farming. And left their big jobs.

Digital Communications and Narrative Construction: Contingency Factors/
Chance Events. The potential contribution of digital communication in 
promoting contingency factors among youth was providing education 
by improving their hard and soft skills via online learning platforms, 
input providers’ online consulting services, and online applications 
on farm management. These tools help them to place their personal 
values toward modern farming life- style, become aware of recent and 
niche advancements of the occupation, and find their personal qualities 
related to a farming career that is different than traditional norms. 
A youth farmer on the Azores explains why his path involves online 
education as:

How can it be that university professors that train next genera-
tion farmers don’t know anything about future farming? That 
was the impulse for me to go learning online. Today, new farmers 
won’t get any valid information from their family nor the local 
community. But digital tools will be key for them to succeed.

Within chance events, some participants highlighted the importance 
of knowing about the potential to acquire hard/soft skills online, espe-
cially during periods of long- term unemployment and economic crises 
due to its nature of low cost and schedule flexibility.

Digital Communications and Narrative Construction: Experimentation/
Stability. The majority of our respondents use online communication 
to seek experimentation and stability in their careers and are strongly 
related to digital identity mechanisms that give further details on the 
“experience” and “management” dimensions of online communication.

The professional identity construction to seek stability or engage in 
experimentation within online tools was noted, with important online 
connections being farmer- input provider, farmer- consumer/citizen, 
farmer- farmer (mostly outside of the island). Their benefits were 
described as providing an ability “to overcome geographic isolation to 
access knowledge, costumers, and input providers” and “to diversify pro-
duction by reaching innovative and niche ideas.” A very weak connec-
tion (online and offline) between farmer- local public administration has 
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expressed for both islands. For some, online connections close that gap, 
as one respondent said:

You don’t need to go and ask for help [from local advisers]. You 
can go on YouTube and learn how to shear sheep, how to clip 
their hooves … you can learn from important universities that 
are specialized in these areas, produce sheep and goats, either 
from the UK, Texas or Missouri.

The management of professional identity within online tools was ex-
pressed within the context of seeking career stability. For some, digital 
identity management has a singular form where one can observe both 
the personal and professional self together. For others, online tools offer 
opportunities for several identities. One farmer on Crete described a 
need for two digital identity constructions:

Things are very visual today. I think the best way to communi-
cate with the people is social media. I’m working with two pho-
tographers; one for Facebook and one for Instagram. Visitors of 
these two platforms are not the same public.

Digital Communications and Career Self- Concepts: Singular/Multiple. Our 
results show that use of online communication opens the sense of self- 
recognition by others on a global level by validating or invalidating 
career self- concepts. For those selling online, the recognition of a 
global demand for their production from far away cultures creates 
encouragement to include their farming identity within the shared 
collective identity. As an example of an invalidating career self- concept, 
an animal farmer noted an invalidating self because of the rising online 
plant- based diets movements and discussions of the pollution produced 
by animal farmers, expressing the recognition of his profession by 
“others” as:

[on the Internet] They see us [animal farmers] as a problem!

Most participants expressed the use of digital applications for work, 
and when asked to describe further, they reported using them for water 
irrigation, pruning, mapping, and humidity detection. Online tools fa-
cilitate the construction of dual career and multiple tasks in the career 
by reducing the work load and making locations flexible. Two part- time 
farmers (one on the Azores and one on Crete, respectively) expressed 
this as:

Now I control my farm by cell phone. I can manage my farm 
from everywhere, I just need an Internet connection.
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From my phone, I can activate my irrigation system for half an 
hour and then the system starts. I can water my field from New 
York.

Q3. How have island identity particularities shaped the career 
constructions of young farmers?

Island effect: Part- time farming career as a multiple cohesive self- concept. As 
defined in the island studies with the “island effect,” some aspects 
of culture (e.g., economic, linguistic) are maintained longer than 
the mainland’s, due to some island identity particularities, such as 
connectedness and boundedness. While half of our participants were 
involved with farming as a full- time occupation, another half farmed as a 
part- time career option. The narratives of the part- time farmers strongly 
support that the part- time farming culture is maintained on the study 
islands and stems from parents or grandparents of the participants. For 
some, their intended career path was planned as part- time:

I always called myself a part- time farmer.

When I was a child I didn’t see my future in farming, but I 
thought of doing farming part- time, not full time.

Our analysis revealed strong support that island particularities of 
“smallness,” “belonging” and “economic boundedness” play a role in the 
career intentions of choosing farming as a second career option.

Regarding “smallness,” short rural- urban distances on small islands 
provide a unique opportunity to benefit from both urban and rural life- 
style advantages, as well as demonstrate long- term career commitment 
in two different careers that have urban and rural locations, as put here:

Islands have advantages that may keep more young people on 
the farm. We are close to the city, all is close. I work at the farm, 
but I can easily go work and meet with friends in the nightclub.

The island particularity of “belonging” was expressed by several farm-
ers as “land is emotional.” This strong attachment to the land serves to 
follow the behavior of previous generations and to further maintain the 
farming culture. One part- time farmer on the Azores who’s involved with 
farming after having inherited land put this as:

Here land is emotional. It’s like having a luxury love, like to have 
an old car, a classic car.

The “economic boundedness” of islands was noted within the multi-
functional nature of an island job market. We find a consensus among 
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part- time farmers that second career intentions aim to partly mitigate 
unemployment and decrease risks attached to a single occupation. One 
participant from the Azores, who is also a private company owner in the 
city, put it as:

From all these areas I have a profit. If agriculture fails, I have 
another pillar, and if that fails, I have another one. It’s not a 
probable thing, but it’s possible.

Finally, an important observation is that participants involved with 
two careers show a multiple cohesive self- concept but not a flexible or 
undecided career self- concept. Even though they face negative circum-
stances such as long working hours in their working life, they express 
their involvement as having two full- time jobs. A part- time farmer on the 
Azores described this as:

Regarding the weekly hours, I do farming, it’s still a full- time 
job. I leave my job at 5pm and afterwards I go to farm and then 
I work until darkness depending on the season. Most of the days 
I go to farm before going to my regular job. I tell people I’m a 
full- time farmer and that my contract job is my hobby. Sounds 
like a joke, but it’s the truth.

Answering “island calling” with a protean career development. One always 
yearned to leave, because the island rejects people, and to which one 
always yearns to return because the island beckons people.

 Dias de Melo (1925- 2008), from Dark Stones
To get insights on the potential of islands as a new career landscape 

in the digital age, we focus on the group of return “islanders,” those 
who’d migrated from the island for education or career development 
and currently have returned to the island. We found strong support for 
islanders’ return decisions expressed within island identity particulari-
ties of “belonging,” “island culture” and “uniqueness,” which we refer to 
as “island calling4” in this study. Respondents expressed this feeling as 
follows:

We used to say that only islanders can understand, but you always 
want to come back to the island.

I knew that I would come back. It is hard to explain that feeling, 
it has to do with our mentality and how we grow up here.

It was always a dream to come back to the island!

3The way for islanders to justify and to rationalize their return decision call as “lure of 
islands” in the study of Baldacchino and Bonnici (2015).
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Among return “islanders,” there is widespread fact that both insider 
and outsider value predict their protean career development. Some re-
sponders answer “island calling” with protean career competencies of 
personal commitment and desire for individual achievements, as ex-
pressed by one farmer (PhD in forest engineering) on the Azores:

We were very happy with our achievements (on the mainland), 
but as career achievements it’s not very satisfactory. That’s why 
we switched and thought about doing farming [on the island].

Some answer “island calling” with a social achievement ideology, like 
one farmer (MSc in mechanical engineering) on Crete who made a rad-
ical decision to leave his job in Germany:

That work was really great, but I believe that I wanted to do 
something for myself, for my villagers, for farms around here. 
I didn’t want to see one more village remove farming forever.

As detailed under Q1, some answer “island calling” with protean ca-
reer competencies of self- awareness that took its form via being involved 
with food movements, pro- environmental objectives, and the back- to- 
the- land movement.

What is notable among the group of return “islanders” is how islands 
represent a geography for a new beginning with validating subjective 
career success even if one comes across invalidating objective success 
from family members. This protean competence of adaptability was cap-
tured by memories from two farmers (on the Azores and Crete, respec-
tively) who unexpectedly became farmers:

At that time, it was a shock to them [friends] when I quit univer-
sity [for organic farming] because we never discussed farming. I 
was a good student. Even to my family it was a shock. They didn’t 
want me to quit university…

My parents didn’t want me to come here because I had a good 
job [in the USA]. But I said I’m going to go.

Discussion and Conclusion

The contribution of this study is to explore the career construction paths 
of young farmers through a sociological lens of island life in the digi-
tal age. First, we provide a deeper insight into the behavioral and cog-
nitive dimensions of the career construction model by identifying the 
followed career paths of young farmers, and second, we turn our focus 
to the role of digital communications on those career paths. Lastly, this 
study examines the geographical dimensions of the career construction 
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model within the island context. Taken together, each stage of our anal-
ysis makes several contributions to different literature covering both the-
oretical and practical implications.

In the first stage analysis, the results of the career construction model 
highlight the importance of farming involvement within the unplanned 
career path. What is notable among unplanned career path followers 
is how farming turned into a “passion” during their school- to- work or 
job- to- job transition period, particularly for those who had an invalidat-
ing perspective toward farming during their childhood and adulthood. 
Even there is a rising interest in the career pathways of young farmers 
(Góngora et al. 2019) and alternative farm entry paths (Bruce 2019), 
there are limited studies that investigate the role of unplanned events 
in career construction in light of recent career theories. As our findings 
suggest, farming involvement within unplanned career paths is a result 
of several factors, such as chance events, contingency factors and the 
desire to experiment in their careers. The followed unplanned path by 
young farmers in our study adds a further layer to farm entry literature, 
especially to the agrarian studies reported the non- traditional pathways.

Our results on the unplanned nature of farm entry are consistent with 
the recent study on the typology of small farms in the EU (Guarín et al. 
2020). Authors highlight “new” emerging farm type “businesses,” where 
farm managers are mostly young and highly educated. The involve-
ment motivation— of this group of highly educated young people— is 
expressed by lifestyle change or their perception of farming as a new 
business opportunity at a certain time in their life- course. Furthermore, 
our study sample, which includes highly educated (in terms of univer-
sity education level) young farmers from different study fields, is in line 
with the findings of recent studies in the EU. Here, young farmers are 
reported as highly qualified, and “new entrance” into farming often 
includes individuals from different educational backgrounds rather 
than traditional farmers (Agroop 2018; Pindado et al. 2018).

Protean career development, the desire for career experimentation, 
and a strong sense of cohesive career self- concept plays a significant role 
in shaping the career narratives of young farmers whether their involve-
ment followed planned or unplanned paths. It is highly evident that 
farmers as role models are an absent image in society (except for wine-
makers), which needs closer attention. In our study, even some planned 
full- time career path followers noted the influential role of parents 
(mainly fathers), our results noted the absence of “mother and farmer” 
role model. When asked directly, almost all of the participants expressed 
that they have no close friends from childhood and from their educa-
tional years who chose farming as a career option like they did. Looking 
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to entrepreneurship literature, this is an important point, signaling that 
the behavior of close networks/friends do not play an important role 
in being involved with farming, which is in line with the independent 
occupational nature of a farming career. In line with these findings, agri- 
entrepreneurship literature (Willock et al. 1999) highlighted this par-
ticularity of the farming profession that is strongly attached to personal 
values itself. As suggested by the findings of Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 
passion toward the farming profession makes differences in the work 
engagement scale toward absorption, which is being totally and happily 
immersed in work.

The added value of our research to these studies is to show that 
involvement with farming is entailed in complex career patterns that 
turn into a passion, which is expressed as a “career calling.” Even partic-
ipants who were involved with different educational choices or career 
options other than farming heard this “calling” across a lifetime, and 
this explains how they engage in making meaning out of unpredictable 
and unplanned events. This study found a strong level of support for 
answering a “career calling” by establishing both singular (involvement 
as a full- time farmer) and multiple (involvement as a part- time farmer) 
cohesive career self- concepts.

At this point, our findings build the bridge between the career call-
ing literature and the particularities of the farming profession. In the 
career calling studies, “career calling” describes two main assumptions 
(Richardson et al. 2017). First, having a “calling” that may be interpreted 
as having a “passion” for a particular career field. Second, having a strong 
sense of dedication and involvement in a specific field. Our findings cap-
ture the first assumption via narratives of participants coming from fam-
ilies where their parents or grandparents were engaged in farming, and 
who expressed having a “calling” since childhood. Regarding the second 
assumption, having a strong sense of involvement was observed particu-
larly among participants whose career orientations were expressed with 
self- awareness on certain topics (detailed in this study within food move-
ments, pro- environmental objectives, and back- to- the- land movement).

Our analysis further reveals that the desire for career choice exper-
imentation, and career activity experimentation shape farming career 
narratives. This was noted with two types of tensions contributing to 
the family business literature (Grubbström et al. 2014; Joosse and 
Grubbström 2017). Due to its unique nature, there are two defined 
family business tensions, which are often intergenerational in character. 
The first is the tension between the need to maintain the business or 
innovate (Innovation Paradox, see De Massis et al. 2016). Our findings 
suggest strong support for the ability to maintain a farming career by 
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seeing experimentation as a way to grow both in their career and family 
business by creating a sister company or a new department in the family 
business. The second is the tension between the need to honor the pre-
vious generation’s vision or adapt the vision of the successor (Oedipus 
Paradox, see Suddaby and Jaskiewicz 2020). Our findings captured this 
tension mainly among fathers with the aim of maintaining the farming 
career by seeing experimentation as a way to differentiate work/roles 
(e.g., invest in mechanized agriculture, hydroponic systems, art resi-
dency, agro- tourism on the farm) that totally differ from the previous 
generation’s vision or traditional notion. As suggested by Glover and 
Reay (2015), we conclude that given tensions are mainly driven to pro-
tect the socioemotional wealth (that refers to the non- financial aspects 
of the family farm) in family firms that meet with the desire for construc-
tion of a new identity.

In the second stage analysis, this study provides insights into the role 
of digital communication tools in the construction of professional iden-
tities. As defined by new media studies (Madianou and Miller 2018), our 
results reveal two dimensions of online interpersonal communication: 
it is not only “experienced” but also “managed” as professional identity 
mechanism (both as a social construction and a cognitive structure).

Regarding the “experienced” dimension, the impact of digital com-
munication tools on the professional self has grown in attention in 
career construction studies (Kasperiuniene and Zydziunaite 2019), as 
well as in the agricultural literature investigating the role of digitaliza-
tion on farmer identity and skills (Carolan 2020; Rotz et al. 2019). Our 
results contribute to both topics from a youth career involvement per-
spective. More and more, we observe studies that highlight the fact that 
commonly used agrarian theories to explain farm entry with traditional 
planned and predictable pathways, whereby the family farm transfers 
their ownership to a successor, and gives a new identity to the family 
business, cannot fully address the changing nature of farm involvement 
(Bruce 2019). In our study, farm entry followed non- traditional paths, 
including unplanned, chance events and experimentation with inter-
personal online communication playing a role in each path and influ-
encing their behavioral and cognitive structure of professional identity. 
Through acquisition of hard/soft skills via online tools, inspiration from 
individual online networks, and self- recognition at a global level, our 
results demonstrate how users “experience” the online communication 
environment, and show a shift from the gathered information toward 
professional identity construction.

In terms of the “management” dimension of online interpersonal com-
munication, as reviewed by Olanrewaju et al. (2020), openness and easy 
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connectivity of online networks overcome the difficulty that individuals 
experience in reaching out to a proper expert advice, which is especially 
important in the early stage of their entrepreneurship related careers. 
While our results are in- line with this finding, accessed information from 
the Internet was found questionable in terms of the source’s relevance, 
trustworthiness, quality, and reliability. Often having access to a huge 
information create the same question expressed by reached active young 
farmers (research participants) as “How to filter all gathered information?” 
More precisely, users face challenges in managing globally collected 
agrarian knowledge from different online sources in a local farming 
context. This question opens discussions on the role of digital communi-
cation tools that promote a new media culture whereby the information 
access is no longer a passive process (unlike in the old media where 
information sources were in the hand of inflexible sources), but an inter-
active process that requires management. In our study, we observed pro-
fessional consequences of choosing between different sources of new 
media sources, as well as provision of professional identities in different 
sources (e.g., present in divers social media platforms with different dig-
ital business strategies).

Furthermore, in line with Sullivan and Al Ariss (2021), our results con-
tribute to the “career transition,” “career change,” and “career mobil-
ity” research where the use of digital communication technologies have 
enabled career transition of individuals, particularly into a farming 
career as an outcome of job- to- job transition.

In the third stage of the analysis, we extended our career construction 
model with a geographical dimension. The studies of Alexander and 
Hooley (2018) and Camilleri and Debono (2020) are two of few works 
that investigate the role of island particularities in the career develop-
ment. Our results touch on that gap, showing that island particulari-
ties (“smallness,” “belonging,” and “economic boundedness”) and the 
“island effect” (maintaining a part- time farming culture due to short dis-
tances between urban- rural regions) play an important role on emerged 
cohesive singular and multiple career self- concepts for those who have 
access to land. However, evidence from our analysis suggests that the con-
tingency factor of inheriting farmland has a strong but not a straightfor-
ward link to involvement with farming. While the transmission of career 
adaptability across generations is shown in the literature (Garcia et al. 
2019), the contribution of our study is to show how career transmission 
across generations on small islands takes place in the career narratives. 
In our case, most of the time it is not the role model that is expressed 
as a driving reason of their career intention, but more the relationship 
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between a desire for protean career development and belonging to the 
land that has been noted.

This study examined return “islanders” to provide insights on the 
new career landscape potential of islands in the digital age and, in turn, 
demonstrated that return “islanders” possess a particularly stronger 
protean career pattern when it comes to constructing their career in 
farming on the island, which is strongly linked to their return decision. 
This observed particularity is explained by returned “islanders” ability 
to transform the condition of having access to land on an island into 
an opportunity for protean career development by using their protean 
competencies of adaptability and self- awareness. The study of Bruce 
(2019) provides the typology of “returning farmers” who become farm-
ers later in life bringing nonagricultural work experience and a unique 
insider- outsider perspective. The return “islanders” show similarities 
to the authors’ typology of “returning farmers,” where the mentioned 
insider perspective is linked to the protean competencies of adaptability 
and self- awareness. In our case, adaptability is observed with the ability 
to construct a career in a changing environment, and self- awareness is 
expressed with increased sensitivity on certain topics (food movements, 
pro- environmental objectives, and back- to- the- land movement) linked 
to their career choices and pursuing individual and/or social achieve-
ment ideologies. For the protean competencies of self- awareness, our 
findings show that digital networking plays a role in creating sensitivity 
about certain topics and receiving inspiration from others. In line with 
Davis et al (2020), these digital networking opportunities provide an 
important support to protean behavior.

Our study has some limitations that future research could address. 
First, our narrative interviews’ sample size is limited in terms of the 
socio- demographic background of respondents. Relative to the num-
ber of non- migrating “islanders” and return “islanders,” we reached few 
respondents in the groups of settlers and part- time islanders. To better 
conceptualize the differences among these groups, we encourage reach-
ing further respondents represented in these groups. Second, this study 
does not aim to be comparative in nature by providing a comparison 
across two islands, but to offer observed identical career development 
paths on both islands. A further comparative study would be helpful to 
explore how individuals develop their career identities across different 
island geographies. Third, while our study aims to investigate the role of 
island particularities on career construction, the relationship between 
digitalization, return migration, and the islands’ labor markets needs fur-
ther insights. The impact of material infrastructure of bridges on islands’ 
labor markets is well documented (Baldacchino 2007). As a follow up 
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question, the influence of digital communication infrastructure on the 
labor market of the islands would be worthwhile as further research for 
both youth return migration and rural labor market studies. Lastly, our 
narrative interviews combined with supportive quantitative survey data 
give some insights into the digital identity mechanism, especially how 
youth “experience” the online environment for farming professions. For 
further research, the “management” dimension of interpersonal online 
communication suggests an interesting research area that may contrib-
ute to the “new farmer identity” studies in the digital age.
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ANNEX 1
Supportive Data- set Used in the Study
Quantitative surveys (N = 23) were administered with young farmers interviewed 
at the end of their narrative stories, and lasted 20– 30 minutes. The study used 
open- ended questions in the quantitative survey to give a chance to explain a 
prior closed- ended question, and to check on errors in understanding.
Closed- ended questions in the quantitative survey. In addition to measuring the ways 
individuals experience their career via narratives, adding a more quantitative 
dimension allows us to more precisely understand the frequency of use of digi-
tal communication tools, and their role on work engagement. Our quantitative 
survey consisted of four parts: Part 1: general information: farm and farmer 
characteristics; Part 2: work engagement: to measure work engagement we used 
Ultrich’s work engagement scale (Gerards et al. 2018; Schaufeli and Bakker 
2004) whereby respondents were asked to rate the eight statements on a seven- 
point scale ranging from “never” to “always”; Part 3: digital communication at 
work: to measure the use of digital communication tools, we use fifteen state-
ments on a five- point scale ranging from “not at all” to “to a very high degree.” 
Based on the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI), we developed four 
main items of connectivity, human capital, use of Internet, and integration with 
digital technology; and Part 4: formal and informal networks: to measure social 
interaction via online networks, seven statements were used to capture informal 
and formal network connections for work. Each item was rated on a five- point 
scale ranging from “not at all” to “to a very high degree.” The questions were 
pre- tested with pilot surveys and adjusted based on the pre- test results. Our in-
terest was in undertaking a quantitative analysis that gathered numerical data to 
determine statistical results to be considered for future research.
Open- ended questions in the quantitative survey. The study used open- ended ques-
tions during the quantitative survey that served as supportive qualitative data 
to narrative stories, and were particularly employed for the Q2 analyses. Open- 
ended questions help to design the internal structure of the narrative by timeline 
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(Part 1), to explore further the role of digital communication tools on work 
engagement (Part 2), and to name the used tools with examples (Part 3 and 4).
Expert interviews (N  =  15) were administered via face to face meetings, and 
lasted 60 minutes. The overall aim of expert interviews was to analyze, and as-
sess the involvement of youth in the farming profession by considering different 
farm types in the study region.
Data sampling approach for expert interviews. Experts in the study regions were 
selected via direct contacts of collaborated academic partners on the island. 
Experts were selected based on their capacity to classify typical farms in the re-
gion, as well as to identify further the farming career entry decisions by youth for 
each of the defined typical farm types. Different expert interviews with govern-
ment and civic society actors (policy makers and officers from government agen-
cies, non- profit organizations and agricultural networks) carried out.
The guide for expert interviews. An interview guide was produced by the main re-
searcher, and mainly followed the farm typology approach (Unay- Gailhard et 
al. 2018) that included a guiding questionnaire that aimed to construct typical 
farms in the region. Experts were asked to specify the most important 3 to 10 
farm types of the study region, according to the three structural farm dimen-
sions: (1) farm size (e.g., small, medium, large); (2) farm specialization (e.g., 
mixed farms, greenhouse farms, milk farms); and (3) managerial ownership 
(e.g., family farm, intermediate farm family farms that were supplemented by 
hired labor, but which did not exceed 50%, and non- family farm where hired 
labor contributed to the majority of the workload). The interviewer made sure 
information was gathered on typical farm types; not just addressing the numbers 
of farms but also a farm type’s share in production or land use. The two primary 
objectives of constructing the farm typologies with experts and discussing the 
farm entry decisions of youth into these farm types were (i) to consider farms 
where statistics on average farm characteristics were not representative of the 
majority of the farms in the studied region, and (ii) to take into consideration 
the heterogeneity in small farms that represented a spectrum of different farm 
types, such as business farms, ‘lifestyle’ farms, part- time farms, and were more 
likely to show different new entrant career construction paths.
Process of expert interviews. Once the expert was identified, meetings took place at 
their workplace. The expert interview meeting consisted of three parts: in the 
first part, the main researcher stated the aim of the project and explained the 
purpose of the interview (10 minutes). The second part contained open- ended 
questions that aimed to construct typical farm types in the case study region 
(30 minutes). The third part was devoted to discussing the involvement trends 
into the farming profession among youth, particularly aiming to capture the 
differences in each defined typical farm (20 minutes). Besides the information 
gathering dimension, expert interviews were intended as a physical access to ac-
tive young farmers (narrators/research participants).

ANNEX 2
Details of Research Participants (Narrators) Profiles
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Interviewed active young farmers’ profiles in terms of three dimensions of farm typology. 
(1) farm size: by considering the island scale, participants identify the size of 
their farms as very small, small, medium, or large; (2) farm specialization: par-
ticipants on both islands involved with organic and non- organic production. In 
Chania, participants were involved with mixed farms (olives, honey, wine), fruits, 
avocados, greenhouses and olive farms, as well as farms with olive oil, a micro-
brewery, and wine production. In Terceria, the participants were involved with 
farm types including milk (dairy specialists), other grazing livestock (special cat-
tle, sheep and goats), permanent crops (fruits and citrus fruits), mixed farms 
(greenhouses, grazing livestock), greenhouses, and a hypotonic farm; (3) mana-
gerial ownership: participants self- identify themselves as a farmer with different 
responsibilities on a family farm, intermediate farm and a non- family farm.
We captured that the managerial ownership particularities on the islands change 
the administrative definition of young farmers. For some, even if they are the 
main person responsible for daily operations on a regular basis, their parents 
still hold all administrative legal rights of the farm. For several narratives, this 
issue can be explained by the aspect of island culture of the farmland being le-
gally inherited after the death of the farmland owner. However, this managerial 
ownership particularity finds its place in the literature for mainland countries as 
well, particularly among small family farms (Sutherland 2015).
Interviewed active young farmers’ profiles within different conceptualisations of island life. 
Based on the categories proposed by sociology of island life studies (Baldacchino 
2018; Royle 2014) participants grouped as: (1) non- migrating “islanders” 
(N  =  9): natives born on the island who followed their education and career 
paths on the island; (2) return “islanders” (N = 12): natives born on the island 
who followed their education and/or career development off the island, but that 
have returned back to the island; (3) settlers (N = 1): those coming “from away”; 
(4) part- time islanders (N = 1): those originally from the island but who are now 
second- home residents and temporary workers.
In the study (particularly for Q3), we focus on the sample of return “island-
ers.” This is made to provide insights about the relationship between career 
construction, in- migration decisions to the island, and digital support. However, 
our study does not aim to be relational by linking provided categories.


