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Understanding Agroforestry Practitioners’ Motivations, 
Support Networks, and Pathways to Agriculture 
Meghan Edward, School of Environment and Natural Resources 

 

General Description of Project 

Agroforestry is the combination of trees with other crops and/or livestock on a single piece of land. My graduate research 
project sought to better understand the motivations of agroforestry practitioners for adopting agroforestry practices, the 
barriers they face in implementing those practices, and the resource networks that have helped them succeed.  

Project Activities 

The research consisted of thirty-one interviews, conducted over Zoom, between November 2024 and April 2025. 
Interviewees were selected from a list of recipients of the Catalyzing Agroforestry Grant Program awards, a small grant 
program administered by Virginia Tech and funded by the Edwards Mother Earth Foundation. After the interviews were 
completed, they were analyzed using qualitative research methods, and the prevailing themes of the interviews were 
described in my master’s thesis.  

Key Outcomes 

 The research found that the interview participants were mostly first-generation farmers early in the process of 
implementing agroforestry practices. I was interested to learn that participants described agroeconomic benefits of 
agroforestry—such as maximizing land productivity or improving soil health—as the most important factors motivating 
their adoption of these practices, although environmental and social/labor-related benefits were also mentioned. 
Participants sought support from both established expertise, like land grant extension agents, and informal social 
networks. While many participants wished their local experts were more knowledgeable about and/or interested in 
agroforestry, they reported mostly positive experiences with technical service providers and environmental incentive 
programs. Their most common challenges included the slow return on investment for agroforestry, the learning curve to 
manage a complex, multi-species operation, and environmental stressors not unique to agroforestry, like extreme 
weather and pests. The interviews also examined differences in the experiences of silvopasture (trees with livestock) and 
forest farming practitioners; while differences were not as large as expected, I learned that while silvopasture projects 
sometimes required larger up-front investments (in fencing, water, etc.) silvopasture practitioners also tended to see 
economic returns sooner. 

How Will The Results Contribute to Healthy Agroecosystems? 

Agroforestry offers a wide array of benefits to the communities and ecosystems in which it is practiced. While the 
benefits vary based on location, species composition, scale, and other factors, agroforestry operations generally have 
high biodiversity and improved soil and water quality. The combination of enterprises allows for diversified (and 
therefore more secure) cash flow for the farmer, and perennial cropping systems offer a resilient, long-term source of 
food security for the community. The results from this research will be most interesting to other agroforestry 
practitioners, who are often isolated and do not know many other practitioners. The data will also be of interest to 
technical service providers, agricultural educators, and conservationists who want to encourage greater agroforestry 
adoption or better support growers in their area who want to adopt an agroforestry practice. 
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Financial Information 

Most of the AMP funds were spent on the cost of transcribing interview recordings into written text using the 
transcription company Cielo24. The funding also covered some of the $25 gift cards distributed to all participants as a 
gesture of thanks for their time and expertise. At the end of the project, AMP funds were used to pay for registration and 
travel to the North American Agroforestry Conference in Columbia, Missouri, where I presented results.  

Next Steps 

So far results have been shared with other researchers and agroforestry practitioners at the North American Agroforestry 
Conference, and my master’s thesis was shared directly with all participants. I would like to create shorter, plain-
language documents with key results to share with the participants and possibly publish. A shortened version of the 
thesis is under review for publication in the journal Agroforestry Systems.  

I don’t currently have plans to continue agroforestry research, but I hope to continue working with agroforestry 
practitioners, and other perennial growers.  

 

The Agroecosystem Management Program is part of the College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences at The Ohio State University.  

CFAES provides research and related educational programs to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis. For more information, visit 
cfaesdiversity.osu.edu. For an accessible format of this publication, visit cfaes.osu.edu/accessibility.  
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