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The initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic revealed unique vulnerabilities of the global

food system with notable societal consequences, calling for the need to implement

resilience strategies to support food security for all. The objective of this study was

to elicit perceptions, experiences, and responses of producers of diversified farms in

the Northern Great Plains of the United States to the early stage of the COVID-19

pandemic toward identifying factors for strengthening the resilience of agricultural

production for supporting livelihoods and food security. Between May and August

2020, a cross-sectional online survey was administered to the emerging community

of diversified farm managers in two rural U.S. states, Montana and South Dakota (n

= 53), where monocropping and extensive livestock production are prevalent. About

two-thirds of surveyed producers (68%) reported that they did not change their farming

practices in response to the pandemic up until the survey period in Summer 2020.

Almost three-quarters of producers (73%) indicated that access to commodities, farm

inputs, and farm labor was not a concern for them during the early stage of the

pandemic. Most surveyed producers (88%) were not concerned about their household

food security and expressed confidence regarding a long-term increase in the demand

for local food. However, almost half of surveyed producers (47%) reported that their

anxiety increased because of the pandemic. Findings further highlight that small farms

implemented a greater number of practices for enhancing ecological self-regulation while

depending strongly on off-farm income compared to larger farms that were economically

more autonomous. This study points to the promise of farm system diversification in

strengthening the resilience of agricultural systems. We conclude by outlining pathways

for increasing diversity on farms toward supporting food security during extreme food

system shocks.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic unprecedentedly impacted food
systems around the world (Afshin et al., 2019) in terms of scope
and immediateness (Baldwin and Tomiura, 2020), revealing
unique vulnerabilities (Altieri and Nicholls, 2020a) as well as
resilience (Orden, 2020) across supply chains. On the production
side of food systems, lockdown and “stay at home” measures
during the initial phase of the COVID-19 pandemic had severe
impacts on agricultural production and food commodity prices
(Elleby et al., 2020), with repercussions for producers and
consumers worldwide. Producer income, purchasing power,
planning, access to markets, and emotional wellbeing were
impacted (Reissman et al., 2006; Laborde et al., 2020). Recent data
shows that the pandemic has been a rare case of a global supply
chain disruption due to restricted transportation, unavailability
of raw material supply, and shutdowns of food processing,
distribution, and sale (Taqi et al., 2020; Shahed et al., 2021).
While evidence demonstrates how unprepared food systems were
to respond appropriately to the COVID-19 pandemic, emerging
research is showing how some communities and sectors of the
food system were more resilient than others in their responses
(Ahmed et al., 2020).

Failure to learn from previous disasters, laxity to adopt
early preparedness strategies from warnings by health
organizations and scientists, market globalization, as well
as highly interconnected living systems contributed to spreading
the pandemic with significant impacts on agriculture (Saqr and
Wasson, 2020). COVID-19 affected agriculture in both supply
and demand (Siche, 2020). On the supply side, there have been
restrictions on travel, transportation, and trade, reinforced
sanitary controls, and labor shortages with many food system
workers becoming sick or not able to travel to their workplaces
(Elleby et al., 2020). During the first few months of the pandemic
when this study was conducted, these limitations constrained
the distribution and processing of foods, the circulation of farm
inputs, and resulted in a vast decay of perishable products;
a further enduring effect of COVID-19 on the food system
has been the uncertainty farmers confront regarding their
production management decisions and consumer demand
(Benton, 2020). On the demand side, mobility restrictions
and reduced purchasing power due to the related economic
slowdown have been impacting consumers worldwide, especially
the most vulnerable population groups (Siche, 2020).

An increasing body of evidence demonstrates that elevated
levels of agrobiodiversity allow for quicker recovery after
environmental disturbances such as hurricanes (Philpott et al.,
2008; Rosset et al., 2011) or drought (Murgueitio et al., 2011).
Agrobiodiversity is also associated with greater success in
achieving food security (Thornton et al., 2019). Given the role of
agrobiodiversity for resilience, the study presented here focused
on surveying farms with an elevated level of diversification
in their farm management. The overall goals of this study
were to: (1) identify the challenges and opportunities faced
by diversified farms during the initial months of the COVID-
19 pandemic; (2) evaluate the resilience and vulnerabilities of
diversified farms to the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic;

and (3) characterize responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
to identify factors contributing to resilience to inform future
preparedness efforts.

To address our study goals, we deployed an online cross-
sectional survey to managers of diversified farms in two states
of the Northern Great Plains (NGP) in the U.S., Montana (MT)
and South Dakota (SD). Survey questions assessed producer
perceptions in response to COVID-19 (including impacts on
the farms’ economy and producers’ emotional wellbeing), farm
management and crop diversity, and food security concerns of
farms and farming communities based on the perceptions of 53
farm managers of diversified farms in MT and SD. We used
the agroecosystem resilience assessment framework by Cabell
and Oelofse (2012) as well as the rapid C-SCAN (COVID-19
Surveillance Community Action Network for Food Systems)
survey (Ahmed et al., 2020) as baselines for developing our
survey instrument. We acknowledge that the sample size of this
study is relatively small due to: (1) the circumstance that the
diversified farming community in MT and SD is small; (2) the
travel constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic that did
not enable us to travel to administer the surveys and rather relied
on a purely online format; (3) the short time window due to the
aim of capturing producers’ perceptions during the early stages
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the relatively small sample
size, the survey findings presented here cover a unique time, the
first growing season since the start of the pandemic characterized
by extreme uncertainty.

BACKGROUND

To situate the context of this study, the following section
provides background on the theoretical foundations of this study
regarding the concepts of resilience and agrobiodiversity, as well
as a comprehensive review on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on agricultural and food systems.

Agroecosystem Resilience and
Agrobiodiversity
Food system resilience is the capacity of a food system and
its units at multiple levels to constantly provide food security,
even while facing unforeseen (internal or external) disturbances
such as natural, political, social, or economic shocks (Tendall
et al., 2015). Food system resilience is characterized by five
capacities: (1) capacity to withstand disturbances (robustness);
(2) disturbance absorption capacity; (3) capacity to react (rapidity
and flexibility); (4) capacity to restore (resourcefulness); and (5)
capacity to learn or adaptability (Carpenter et al., 2001; Tendall
et al., 2015). In contrast, the vulnerability of a food system
is dependent on its propensity or predisposition to external
shocks or disturbances. Accordingly, a vulnerable food system
is characterized by low decision-making autonomy, connectivity,
and diversity (Ericksen et al., 2012; Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, 2014).

Agroecosystems are managed to produce, distribute, and
consume food, biofuel, and fiber. Boundaries of agroecosystems
encompass the physical space dedicated to the production,
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as well as the resources, infrastructure, markets, institutions,
and people operating within these boundaries (Cabell and
Oelofse, 2012). This definition characterizes agroecosystems as
socio-environmental systems which are part of the production
subsystem of food systems (Ericksen, 2008). Agroecosystem
resilience is a fundamental component of overall food
system resilience. Specifically, it describes the capacity of
an agroecosystem to maintain the ability to feed, clothe, and
provide energy to people in the face of shocks while building
the natural capital base upon which they depend and providing
a livelihood for the people who make it function (Cabell and
Oelofse, 2012).

Apart from redundancy, diversity is the key attribute for any
system’s capacity to cope with change, as a greater range of
options reduces its vulnerability after the loss of specific elements
(Folke et al., 2004; Hodbod and Eakin, 2015). Previous studies
have promoted diversification as the core strategy to increase the
robustness, absorption capacity, flexibility, resourcefulness, and
adaptability of agricultural systems to external shocks (Zimmerer
et al., 2019). Two types of diversity enhance resilience: functional
diversity, i.e., the number of functionally different groups in
a system, and response diversity, i.e., the number of different
groups providing the same function (Walker and Salt, 2012).
While functional diversity enhances a system’s learning and
adaptation capacity, response diversity increases its absorption
capacity (Elmqvist et al., 2003; Hodbod and Eakin, 2015).

Agrobiodiversity is defined as the diversity of wild and
domesticated genetic resources involved in obtaining agricultural
products as well as non-harvested species that contribute to the
functioning of an agroecosystem (Howard, 2010; Herforth et al.,
2019). In general, diversified and sustainable farming systems
mimic the biodiversity levels and functioning of local ecosystems
(Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b) to generate multiple ecosystem
services including increased nutrient and water efficiency;
stimulation of the soil microflora and organic matter content;
improved resilience to pests and meteorological perturbations;
increased per-plant yield; and the sequestration of atmospheric
carbon (Gliessman, 1985; Altieri, 1994; Letourneau et al., 2011;
Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b). Agrobiodiversity also creates health
and nutrition benefits. For example, a variety of crops offers
farmers diverse diets comprised of vitamins, minerals, and
phytochemicals that support the immune system (Yousafzai
et al., 2013). Until the second half of the twentieth century,
agricultural systems have been widely characterized by diversified
farming (Rosset et al., 2011; Béné et al., 2015).

Despite the advantages of agrobiodiversity, the globalization
and industrialization of food systems during the past decades
have resulted in the simplification of farming systems and
dominance of mechanized, high-input monocropping (Jäger
et al., 2019; Hobbs, 2020). Consequently, diversified agriculture at
present is widely limited to subsistent farms in low- and middle-
income countries (Howard, 2010) and only 15 crops provide over
80% of the world’s food calorie intake (Motley et al., 2006). This
homogenization of farming systems has negatively impacted the
functionality of ecosystem services and weakened their ability to
prevent the development and spread of communicable diseases
(Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b). For example, habitat simplification

due to monocropping has increased human contact rates with
disease vectors such as Lyme disease (Pongsiri et al., 2009;
Rohr et al., 2019). Large-scale animal production has created
opportunities for many viruses to mutate and spread directly
to humans (Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b), including the H1N1
virus (causing “swine flu”), the H5N1 virus (cause of “bird flu”),
and potentially SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19
(Jackson et al., 2007). The homogenization of farming systems
also affects the socio-cultural resilience of farming communities
by impacting social organizations, local culture, language, and
cuisine (Ebel et al., 2021).

After an increased worldwide focus on restoring
agrobiodiversity in the 1990s and early 2000s, the 2008 food
crisis resulted in a global call for monocropping of staple crops
(Renkow and Byerlee, 2010; Kahane et al., 2013). Nevertheless,
a countermovement has continued to demand more local,
diversified, and sustainable farming methods that are expanding
worldwide, including in high-income countries such as the U.S.
(Kolodinsky et al., 2020). However, diversified farms in the
U.S. are still limited to niche sectors including certified organic
farming and other sustainably managed, often horticultural,
systems (Youngberg and DeMuth, 2013; Rosa-Schleich et al.,
2019).

Farming Systems in the Northern Great
Plains
The states where this study was carried out, MT and SD, are
part of the NGP ecoregion, which includes smaller parts of
North Dakota, Wyoming, Nebraska, and southwestern Canada
(Padbury et al., 2002). Agriculture is an integral component of the
economy, history, and culture of the region (Conant et al., 2018).
While only 1.6% of the U.S. population live in the NGP, the region
contributes notably to the U.S. food supply, especially to the
production of spring and durum wheat, sunflower seed (>70%
of U.S. production), barley, lentils, and dry beans (>40% of U.S.
production), winter wheat, oats, corn, sugar beets, and cattle,
where the region generates over 20% of U.S. production (Ebel and
Thornton, under review)1. The NGP are currently experiencing
a transition in agricultural land use, mainly the conversion
of grass and rangeland to the monocropping of annual crops
(Sayre et al., 2012). Historically, wheat has been the dominant
crop in the NGP; more recently, monocropping of barley, corn,
soybeans, and pulses is gaining prominence (Heinemann et al.,
2014; Conant et al., 2018; Herforth et al., 2019; Jäger et al.,
2019).

Diversified cropping systems have not played an important
role in the NGP during the past 100 years (Padbury et al., 2002;
Conant et al., 2018). However, numerous NGP dryland farmers
have recently begun to diversify their agricultural portfolio,
especially by including pulses into their crop rotations. Also,
small-scale diversified horticultural production is emerging in
urban areas and fruit-producing regions, particularly in the

1Ebel, R., and Thornton, A. (under review). The Importance of the Food

System for Maintaining Rural Population Densities in the Northern Great Plains.

Unpublished manuscript.
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western NGP (Gough, 1997; Long et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2015;
Carlisle, 2016; Stoy et al., 2018; Warne et al., 2019).

Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on U.S.
Agriculture
The COVID-19 pandemic affected food, fiber, and bioenergy
production and the associated industry of most commodities and
scales of production (Naja and Hamadeh, 2020; Zurayk, 2020).
One of the most immediate consequences of the pandemic was a
series of bankruptcies of farms, particularly in the fresh-market
horticultural sector (Richards and Rickard, 2020), which was
triggered by three core factors: (1) shift toward the consumption
of processed items (Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b; Béné, 2020);
(2) decreased demand from hotels and restaurants because of
health regulations and changes in consumer habits (Nicola et al.,
2020); and (3) limited service or closure by food banks and other
institutions that provide nutrition assistance and support the
food security (Stephens et al., 2020).

In addition to decreasing consumer demand for many foods,
farms in the U.S. faced disruptions and price increases in
the supply chain for agricultural inputs including seeds and
fertilizers (Altieri and Nicholls, 2020b; Béné, 2020). Although
farmworkers were classified as essential workers and widely
exempt from working and mobility restrictions (Béné, 2020;
Benton, 2020), many seasonal foreign farm workers were unable
to travel to their workplaces because of virus-related regulation
measures as well as visa restrictions and delays (Torero, 2020).
Livestock production systems, meat processors and packers, and
horticultural producers were most affected by labor shortages
(Stephens et al., 2020).

Before the pandemic, small-scale producers of locally
marketed foods saw constant growth despite accounting for only
1.5% of the U.S. agricultural production (Low et al., 2015).
During the pandemic, small producers, especially in the vegetable
and fruit sector, were challenged by social-distancing regulations
and decreased availability of farmworkers while production costs
increased (Laborde et al., 2020; Orden, 2020). Whereas small-
scale horticultural producers who sell their produce close to
urban centers benefited from the lockdown measures (as many
consumers opted for local food purchases and avoided large
food retailers), small producers in rural settings faced economic
challenges (Kolodinsky et al., 2020; Westervelt, 2020).

The pandemic created uncertainty among U.S. farmers
(Reissman et al., 2006; Laborde et al., 2020), including about how
to adapt their operations (farm management, crop choices) and
impacts on their sales (Benton, 2020). Producer stress caused
by uncertainty can result in unhealthy lifestyle patterns such as
dietary choices with long-lasting effects on nutrition and health
(Yousafzai et al., 2013). Globally, several studies indicate that
the uncertainty related to the COVID-19 pandemic impacted a
range of mental health conditions including loneliness, anxiety,
stress, insomnia, denial, anger, post-traumatic stress disorder,
psychological distress, and depression (Galea et al., 2020; Torales
et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020) that have instigated an overall
increase in substance abuse and domestic violence (Galea et al.,
2020; Kalil, 2020).

Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on
Farming Systems in the Northern Great
Plains
Farming systems in the NGP were impacted by pandemic
mitigation measures carried out during the initial phase of
COVID-19. In MT, a stay-at-home order was implemented
in April 2020 based on state and federal State of Emergency
regulations (State of Montana, 2020a,b,c). In SD, despite the
declaration of a state of emergency in March 2020, COVID-19
control measures did not include a stay-at-home order (South
Dakota Department of Health, 2020).

Consequences of the lockdown and “stay at home” measures
for farmers in the NGP included interrupted supply chains
caused by bankruptcies of food distributors and processors,
transport limitations (US Department of Agriculture, 2018;
Afshin et al., 2019; Pyatt, 2020; Sy, 2020; Taylor, 2020), reduced
commodity prices (DeLeon, 2020; Lynch et al., 2020), uncertain
export markets (Kerr, 2020), and unpredictable demand due
to changes in consumer behavior and spending (Nicosia, 2005;
Bhattacharya, 2012). By April 2020, the economy of more than
85% of NGP farm operations was negatively affected by COVID-
19 (Grimberg, 2020). While grain and oilseed producers were
confronted with minor commodity price and supply chain issues
(Brewin, 2020), livestock production was severely hit. Numerous
dairy farmers in the region had to pour milk away during the
first months of the pandemic (Torero, 2020). While direct sales
were an area of opportunity for small-scale farms across the U.S.,
most NGP farms could not benefit from this trend as they serve
commodity markets (Grimberg, 2020).

Despite a later normalization in food transportation and retail,
the economy of most farms in the NGP started to recover long
after the lockdown ended in May 2020 (Cates-Carney, 2020). In
MT, many ranchers postponed selling their calves or feeder cattle
for the late Fall months (Belasco, 2020). In contrast, grain sales
were more stable (Cates-Carney, 2020). The situation in SD was
similar, especially in the livestock sector. Ranchers in SDwere not
only affected by closings of processing facilities but also by limited
exportation opportunities (Birkeland, 2020).

METHODS

Study Population
Research was carried out during the first growing season of
the COVID-19 pandemic with managers of diversified farms
in MT and SD, two states within the Northern Great Plains.
Our study focused on producers of diversified farms given that
diversification is a core strategy for increasing the resilience
of farms facing external shocks (Zimmerer et al., 2019).
Specifically, we assessed producer perceptions in response to
COVID-19, characterization of farm management practices and
crop diversity, and food security of farms and food security
concerns of farming communities based on the perceptions of 53
farm managers.

For our study, diversified farms were identified as operations
using a whole system approach to agriculture that is based on
promoting biodiversity and ecosystem services from field to
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TABLE 1 | Food systems resilience and vulnerability parameters.

Parameter Question topics (examples) Questionnaire sections Results section

Agroecosystem resilience

Ecological self-regulation Existence of riparian buffers, hedgerows,

pollinator strips, and/or trees on farm

Farm background;

farm management and crop diversity

Impact of COVID-19 on farm

management and crop choices

Connectedness Use of intercropping, cover cropping,

intraspecific diversity

Spatial and temporal heterogeneity Diversity of cultivation practices; use of crop

rotations

Integration of local natural capital Use of compost and manure

Food system resilience

Autonomy and local

interdependence

Contribution of farming to household income Farm background;

food system resilience and vulnerability;

effects of COVID-19 pandemic on farm

management, farm economy and food

systems

Producer perceptions of the impact of

COVID-19 on food security and

livelihoods

Food security Access to food; community food security

Food system vulnerability

Shock exposure Access to commodities and farm inputs;

available farm labor

Food system resilience and vulnerability;

effects of COVID-19 pandemic on farm

management, farm economy and food

systems

Impact of COVID-19 on farm economy

Shock sensitivity Anxiety Impact of COVID-19 on producers’

emotional well-being

Parameters of the adapted agroecosystem assessment framework (Cabell and Oelofse, 2012) enhanced with food system resilience and vulnerability parameters, their relation to the

survey questionnaire, and results section where findings are presented.

landscape scales based on one or more of the following types of
farm management practices to enhance diversity (UC Berkley,
2020): (1) polycropping (multiple crops and/or varieties); (2)
complex crop rotations; (3) holding of different livestock species;
(4) integration of fish and/or livestock in plant production; (5)
maintenance of hedgerows or live fences around farming areas;
and (6) adoption of techniques to increase the biodiversity of a
farm’s surrounding landscape.

The study inclusion criteria involved: (1) producers (those
who own, lease, are hired, or have some other arrangement of
working on a farm) working on a farm located in MT or SD; (2)
producers who have grown crops or held animals for at least one
season; and (3) producers that classify their agricultural systems
as diversified farms based on the aforementioned definition.

Development and Distribution of Survey
Instrument
The development of the survey was informed by two research
questions (1) What were producer perceptions, experiences, and
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic during its initial phase?
and (2) How did the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic
impact crop diversity, farm management practices, the emotional
well-being of surveyed producers, and the economy of farms and
farming communities?

We used the agroecosystem resilience assessment framework
developed by Cabell and Oelofse (2012) as a baseline
for developing a self-administered online survey, and for
interpreting participant responses. The agroecosystem resilience
assessment framework consists of 12 resilience indicators, out
of which five were considered suitable to address our study

questions and applied in the survey section “Farm management
and crop diversity” (Table 1). To address producer perceptions
of the impact of COVID-19 on their agroecosystems more
broadly, we drew questions from the rapid C-SCAN (COVID-19
Surveillance Community Action Network for Food Systems)
survey tool (Ahmed et al., 2020). Furthermore, the survey
included the validated 2-item measure to screen for food
insecurity by Gundersen et al. (2017).

The survey instrument was subsequently modified and refined
through pilot testing for input from field experts. The final tool
included a self-administered survey with a total of 31 questions
divided into five sections. In this article, data from a subset of
13 survey questions were used (see Supplementary Appendix 1

for survey questions). The survey questions addressed in this
article comprise of six single-select multiple-choice questions (all
framed as binary yes/no questions with the possibility to specify
information using text inputs), three multi-select multiple-choice
questions, two open-ended questions, and two three-step Likert-
Scale questions (Brown, 2011; Gundersen et al., 2017).

Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous.
Prior informed consent was obtained from all participants. The
consent form, study introduction, and survey instrument were
approved by the Montana State University Institutional Review
Board (approval number SA042720-EX) in April 2020. The
introduction to the survey presented the aims and procedures
of the survey, including the anonymity and confidentiality of
responses, inclusion criteria, and contact details of the research
team and Institutional Review Board.

The survey was distributed online and included the study
introduction and informed consent using the online platform
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Qualtrics (SAP, Provo, UT) (Oppenheimer et al., 2011). Data
were collected May 1st through August 7th, 2020. The research
team distributed the survey using farming listservs in the study
area as well as posting a link to the survey and study introduction
in various social media venues and newsletters. To encourage
responses, a $15 gift card was provided as an incentive for
participants upon completion of the survey. Completed surveys
were given identifiers for tracking purposes only. We obtained
120 responses (response rate of a∼20%) of which 53 were
validated and included in the study analysis.

Data Validation
We excluded incomplete and inconsistent responses and the
remaining survey data was validated using Cronbach’s Alpha Test
as a measure for data consistency (Ferketich, 1990; Vaske, 2019).
We obtained a value of 0.67, which is adequate for scales in
human dimension research (Vaske et al., 2017).

Survey Sample Characteristics
Of the 53 validated responses, 31 were from producers
with farms in MT and 22 from producers with farms
in SD. Surveyed farms in MT were smaller than in SD
(Table 2, Supplementary Appendix 2). In the majority of farms,
agriculture generates <75% of the household income and most
surveyed producers own their farmland. Surveyed producers
with more than 5 years of farming experience tended to work
on larger farms (>100 acres), less experienced producers on
smaller ones (Supplementary Appendix 3). On larger farms,
more than 90% of production was designated for sale, while this
share was lower for smaller farms (Supplementary Appendix 3).
Thirty-eight surveyed farms were dedicated to plant production
(out of which ten can be classified as strictly horticultural
producers), four produced livestock, five have a mixed farm,
and six producers did not specify their farm products. Only
eight farms produced one single commodity (in addition to
non-commercial diversification measures such as pollinator
strips). The median number of commodities per farm was
four. In 2020, the most common crops on surveyed farms
were annual vegetables, followed by corn, wheat, berries, dry
legumes, oats, and soybean. The most common livestock was
cattle (Supplementary Appendix 4).

Data Analysis
The survey responses generated quantitative data from multiple-
choice and Likert-type questions (these data were also used
for the overall assessment of agroecosystem resilience), as well
as qualitative data from the responses of the open-ended
questions, and the explanations elicited from the multiple-
choice questions.

Quantitative Data

All analyses were conducted using SPSS for Windows, v 26
(IBM, Armonk, NY) (De Sá, 2007). First, we described the
perceived impact of COVID-19 on farms, producers, and their
communities from the responses to binary (yes/no) survey
questions. Responses were transformed into numeric binary
values (Brown, 2011). For all data, we conducted descriptive

TABLE 2 | Characteristics of farms managed by surveyed producers: farm size,

farm’s contribution to household economy, destination of farm outputs, farm

ownership, and farming experience of farm manager per state where farm is

located.

Indicator Montana South Dakota No response

Farm size

Farm > 100 acres 12 18 0

Farm < 100 acres 19 4

Farm’s contribution to household economy

Farming < 75% of income 19 13 1

Farming > 75% of income 12 8

Destination of farm outputs

>90% of production for sale 14 12 2

50–90% of production for sale 10 5

<50% of production for sale 7 3

Farm ownership

Own farmland 23 19 0

Lease farmland or employed 8 3

Farming experience of (surveyed) farm manager

Farming experience 1 year 6 2 0

Farming experience > 1 < 5 years 9 1

Farming experience > 5 years 16 19

statistics, which included frequency and percentage response
distributions as well as dispersion measures.

For the analysis of the farm management practices, we
grouped the practices into three categories: (1) sustainable tillage
(including conservation tillage or direct seeding), (2) sustainable
fertilization (use of compost, compost tea, charcoal, and/or
manure), and (3) cropping system diversification (crop rotations,
intercropping, and/or cover cropping). Inter-associations were
assessed using the two-sided Fishers Exact Test at p < 0.05
(Upton, 1992).

Regarding the impact of COVID-19 on farm management
and crop diversity, farm economy, producers’ emotional well-
being, and producer food insecurity, we used cross-tabulations
and chi-square tests to identify significant (p < 0.05) di?erences
on how the pandemic affected several characteristics of
farm management and food security (Chambers and Skinner,
2003).

To identify factors that influence producers’ perceptions of
COVID-19, we contrasted the responses of the perceived impact
of COVID-19, with data about farm management practices,
including diversification. This data originated from multi-option
questions, which we converted into ordinal integer numbers
(Brown, 2011) with 0 as the lowest value (example question
on farm size: 0 for < 5 acres; 4 for > 1,000 acres). We
conducted univariate association analysis using the Chi-square
test for categorical, non-parametric variables. Significance was
considered at p < 0.05 (Chambers and Skinner, 2003). To
quantify relationships, we applied a two-tailed Cramer’s V test,
where a value <0.2 indicated a weak association, 0.2 ≤ 0.3 a
moderate association, and >0.3 strong association (Santos-Díaz
et al., 2019).
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TABLE 3 | Equations, adapted from Cabell and Oelofse (2012), processed for the overall assessment of the resilience of the participating farms.

Parameter Processed values Equation

Ecological self-regulation (ES) Number of farms using riparian buffers (xRB), hedgerows (xHR), pollinator

strips (xPS), and having trees on the farm (xTR)

xES = (6 100 xi
n

)

Connectedness (CO) Number of farms using intercropping (xIC), cover cropping (xCC), and

cultivating intraspecific diversity (xID).

xCO = (6
100 xj
n

)

Spatial and temporal heterogeneity (HE) Diversity of cultivation practices (DCP); use of crop rotations (xID) x̃DCP = (
6 xi,j,ID

n
)

HE =

(

6
100 xID

n

)

+ DCP
8

2

Integration of local natural capital (IN) Number of farms using (xCO) and manure (xMA ) xIN = (6 100 xk
n

)

Autonomy and local interdependence (AU) Percentual contribution of farming to household income (CO) xAU = (6 xCO
n

)

Food security (FS) Number of farmers who did not perceive an impact of COVID-19 on their

diet (xDI) and community food security (xCFS)

xFS = (6 100 xl
n

)

Shock exposure (SE) Number of farmers who did not perceive an impact of COVID-19 on access

to commodities and farm inputs (xCF) and available farm labor (xDI)

xSE = (6 100 xm
n

)

Shock sensitivity (SS) Number of farmers who did not perceive anxiety due to COVID-19 (xAN) xFS = (6 100 xAN
n

)

Qualitative Data

For the analysis of open-ended questions, we conducted
inductive, undirected content analysis to identify common
themes in the responses (Kuckartz, 2014; Saldaña, 2015).
The coding process was facilitated by the qualitative software
NVivo 12 (QSR International, Doncaster, Australia). We applied
inductive coding, where we prioritized in vivo codes, resumed
all condensed meaning units, and calculated the frequency of
meaning units per code as a percentage of total meaning units per
survey question (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2011; Saldaña, 2015).

Assessment of Agroecosystem Resilience
The assessment of agroecosystem resilience (Table 1) was
adapted from five parameters of the Cabell and Oelofse (2012)
resilience framework as well as three additional parameters for
food system resilience and vulnerability (Ericksen et al., 2012;
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014). For each
parameter, we calculated the respective values as a proxy based
on response rates to quantitative survey questions. The overall
assessment was calculated on a percentual scale, where 100%
represents the highest resilience possible to the pandemic (see
Table 3 for equations) and visualized in a radar chart.

Study Limitations
Our study deals with diversified farmers in MT and SD,
an emerging community in two states widely characterized
by conventional monocropping systems (Sayre et al., 2012;
Conant et al., 2018) during the initial stages of the COVID-
19 pandemic. To our knowledge, there is no data available
on the total number of diversified farms in these states,
considering how diversification is defined in our study (UC
Berkley, 2020). However, in 2019, there were 171 certified organic
farms with annual revenue of <$500,000 in MT, and 63 in
SD (US Department of Agriculture, 2020). Although certified
organic management was not a selection criterion for our study,
based on our survey findings (see Section Characterization of
Agroecosystem Management Practices) and field experience,
approximately half of the diversified farms in the region are small
organic farms. Hence, it can be considered that our sample of

53 surveyed farm managers represents at least 15% of diversified
farms in MT and SD combined.

One reason for the relatively low response rate was the
difficult working and communication conditions during the first
months of the COVID-19 pandemic that limited us to reach
producers by email instead of visiting farms to interact with
farmers in depth. We acknowledge that our outcomes would
have been more significant if obtained through a triangulation
of methods, including complementary key informant interviews
or mapping. Yet, the results obtained from this study address a
sector of agricultural production in the NGP that is emerging and
currently understudied.

It was our purpose to obtain a snapshot of the state of
diversified farms in the NGP during the early phase of the
pandemic, which led to a relatively short time frame for its
implementation. We recognize that the short time window of
the survey, despite providing important insight into the early
impact of the pandemic on diversified farms, may have reduced
the validity of our data, especially of aspects not directly related
to the pandemic. Yet, our dataset is unique as it allows us to assess
a phenomenon for which no previous information exists. For
future studies, it may also be interesting to compare the responses
of diversified farmers to a stressor like COVID-19 to those of a
control group, for example, operators of monocropping farms,
while controlling for other variables such as operation size, years
of expertise, or annual income from agricultural production.

RESULTS

Characterization of Agroecosystem
Management Practices
Almost half the respondents [46%, out of n = 52, no response
(NR) = 1] reported that they follow certified organic agriculture
guidelines (Figure 1). Overall, the surveyed producers articulated
that they are using different combinations of sustainable
crop management practices on their farms. Findings indicate
that most of the surveyed producers who are not certified
organic use crop rotations, cover cropping, and conservation
tillage (p < 0.05).
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FIGURE 1 | Frequency of compliance with organic standards and use of

specific agroecosystem management practices of surveyed producers (% of

responses, n = 53). *Conservation Tillage or Direct Seeding. **Use of

compost, compost tea, charcoal, and/or manure. ***Crop rotations,

intercropping and/or cover cropping.

TABLE 4 | Producer perceptions on COVID-19 pandemic impacts on

management.

Producer perceptions

of impact of COVID-19

on

Impacted by

COVID-19 (%)

Not impacted

by COVID-19

(%)

p

Farm management

practices

31.8 68.2 0.01

Cultivated crops in 2020 43.2 56.8 0.37

Plans for cultivated crops

in 2021

25 75 0.01

Producer perceptions of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on farm management

practices and cultivated crops in 2020 and cultivation plans for 2021 (% of all responses,

n = 53).

Impact of COVID-19 on Farm Management
and Crop Choices
The majority of surveyed producers (68% out of n= 53) reported
they did not undertake changes in their farm management
practices because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, 75% of
producers stated that they did not intend to change their
crop choices for 2021 (Table 4). Our findings highlight that
those producers who apply sustainable fertilization techniques
such as composting, application of manure, and crop rotations
were more likely to modify their farm management because of
COVID-19 (Tables 5, 6). When asked about drivers of farming
management changes before COVID-19, most respondents
mentioned markets as the central motive (85%, n = 40), while
subsidies (20%, n = 40), and land use (18%, n = 40) played a
minor role (Figure 2).

Out of the 19 producers who changed their crop rotations
and/or crop choices because of the pandemic (43% of surveyed
producers, n = 53), the majority stated they did so for
increasing production to compensate for price decreases. The
notion of price-loss compensation was more frequently reported
among SD producers, who manage larger and more grain-
focused operations, than among MT producers. Specifically,
increasing production was most common among corn and
soybean producers, followed by producers of small grains other
than corn. Three producers reported pandemic-related changes
in their livestock production management.

Producer Perceptions of the Impact of
COVID-19 on Food Security and
Livelihoods
Eighty-nine percent of surveyed producers (out of n = 53)
were concerned that the COVID-19 pandemic was impacting
the future of farming in general. Most concerns were related
to “unstable and shrinking markets for agricultural products.”
The majority of producers (62%) were anxious about their
community’s food security while only 16% expected their access
to food to be affected by the pandemic (Table 7). Based on
the two-item food insecurity screening tool by Gundersen et al.
(2017), one producer (2% of respondents) reported having been
food insecure between March and August 2020. Five producers
(10% of respondents, n = 53) said they were food insecure for
a specific period in 2020. The remaining 43 producers (88% of
respondents, n = 53) stated they were not food insecure during
the survey period. Almost half of all surveyed producers stated
that they did not depend on external food sources, as most of
their food comes from their farms, hunting, or gathering (40%,
n = 53). Most producers were not apprehensive about access to
fresh fruits and vegetables (91%, n = 53). A fifth of producers
reported confidence in their local food retailers (21%, n= 53).

Impact of COVID-19 on Community and
Farm Economy
Producers who expected a negative impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on their community (62% of all respondents, n =

53) were also those most concerned about the economy of
their local fellow producers. Specific pandemic-related concerns
shared by producers include (1) disruptions in supply chains and
a corresponding shipping cost increase (9 out of the 33 producers
who expected a negative community impact); and (2) decreasing
consumer demand due to lower income, rising unemployment,
and previous stockpiling of food (11 out of 33 producers).
Specifically, producers reported anxiety about the local, higher-
priced segment of the market (such as CSAs), which several
producers expected to shrink. Eleven out of 33 respondents to
this question were also concerned about their community’s access
to food, especially in remote areas of the region where grocery
stores are scarce.

Most producers stated that their access to commodities, farm
inputs, as well as the availability of farm labor, were not impacted
during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 7).

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 8 February 2022 | Volume 6 | Article 668335

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Ebel et al. COVID-19 Pandemic and Diversified Farming

TABLE 5 | Farm management changes due to COVID-19, based on farming practices applied by surveyed producers.

Farming practice Apply practice

% of all

responses (n)

Not apply practice

% of all responses (n)

No response % of all

responses (n)

Out of farms that apply practice

Change due

to COVID-19

No change

due to

COVID-19

Cramer’s V

coefficient

Sustainable tillage* 62% (33) 19% (10) 19% (10) 33% (11) 67% (22) 0.03b

Sustainable fertilization** 70% (37) 13% (7) 17% (9) 28% (14) 62% (23) 0.28a

Cropping system diversification*** 72% (38) 11% (6) 17% (9) 32% (12) 68% (26) 0.01b

*Conservation tillage or direct seeding.

**Use of compost, compost tea, charcoal, and/or manure.

***Crop rotations, intercropping and/or cover cropping.
aModerate relationship.
bWeak relationship.

TABLE 6 | Crop choice changes due to COVID-19 in the 2020 and 2021 cropping season, based on farming practices applied by surveyed producers.

Farming

practice

Apply practice

% of all

responses (n)

Not apply

practice % of all

responses (n)

No response %

of all

responses (n)

Out of farms that apply practice

2020 cropping choices %(n) 2021 cropping choices %(n)

Change due

to COVID-19

No change

due to

COVID-19

Cramer’s V

Coefficient

Change due

to COVID-19

No change

due to

COVID-19

Cramer’s V

Coefficient

Sustainable

Tillage*

62% (33) 19% (10) 19% (10) 45% (15) 55% (18) 0.05b 27% (9) 73% (24) 0.07b

Sustainable

Fertilization**

70% (37) 13% (7) 17% (9) 49% (18) 51% (19) 0.22a 30% (11) 70% (26) 0.23a

Cropping

system

diversification***

72% (38) 11% (6) 17% (9) 42% (16) 58% (22) 0.06b 21% (8) 79% (30) 0.23a

*Conservation tillage or direct seeding.

**Use of compost, compost tea, charcoal, and/or manure.

***Crop rotations, intercropping and/or cover cropping.
aModerate relationship.
bWeak relationship.

However, over half of producers (62%, n= 53) reported that they
expected their total farm income to shrink in 2020 (Table 7).

Impact of COVID-19 on Producers’
Emotional Wellbeing
Roughly half of the surveyed producers (47%, n = 53) stated
that their overall anxiety increased because of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Accordingly, multiple producers articulated an
“anxiety of the unknown.” For example, two producers reported
that they were having sleepless nights due to the pandemic.

The most frequently mentioned concerns of producers during
the pandemic involved financial issues, supply chain disruptions,
anxiety about family and loved ones, personal health concerns,
how to implement social distancing in farm work, and concerns
about the negative impacts of the pandemic on society as a whole.

Out of the producers that did not report increased anxiety
because of the pandemic (53%, n = 53), three themes were
identified that kept them grounded: (1) faith or religion; (2)

confidence in their food self-sufficiency; and (3) expandedmarket
opportunities for their farm operations because of an expected
increased consumer demanding for local food.

Factors of Producers’ Perceptions of
COVID-19
We identified three factors that shaped producers’ perceptions
of the effect of COVID-19 on their farming systems and
communities: (1) farming experience; (2) farm size; and (3)
contribution of farming to household income.

Farming experience had a considerable impact on producers’
perceptions of COVID-19.Most “new” producers (those who had
been in charge of their farm for <2 years) changed their farm
management practices because of the pandemic (80%, n = 42,
NR = 9), and 40% of them also altered their crop portfolio in
2020 (Figure 3; see Supplementary Appendix 5 for details). In
contrast, most producers with more than 5 years of experience
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FIGURE 2 | Drivers of shifts in farm management. Factors that have

influenced farming practice changes in the past (n = 53). *Significant (p <

0.05). **No significant difference between responses.

TABLE 7 | Perceived effects of COVID-19 on farm economy, food security, and

livelihoods.

Impact of

COVID-19

(%)

No impact of

COVID-19

(%)

p

Access to food 15.9 84.1 <0.01

Food prices 38.6 61.4 0.13

Diet 15.1 84.9 <0.01

Community’s food

security

62.3 37.7 0.07

Access to commodities

and farm inputs

27.3 72.7 0.01

Price of commodities

and farm inputs

47.7 52.3 0.76

Available farm labor 34.1 65.9 0.03

Farm income 62.3 37.7 0.07

Future of farming 81.1 18.9 <0.01

Household income 45.5 54.5 0.54

Perceptions of surveyed producers on the impact of the COVID-19 on their and their

community’s food security as well as their farm economy (% of all responses, n = 53).

did not shift their farm management practices (84%) or modified
their 2020 crop rotations (81%).

In terms of farm size, only 21% (n = 42, NR = 9) of
surveyed producers operating on farms smaller than 100 acres
were concerned that the pandemic would affect the available
workforce needed for their farms, while 73% of the managers
of larger farms, stated that the availability of farm labor was
a concerning issue. Only 10% of managers of small producers
were anxious about their household diet, while this share
was higher (31%) among operators of larger farms (Figure 4,
Supplementary Appendix 6).

The third factor impacting the producers’ perception of the
impact of COVID-19 was the contribution of farming to a

household’s overall economy. Where farming provided more
than 75% of the household income, 73% of producers (n = 42)
were concerned about losses of household income due to the
pandemic. As for part-time producers, where farming contributes
to <75% of the household economy, 69% stated that they did
not expect COVID-19 to seriously affect their household income
(Figure 5, Supplementary Appendix 7). Among those part-time
producers concerned about their income (31%), almost all lost
their off-farm jobs or faced salary decreases in their side jobs.

Perceived Agroecosystem Resilience
On the basis of the adapted agroecosystem assessment framework
(Cabell and Oelofse, 2012), survey responses indicated that
shock exposure had the highest resilience score within the 53
farms, specifically, access to commodities, farm inputs, and farm
labor. In contrast, two farm-management-related parameters,
ecological self-regulation (presence of riparian buffers, pollinator
strips, hedgerows, and trees) and connectedness (use of inter-
and cover cropping, inter- and intraspecific diversity), revealed
a low overall resilience score (Figure 6). The parameter of
ecological self-regulation was found to have a lower resilience
score for larger farms (>100 acres) than for smaller farms,
while larger farms had a higher resilience score for autonomy
and local interdependence (the contribution of farming to a
household’s income) (Figure 7). In terms of food security, access
to food was not considered a limiting factor by most producers,
which indicates high resilience and self-sufficiency. However,
producers expressed considerable concern regarding the overall
food security in their communities.

DISCUSSION

This study highlights that while national and global food
systems experienced disruptions during the early stages
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the surveyed producers of
diversified farms in the NGP expressed long-term confidence
regarding local food production from diversified farms
during the first growing season of the pandemic. Survey
findings demonstrate relatively “mild” responses by farmers
to the initial phase of the pandemic compared to other
national and international studies administered during
this time of heightened uncertainty. The disruptions
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic have emphasized
the need to strengthen the resilience of food systems to
future external disturbances (Orden, 2020). Given that the
surveyed producers managed diversified farms to supply
local food systems, the results of this study highlight the
potential of diversified farming and local food systems for
strengthening resilience to support food security in the context
of extreme shocks.

The population highlighted in this study, farmers who practice
diversified agriculture in the NGP, represents a unique sector of
the regional agricultural production. The percentage of small-
scale horticultural producers in our sample is disproportionally
higher compared to typical farms in the NGP (Gough, 1997; Long
et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2015; Carlisle, 2016; Stoy et al., 2018). In
addition, the percentage of producers following certified organic
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FIGURE 3 | Impact of producers’ experience on farm management and cultivated crops (% of all responses, n = 42, NR = 9). *Strong relationship [Cramer’s V >0.3

∧ p (Chi-Square) < 0.05].

FIGURE 4 | Impact of farm size on perceived available farm labor and household diet (% of all responses, n = 42, NR = 9). *Moderate relationship [Cramer’s V >0.2 ∧

p (Chi-Square) <0.1]. **Strong relationship (V > 0.3 ∧ p < 0.05).

farming guidelines is higher in our sample (46%) compared to
the region, where it is <3% (US Department of Agriculture,
2019). The percentage of producers following sustainable farming
practices such as conservation tillage, use of manure, crop
rotations, intercropping, and cover cropping is also elevated
among our sample.

A further unique attribute of the surveyed producers is their
history as farm owners; 15% of the respondents were recent
farmers with 2020 being their second farming season, while 96%
of all MT and SD farms are multiple-generation family farms
(US Department of Agriculture, 2019). Thus, findings indicate

that farming experience strongly impacted producer responses
to the COVID-19 pandemic. While 84% of producers with more
than 5 years of experience did not change their farmmanagement
practices because of the pandemic, 80% of the “newcomers” (<5
years of experience) did change their practices in adaptation to
the new situation. The unique features of the surveyed farmers
are important to consider in the interpretation of study findings,
especially because pandemic-related supply chain disruptions
were strongest among meat and dairy NGP producers (Belasco,
2020; Brewin, 2020), and both sectors were underrepresented in
our study.
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FIGURE 5 | Impact of contribution of agriculture to total household economy on perceived household income and household diet (% of all responses, n = 42, NR =

9). *Strong relationship (Cramer’s V >0.3 ∧p [Chi-Square] < 0.05).

FIGURE 6 | Overall assessment of the perceived resilience of the participating farms (n = 53) based on Cabell and Oelofse (2012) framework and additional food

system resilience parameters (Ericksen et al., 2012; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014), 100% represents the highest resilience.

The relatively “milder” responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
among the surveyed producers compared to evidence from
national (Belasco, 2020; Béné, 2020; Wolfson and Leung, 2020)
and international (Benton, 2020; Elleby et al., 2020; Kerr,
2020; Torero, 2020) studies, indicate an elevated level of shock
absorption capacity. For example, most surveyed producers did
not extensively change their farming practices in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and associated measures, which differs
from the strong disruptions of farmmanagement practices due to

COVID-19 at the global level (Torero, 2020). Also, the reduced
availability of farm labor that challenged producers throughout
the U.S. (Béné, 2020; Benton, 2020) was only a prevalent concern
among larger-scaled surveyed farms.

We also found relatively “milder” responses regarding
emotional well-being compared to other studies administered
during the study period. While a more difficult access to markets
and a generally perceived uncertainty affected the emotional well-
being of most farmers globally (Reissman et al., 2006; Benton,
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2020; Laborde et al., 2020), 53% of producers in our survey stated
they were not anxious during the initial months of the pandemic.
These findings demonstrate a remarkably low shock sensitivity of
the surveyed producers during uncertain times. Concerns were
stronger among part-time and smaller producers as they feared
side-job losses and decreasing household income.

While food insecurity due to COVID-19 skyrocketed in the
U.S. (Laborde et al., 2020; Swinnen and McDermott, 2020),
including in MT (Montana Food Bank Network, 2020) and SD
(Lowrey, 2020), access to food was not considered an alarming
issue by 88% of surveyed producers. We hypothesize that there
are three reasons for the low perceived food insecurity in our
study. First, 40% of surveyed producers do not depend on
commercial food for their diet because a considerable part of
the food they consume is produced on their farms or obtained
in wild food environments, including hunting and gathering
in their surroundings. Almost half of the surveyed producers
stated that they use at least 10% of their production for
family consumption, and a quarter of farms use more than
50% of their production for family subsistence. This reliance
on non-commercial food sources of food helps explain the
high food security during the pandemic. Second, respondents
demonstrated high confidence in their local food retailers to
provide accessible food. Lastly, producers showed optimism that
the COVID-19 pandemic may increase long-term demand for
food produced on diversified farms.

The overall resilience self-assessment, based on producer
responses and applying the agroecosystem assessment framework
of Cabell and Oelofse (2012), suggested that the producers’
relatively moderate response to the pandemic was enabled
by diversified farm management practices and influenced by
farm size. Larger farms showed a higher economic autonomy
compared to smaller farms, mostly because they are operated
by full-time producers and consequently do not depend on side
jobs. However, larger farms had lower ecological self-regulation
indices, which refer to practices such as pollinator strips. The
integration of local natural resources (including fertilization
with manure and compost), as well as the spatial and temporal
farm system heterogeneity (including the frequent use of crop
rotations and diverse farm management practices), were found
to be high in both large and small farms (Figure 7). Our
study suggests that experience with diversification influenced
the producers’ ability to respond to an external stressor like the
COVID-19 pandemic. Farms where multi-crop rotations and
sustainable soil fertility management were common before 2020,
were more likely to alter crop rotations than farms with a shorter
history of sustainable management practices.

CONCLUSIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the fragility of global and
national food systems (Altieri and Nicholls, 2020a; Béné,
2020), with severe socio-economic and emotional consequences
for food system stakeholders across scales. Diversification is
increasingly recognized as a core strategy to increase food system
resilience, whether it be short- and mid-termed shocks such

as COVID-19, or gradually evolving complex disruptions such
as climate change (Rotz and Fraser, 2015; Tendall et al., 2015;
Zimmerer et al., 2019). At the individual farm, diversification
includes that of plants and animals at the genetic and species
levels, as well as diversity-enhancing farm management practices
including complex crop rotations or the integration of plant
and animal production (Béné et al., 2015; UC Berkley, 2020).
During the past 70 years, diversified farms in the U.S., as in
other high-income countries, have been widely pushed back by
conventional high-input monocropping systems (Jäger et al.,
2019; Hobbs, 2020). Nowhere in the U.S. is the simplification of
farming systems more visible than in the small-grain producing
breadbasket regions of the Midwest and the Great Plains (Bagley
et al., 2012), including the NGP.While over the past decade, there
has been a resurgence of farm system diversification in the U.S.
(Kolodinsky et al., 2020), these farms represent a niche sector
within millions of acres of “Big Ag,” and most existing diversified
farms are small in size and managed by relatively inexperienced
producers. The study presented here revealed that diversified
small-scale producer responses to the COVID-19 pandemic
differed from those of conventional producers. We found that
the majority of surveyed producers did not extensively change
their farming practices during the study period comprised of the
early months of the pandemic, which contrasts with profound
farm management changes witnessed regionally, nationally, and
globally (Torero, 2020). Several producers, especially those who
operate complex and diverse farms, implemented punctual
management and crop rotation changes.

While food insecurity increased across MT (Montana Food
Bank Network, 2020) and SD (Lowrey, 2020) in 2020, food
security and accessibility were not severe concerns of most
surveyed producers. Reasons for the producers’ high perceived
level of food security during the pandemic include the possibility
to access food from their farms and for 40% of them,
the procurement of food through hunting and gathering.
Additionally, the confidence of the surveyed producers in the
local food system to provide sufficient food was high. Hence,
this study suggests that diversified farms have an elevated
capacity to absorb an external shock as severe as the COVID-19
pandemic. We also found that larger farms were economically
more independent than smaller ones. For example, off-farm
income allowed large farms to avoid “panic reactions” such as
changing their crop rotations, indicating that the economic status
and antecedents of a farm sharply determine its capacity to
absorb shocks.

This study further examines potential factors that limited the
surveyed farms from benefitting more from the diversification
of their operations. Producers of small farms in our study were
often highly dependent on off-farm income, which impacted
their economic stability and emotional well-being. Larger farms
that lacked an extensive diversification of their systems could
benefit from a greater number of diversification practices to
enhance resilience.

Diversification of agroecosystems should be recognized as a
process (not a goal) across ecological, social, and institutional
dimensions of farming systems (Petersen-Rockney et al., 2021a).
The more advanced the level of diversification on a farm,
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FIGURE 7 | Assessment of the perceived resilience of the participating farms (n = 53) divided into farms larger and smaller than 100 acres based on Cabell and

Oelofse (2012) framework and additional food system resilience parameters (Ericksen et al., 2012; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014), 100%

represents the highest resilience.

the more effective it is for enhancing resilience (Altieri,
1994). Farms in the NGP should engage in a process of
constantly increasing diversification including diversifying farm
business and management models, governing institutions and
policies, farmer demographics, markets, values and goals, and
knowledge systems toward improving adaptive capacity in the
context of shocks (Petersen-Rockney et al., 2021b). Policies,
market, and education programs are called for to promote the
continuous enhancement of farm diversification for enhancing
food system resilience. If policies, market, education, and
research re-orient their efforts to enable the establishment of
an increasing number of diversified farms, a whole region
such as the NGP can achieve a greater ability to provide
food security to their communities as well as support farmer
livelihoods in the context of global challenges including climate
change, population growth, and future pandemics. Based on
the findings of our study and the literature cited here,
we recommend the following pathways for increasing and
maintaining diversification and the resilience of agricultural
production systems:

(1) Development of evidence-based agroecological farm

management plans. Evidence-based agroecological farm
management plans that are tailored to different farming
scales and agroclimatic regions are needed for enhancing
diversification including at the functional diversity and
landscape levels. For example, producers in regions such as
the NGP that practice wide crop rotations can be encouraged

to also conduct mixed cropping. These diversified farms, in
turn, will be more resilient to local and global disruptions.

(2) Dissemination of evidence on the benefits of agricultural

diversification. Efforts are needed to broadly disseminate
evidence on the benefits of agricultural diversification and
associated farm management plans to producers and other
food system stakeholders through media, extension, and
education to enhance the resilience of food systems.

(3) Research on the role of agricultural diversification for

producers’ emotional wellbeing and personal resilience.
Research is called for to examine the potential role of
agricultural diversification for producers’ emotional wellbeing
and personal resilience. The low anxiety rates of the surveyed
producers during the initial stages of the pandemic and
their optimism regarding the long-term growth of their
farm operations suggest that diversity not only enhances the
environmental and economic shock absorption capacity but
also benefits the emotional well-being of producers.

(4) Policy and incentives to remove barriers for new farmers

and for enabling diversification. Policy and programs are
necessary to support new farmers to pursue farming full-
time while providing enabling conditions for diversification.
The high dependence of small-diversified farms on off-farm
income lowers their flexibility in responding to shocks and
their potential to experiment and observe on their farms. For
example, peer-to-peer exchange platforms with experienced
farmers can support new farmers build knowledge and
enhance their capacity to respond to shocks.
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