Department of Digital Business

Journal of Artificial Intelligence and Digital Business (RIGGS)
Homepage: https://journal.ilmudata.co.id/index.php/RIGGS

Vol. 5 No. 1 (2026) pp: 11586-11601

pamtawanN  P-ISSN: 2963-9298, e-ISSN: 2963-914X

UNIVERSITAS

The Invisible Utility: Non-Monetary Drivers in Agricultural Household
Economics
Muhammad Fauzan

Department of Agribusiness, Faculty of Agriculture, Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta, Indonesia
muhammad.fauzan@umy.ac.id

Abstract

Why do farm households persist in agriculture when monetary returns are often low, uncertain, or inferior to non-farm
alternatives? This paper challenges the prevailing income-centered interpretation in agricultural household economics by
introducing the concept of invisible utility, referring to non-monetary benefits that are behaviorally consequential yet largely
overlooked in conventional models. Drawing on a structured and concept-driven synthesis of recent empirical and theoretical
studies, the paper identifies key non-monetary drivers shaping farm household decisions across diverse contexts. The findings
show that identity, autonomy, socio-cultural attachment to land, and psychological security are not peripheral influences, but
integral components of household utility that interact dynamically with income, risk, and resource constraints. These
dimensions are organized into a coherent typology and conceptually integrated into the agricultural household framework,
demonstrating that farm persistence can be understood as a rational outcome within a multidimensional utility structure rather
than as a consequence of inefficiency or constraint alone. By reframing utility beyond monetary metrics, this study advances
agricultural household economics toward a more behaviorally grounded and theoretically complete framework. The paper
further highlights methodological implications for incorporating non-monetary dimensions into empirical analysis and calls
for more context-sensitive rural development policies that recognize the full spectrum of values underpinning farming
livelihoods.
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1. Introduction

Smallholder farm households across diverse agroecological and socio-economic contexts continue to engage in
farming despite persistent evidence that financial returns, exposure to production risks, and the opportunity cost
of labor often render agriculture less attractive than non-farm alternatives. Empirical studies consistently document
that, under prevailing market conditions, off-farm employment and alternative livelihood strategies frequently
offer higher expected income and lower variability [1], [2], [3]. Yet, a substantial proportion of rural households
maintain their involvement in farming, allocating labor, land, and capital to agricultural activities even when
monetary incentives alone appear insufficient. This persistence raises a fundamental question within agricultural
economics: why do farm households continue farming when income-based rationality suggests otherwise [4], [5].

Agricultural household economics has long provided a powerful framework for understanding such behavior by
conceptualizing the household as a unit that simultaneously determines production, consumption, and labor
allocation decisions within a unified utility-maximizing structure [6], [7], [8], [9]. Building on foundational
contributions, this approach captures the interdependence of economic decisions under conditions of resource
constraints, risk, and imperfect markets [10], [11], [12], [13]. Its analytical strength lies in formalizing how shocks,
incentives, and constraints propagate across production choices, consumption outcomes, and labor supply, thereby
offering a coherent explanation for a wide range of rural economic behaviors. This integrative perspective has also
been widely applied in empirical studies to examine technology adoption, labor allocation, and livelihood
diversification within farm households.

Recent developments in the literature further reinforce the continued relevance of this framework, particularly in
the context of non-separability between production and consumption decisions, the role of market imperfections,
and the diversification of household income sources. A growing body of research examines how households
respond to commercialization, off-farm employment opportunities, and changing market structures, often
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highlighting complex interactions between income generation, asset accumulation, and welfare outcomes [2], [14],
[15], [16], [17], [18]. These studies suggest that farm household behavior cannot be fully understood through
isolated decision domains, but rather requires a holistic view of interlinked economic processes. Indeed,
contemporary applications increasingly embed the agricultural household model within broader inquiries into
nutrition, resilience, and rural transformation, confirming that the framework remains analytically robust and
empirically relevant.

However, despite these advances, existing explanations remain predominantly anchored in a monetary
interpretation of household utility. Even when accounting for non-separability, credit constraints, labor market
imperfections, and risk exposure, most models implicitly assume that households derive utility primarily from
income, consumption, or profit-related outcomes [1], [10], [19], [20], [21]. As a consequence, non-monetary
dimensions of decision-making; such as identity, social norms, autonomy, and psychological security; are often
treated as secondary factors or incorporated indirectly as constraints or contextual variables, rather than as intrinsic
components of utility formation. This tendency limits the explanatory power of existing frameworks, particularly
in contexts where observed behavior systematically deviates from income-maximizing predictions.

Emerging evidence suggests that non-monetary considerations play a substantive role in shaping household
decisions, especially under conditions of uncertainty, climate variability, and socio-cultural embeddedness [22],
[23], [24], [25]. For instance, participation in farming may be sustained not only by its income-generating capacity
but also by its role in providing security through diversification, preserving social identity, maintaining
intergenerational continuity, or ensuring autonomy over labor allocation. These dimensions are often observed
empirically yet remain under-theorized within the core structure of agricultural household models. Consequently,
there exists a conceptual gap in explicitly recognizing non-monetary drivers as endogenous elements of household
utility, rather than as peripheral or residual explanations.

This gap is particularly evident when juxtaposed with recent empirical findings across diverse agricultural
contexts. A growing body of evidence shows that farm household decisions regarding production, labor allocation,
and market participation are shaped by complex interactions between economic incentives and household-specific
conditions, including demographic structure, risk exposure, and access to imperfect markets. For instance, recent
studies demonstrate that non-separability remains a dominant feature of smallholder behavior, where production
and consumption decisions are jointly determined due to market constraints [6], [26]. Similarly, research on off-
farm employment highlights that labor allocation decisions not only affect income but also reshape production
strategies and household welfare outcomes [27], [28], while studies on production diversity indicate that farming
choices are closely linked to dietary patterns and broader well-being dimensions beyond income [29]. In the
context of marginal and coastal farming systems, empirical evidence further reveals that technology adoption,
labor allocation under income surplus, and even decisions related to economic exit are influenced by behavioral
and structural factors embedded within the household, rather than purely by profitability considerations [6], [11],
[14], [20]. Taken together, these findings suggest that even under improved income conditions or enhanced
technological opportunities, farm households do not necessarily disengage from agriculture. Instead, their
persistence reflects the presence of additional, less observable sources of utility, indicating that monetary
incentives alone are insufficient to fully explain observed behavior.

In light of these limitations, this article aims to identify, synthesize, and reinterpret the non-monetary drivers that
shape farm household decisions, and to position these drivers as integral components of utility formation within
agricultural household economics. Specifically, the study develops a conceptually grounded framework that (i)
classifies forms of non-monetary utility relevant to farming households, (ii) examines how these drivers interact
with income, risk, and resource constraints, and (iii) offers a reinterpretation of farm persistence as a behavior
consistent with multi-dimensional utility maximization. By moving beyond a strictly income-centered perspective,
this paper contributes to the development of a more behaviorally and socially grounded understanding of
agricultural household decision-making, thereby extending the analytical scope of the field.

2. Research Methods
2.1. Research Design

This study adopts a structured critical literature review to examine how the agricultural household economics
literature explains farm household decision-making, with particular emphasis on the persistence of farming under
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conditions where monetary returns are limited. Rather than functioning as a descriptive inventory of existing
studies, this review is explicitly designed as a concept-driven analytical exercise aimed at uncovering underlying
explanatory patterns, identifying conceptual blind spots, and developing a theoretically coherent reinterpretation
of household utility.

The analytical orientation of this study moves beyond conventional narrative reviews by systematically engaging
with the internal logic of the literature. Specifically, it interrogates how production, consumption, and labor
allocation decisions are conceptualized within farm households, and how these domains are linked to prevailing
assumptions about utility formation. In doing so, the review evaluates the extent to which monetary-centric
explanations adequately account for observed behavioral persistence, particularly in contexts characterized by risk,
imperfect markets, and structural constraints [1], [2], [4], [5], [30].

By mapping the co-evolution of key decision domains within the household, this approach enables a systematic
assessment of where existing frameworks converge, where they diverge, and where they remain conceptually
incomplete. The ultimate objective is not only to critique existing models, but to construct an integrative
framework that positions non-monetary utility as an endogenous and analytically meaningful component of farm
household behavior. In this sense, the structured critical review serves as a bridge between classical agricultural
household models and emerging perspectives that emphasize behavioral, social, and ecological dimensions of
decision-making.

2.2. Literature Search Strategy

The literature search covers the period 2005-2025, capturing contemporary developments in agricultural household
economics while maintaining continuity with foundational theoretical contributions. The review draws primarily
on peer-reviewed international journal articles, complemented by influential review papers and seminal works that
have shaped the evolution of farm household modeling.

A structured search strategy was employed using a combination of title, abstract, and keyword queries. Core
keywords include: agricultural household model, farm household behavior, non-separability, smallholder decision-
making, off-farm labor, farm persistence, non-pecuniary benefits, non-monetary utility, farming identity, and
household labor allocation. To ensure both breadth and depth, the search was complemented by backward and
forward citation tracking, allowing the inclusion of both foundational studies and recent empirical contributions.

This approach ensures a corpus that is both comprehensive and conceptually relevant, particularly in relation to
key themes such as production-consumption interdependence, labor allocation under market constraints, and
household responses to economic and environmental shocks [10], [22], [24], [31]. Importantly, studies were not
limited to those explicitly using the term “non-monetary utility”; instead, priority was given to works that engage
substantively with behavioral, social, or institutional dimensions of household decision-making, including identity,
autonomy, security, and intergenerational considerations [32], [33], [34], [35].

2.3. Inclusion and Analytical Criteria

The selection of literature follows a conceptually oriented inclusion framework, emphasizing analytical relevance
over terminological alignment. Three criteria guide the inclusion process.

First, selected studies must engage with farm household decision-making within the domains of production,
consumption, labor allocation, or farm sustainability, particularly in relation to how households respond to market
conditions, risk, and structural constraints. This ensures that all included works are anchored within the core
analytical space of agricultural household economics.

Second, studies must provide insight into the motivations, constraints, or determinants influencing the decision to
farm or remain in farming. This includes both explicitly stated economic drivers and implicitly embedded
behavioral or institutional factors that shape household choices beyond labor market participation.

Third, studies must demonstrate relevance to household utility formation, either explicitly or implicitly.
Importantly, this criterion does not require the direct use of the term “utility.” Instead, studies are included when
they illuminate dimensions such as identity, autonomy, social norms, security, ecological stewardship, control over
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time use, or intergenerational continuity. This broader interpretive lens acknowledges that many empirical
contributions capture non-monetary aspects of utility without framing them within formal economic terminology
[15], [22], [36].

Where ambiguities arise regarding inclusion, studies are evaluated transparently based on their substantive
contribution to understanding household behavior. Rather than excluding borderline cases, the analysis
incorporates them while explicitly recognizing their limitations, thereby maintaining both analytical rigor and
interpretive openness [16], [23], [37].

2.4. Analytical Procedure

The analytical procedure is structured into three sequential stages: mapping, concept extraction, and conceptual
synthesis. This staged approach ensures transparency and coherence in moving from empirical observations to
theoretical reinterpretation.

In the first stage, mapping, each study is categorized according to its primary analytical focus, including
production-consumption linkage, labor allocation, market participation, livelihood diversification, farm
persistence, and behavioral motivations. This mapping provides a systematic overview of how the literature
conceptualizes farm household decision-making and reveals where non-monetary considerations are explicitly
addressed or remain peripheral. It also allows for the identification of dominant analytical patterns and gaps within
the existing body of knowledge.

The second stage, concept extraction, involves identifying both explicit and implicit elements of non-monetary
utility within each study. Explicit elements include direct references to identity, autonomy, social meaning, and
security, while implicit elements are inferred from mechanisms such as social networks, cultural norms, place
attachment, ecological stewardship, and perceived control over labor allocation and decision timing. This stage
focuses on understanding how these elements interact with monetary returns, risk, and constraints to shape
observed behavior, thereby revealing dimensions of utility that are not fully captured by income-based measures
[4], [22], [24], [32].

In the third stage, conceptual synthesis, the extracted elements are integrated into higher-order analytical categories
that represent core dimensions of non-monetary utility. These include identity-based utility, autonomy-related
utility, socio-cultural attachment, and psychological security and meaning. The synthesis then connects these
categories to the existing agricultural household framework, enabling a reinterpretation of farm household
behavior as a multi-dimensional utility maximization process rather than a purely income-driven one. This
integration provides a coherent conceptual structure that is both theoretically grounded and empirically informed
[22], [23], [34].

Taken together, the combination of structured design, systematic literature identification, transparent inclusion
criteria, and staged analytical synthesis establishes a rigorous methodological foundation. This framework enables
the identification and integration of non-monetary drivers in agricultural household decision-making, while
maintaining consistency with the broader theoretical tradition of farm household economics.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1. Re-reading Agricultural Household Economics beyond Monetary Rationality

Agricultural household economics has long provided one of the most durable analytical foundations for
understanding rural decision-making, particularly in settings where production, consumption, and labor allocation
are tightly intertwined. Its enduring strength lies in the recognition that farm households are not merely production
units responding to price signals, but also consumption and labor-organizing units whose choices are jointly shaped
by internal resource endowments, household composition, market conditions, and risk. This integrative logic
remains highly relevant in contemporary research, as recent studies continue to show that household behavior in
agriculture cannot be adequately understood through fragmented or single-market perspectives alone. As the
broader literature synthesized in this study indicates, the agricultural household framework remains highly relevant
for explaining how farm families respond to imperfect labor, credit, and product markets, and how such constraints
shape interdependent decisions across multiple domains of household life.
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A major contribution of this tradition is its rejection of overly simplified separability assumptions. Under complete
markets, production and consumption decisions can in principle be analyzed independently. Yet in most
smallholder settings, such conditions rarely hold. Empirical evidence from Indonesia by LaFave and Thomas [26],
as further demonstrated in recent household-level analyses [6], [11], [14], [38], shows that smallholder households
operate under substantial market incompleteness, such that labor demand, production decisions, and household
consumption are jointly determined rather than separable. Similar insights emerge from earlier and related work
on non-separability and farm labor allocation in Nepal and rural China [21], [39], [40]. These studies confirm that
the agricultural household model is not merely a theoretical legacy, but a still-living framework capable of
explaining why household decisions remain entangled under real-world constraints. In that sense, the literature has
successfully demonstrated that production behavior is deeply embedded within household organization rather than
reducible to firm-like profit maximization.

However, despite this analytical sophistication, the dominant interpretive horizon within much of the agricultural
household literature remains predominantly monetary. Even when studies explicitly address non-separability,
liquidity constraints, labor market imperfections, or welfare interdependence, household behavior is still
commonly interpreted through categories such as income stabilization, expected returns, consumption smoothing,
or risk minimization [2], [3], [22], [41]. In other words, the framework has become highly effective at showing
that households do not behave like standard profit-maximizing farms, yet many empirical applications still
evaluate their behavior through a monetary conception of utility. This tendency is visible across studies on
agricultural commercialization, land rental, poverty alleviation, and resilience, where non-market conditions are
often treated as modifiers of income-related incentives rather than as sources of utility in their own right [10], [23].
This perspective is further reinforced by studies on agricultural commercialization [42], supply chain integration
[43], [44], [45], [46], and farm-level efficiency [47], [48], [49], [50], which show that household production
decisions are shaped not only by price incentives but also by institutional arrangements, market linkages, and
technical as well as allocative performance within farming systems. As a result, the literature often captures
complexity in the structure of decisions while retaining relative narrowness in the interpretation of what
households actually value.

This monetary emphasis becomes more problematic when confronted with a growing body of empirical findings
that point to the persistence of farming even when income-based reasoning alone appears insufficient. Studies on
off-farm employment, for instance, repeatedly show that households often diversify rather than exit agriculture,
using external earnings not as a substitute for farming but as a complement to it [4]. Similarly, work on production
diversity and dietary outcomes reveals that farm decisions are linked not only to profits, but also to nutrition,
security, and broader welfare considerations. The evidence synthesized from recent studies suggests that
diversification does not function merely as a revenue strategy; it also operates as a household-level means of
buffering uncertainty, sustaining food access, and preserving flexibility in the face of unstable market or climatic
conditions [29], [51], [52], [53], [54]. These findings do not invalidate the conventional agricultural household
model. Rather, they expose an interpretive asymmetry: the observed behavior is multi-dimensional, but the
explanatory vocabulary often remains disproportionately financial.

A parallel strand of scholarship further suggests that important dimensions of household behavior are tied to values
and motivations that cannot be reduced to income metrics alone. Research on autonomy, gendered labor allocation,
place attachment, pro-social and pro-environmental behavior, and multidimensional poverty has shown that
households often act in ways that reflect control over time, social legitimacy, land attachment, moral commitments,
and perceived security [5], [15], [55], [56], [57]. In agrarian settings, such factors may shape the decision to remain
in farming even when agriculture offers lower monetary returns than non-farm alternatives. Likewise, studies of
household labor-leisure non-separability and time allocation outside strictly agrarian contexts show that utility can
be structured around care responsibilities, identity, and preferences over daily life, not simply around cash income
[14], [58], [59], [60]. From this perspective, the persistence of farming may reflect not irrationality or mere
constraint, but a broader utility structure in which autonomy, continuity, and meaning carry real behavioral weight.

Taken together, these strands of evidence invite a careful re-reading of agricultural household economics. The
point is not to reject the established framework, which remains analytically indispensable, but to extend its
interpretive reach. The field has already shown convincingly that farm households make interdependent decisions
under imperfect markets, and that such decisions affect welfare across production, consumption, and labor
domains. What remains underdeveloped is a sufficiently explicit treatment of non-monetary utility as a central
explanatory component of those decisions. Re-reading the literature beyond monetary rationality therefore means
recognizing that many behaviors long interpreted as second-best responses to constraint may also be expressions
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of positively valued, though less visible, forms of utility. This is the conceptual opening pursued in this paper: to
move from a framework in which non-monetary considerations appear as residual or peripheral influences toward
one in which they are understood as endogenous and behaviorally meaningful elements of farm household
decision-making.

3.2. The Emergence of Invisible Utility in Farm Household Decisions

The discussion in the previous subsection shows that agricultural household economics has been highly successful
in demonstrating the interdependence of production, consumption, and labor allocation under imperfect market
conditions. Yet once this interdependence is acknowledged, a further question inevitably arises: what exactly are
farm households maximizing when they persist in farming under conditions where measured monetary returns
appear limited, unstable, or inferior to non-farm alternatives? It is at this point that the concept of invisible
utility becomes analytically necessary. The term is used here to refer to non-monetary benefits that are behaviorally
consequential, socially intelligible, and often durable over time, yet insufficiently captured by conventional
indicators such as net income, farm profit, or observed consumption. These benefits do not exist outside rational
choice; rather, they expand the content of what is considered utility. In this sense, invisible utility is not a rejection
of economic reasoning, but a refinement of it. It allows household behavior that appears suboptimal under a narrow
monetary lens to be reinterpreted as coherent within a broader and more realistic welfare calculus [58], [61].

A closer reading of the literature suggests that invisible utility has long been present in the empirical record,
although usually in implicit or fragmented form. Many studies document household choices that cannot be fully
explained by prices, returns, or standard risk-coping arguments alone. For instance, evidence from non-separability
studies shows that labor allocation decisions reflect not only wage comparisons or production needs, but also
household-specific preferences over time use, work organization, and the interaction between farm and non-farm
activities [21], [39], [40]. More broadly, household-level evidence on labor supply, leisure, and intertemporal
substitution demonstrates that economic choice is frequently shaped by preferences that combine material and
non-material considerations, including control over daily routines, coordination of family responsibilities, and the
value attached to particular forms of work [59], [60], [62]. When viewed from this angle, farming is not merely an
income-generating activity. It is also a mode of organizing life, time, responsibility, and social relation.

The emergence of invisible utility is particularly visible in studies showing that households often diversify their
livelihood portfolios without exiting agriculture. If farming were valued only through current monetary return,
then rising non-farm opportunities should, under many circumstances, lead to progressive withdrawal from
agricultural activity. Yet empirical studies repeatedly show a more complex pattern. Off-farm employment often
coexists with continuing engagement in farming, suggesting that agriculture retains value beyond its direct
financial contribution [4], [63]. In some cases, non-farm earnings are used to stabilize or support on-farm activity
rather than replace it, indicating that farming remains a meaningful component of the household’s broader
livelihood architecture. Similarly, the literature on production diversity and dietary outcomes shows that farm
choices are linked not only to profit, but to food security, flexibility, self-provisioning, and household resilience.
Even where diversification does not maximize monetary return, it may preserve access to food, reduce
vulnerability, and maintain household control over essential aspects of reproduction and well-being [29], [51],
[64]. These patterns strongly suggest that households derive utility from agriculture in forms that are not exhausted
by market income.

Another important source of invisible utility lies in the domain of identity, status, and belonging. Farming is often
more than an occupation; it is a social identity, a recognized role within kinship and community structures, and a
basis for legitimacy in rural life. Research on care, gender, and household roles has shown that economic behavior
is deeply entangled with socially meaningful identities and moral expectations [55], [56], [65]. In agrarian
contexts, continuing to farm may affirm one’s position as a responsible household head, a custodian of family
resources, or a legitimate member of a rural community. This dimension becomes especially salient where land,
lineage, and productive labor are central to how personhood and social worth are recognized. Thus, persistence in
farming may be sustained not merely by necessity, but by the value households attach to being, and being seen as,
cultivators. Such utility is “invisible” not because it is weak or incidental, but because it rarely enters the standard
language of economic measurement.

A closely related dimension concerns autonomy and control, which the agrarian literature increasingly identifies
as a meaningful basis of action. Work on repeasantization and agrarian autonomy has shown that households may
value the capacity to govern their own labor processes, rhythms of work, and strategic decisions, even when this

DOI: https://doi.org/10.31004/riggs.v5i1.7561
Lisensi: Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)

11591



Muhammad Fauzan
Journal of Artificial Intelligence and Digital Business (RIGGS) Volume 5 Nomor 1, 2026

autonomy does not maximize short-run income [66]. The appeal of farming may therefore reside partly in the
ability to avoid subordinated wage relations, preserve discretion over time use, and maintain command over the
deployment of family labor. This resonates with broader household and development literatures in which
autonomy is treated not merely as an instrument for earning more, but as a substantive component of well-being
itself [56], [67], [68]. In this regard, farm persistence can be understood not only as economic survival, but also as
an effort to preserve a valued space of self-direction within uncertain rural economies.

Invisible utility also emerges through the symbolic and relational significance of land. In many farm households,
land is not reducible to a productive factor or marketable asset. It can embody ancestry, inheritance, memory,
dignity, and future security. Studies on place attachment and land-related behavior show that farmers often act to
protect, retain, or invest in land for reasons tied to belonging, stewardship, and continuity across generations [57],
[69]. Likewise, scholarship on women’s land rights and household outcomes suggests that the significance of land
often exceeds its current income stream, affecting bargaining power, intergenerational expectations, and household
stability [32], [70]. These findings reinforce the view that decisions to remain in farming may be anchored partly
in the non-monetary value of retaining a place in land-based social worlds. Households may continue farming not
only because land yields crops, but because land secures identity, authority, attachment, and future possibility.

A further dimension of invisible utility concerns psychological security and meaning. A substantial body of work
in welfare, resilience, and well-being studies suggests that households value routine, predictability, social
embeddedness, and meaningful activity in ways that matter for behavioral choice, especially under uncertainty
[71], [72], [73]. In rural settings characterized by climate variability, market volatility, and weak institutional
protection, farming may provide not only income, but also a sense of continuity, familiarity, and existential
grounding. Recent research on household welfare under climate stress and resilience in vulnerable settings
supports the argument that well-being cannot be adequately read from monetary variables alone, because
households value security, coherence, and socially embedded survival strategies as part of their overall welfare
position [22], [23], [24]. This is especially relevant for understanding why some households maintain agricultural
activity even when external observers interpret such persistence as economically inefficient. What appears
inefficient from outside may in fact reflect a rational preference for forms of security and meaning that are real,
experienced, and enduring.

Importantly, the recognition of invisible utility should not be misunderstood as a denial of the importance of prices,
profits, risk, or liquidity constraints. Monetary factors remain central to household decision-making, and no serious
reinterpretation of agricultural behavior can dispense with them. The point, rather, is that these factors operate
within a wider utility space in which non-monetary values can complement, reinforce, or at times outweigh purely
financial considerations. In many cases, observed behavior reflects neither pure profit maximization nor pure
cultural inertia, but a multi-criteria process in which households balance income, risk, identity, autonomy,
continuity, and security. Invisible utility thus should not be treated as a residual explanation invoked only when
conventional theory appears insufficient. It should be understood as a constitutive part of how households evaluate
alternatives and organize livelihoods.

This recognition carries important methodological implications. If invisible utility is behaviorally real, then
research designs limited to income, output, and expenditure indicators will systematically understate part of the
utility structure that shapes farm household decisions. This suggests the need for broader measurement strategies
that combine conventional economic indicators with approaches capable of capturing non-market value, subjective
well-being, perceived autonomy, social meaning, and attachment to land or occupation. Methodological advances
in happiness-based valuation, multidimensional poverty assessment, and mixed-method welfare analysis provide
useful tools in this regard [5], [72], [73], [74]. For agricultural household economics, the implication is not that it
should abandon its analytical core, but that it should widen its empirical repertoire to better align theory with
observed behavior.

Taken together, the literature reviewed here indicates that invisible utility is not a speculative add-on, but a concept
grounded in recurring empirical patterns across labor allocation, diversification, gender relations, land attachment,
resilience, and household well-being. Its emergence reflects an important shift in how farm household behavior
can be interpreted: from a framework centered almost exclusively on measurable monetary returns toward one that
recognizes agriculture as a site of material production, social identity, autonomy, continuity, and psychological
grounding. This does not weaken the logic of agricultural household economics. On the contrary, it strengthens it
by enabling a more complete account of why households remain in farming, how they evaluate alternatives, and
why apparently suboptimal behavior may in fact be utility-consistent within a broader and more realistic
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conception of welfare. On that basis, the next subsection develops a more systematic typology of the non-monetary
drivers that constitute this invisible utility in farm household decision-making.

3.3. Typology of Non-Monetary Drivers in Agricultural Household Economics

Building on the emergence of invisible utility outlined in the previous subsection, this section develops a
theoretically grounded typology of non-monetary drivers that shape farm household decision-making. While prior
studies have documented various behavioral, social, and institutional influences on agricultural livelihoods, these
elements have rarely been consolidated into a coherent analytical framework. As a result, non-monetary
considerations often appear fragmented across the literature, limiting their integration into the core logic of
agricultural household economics.

The typology proposed here addresses this gap by organizing recurring patterns of non-monetary utility into four
analytically distinct yet interrelated domains: (i) identity and self-recognition, (ii) autonomy and control over work
and life, (iii) socio-cultural attachment and intergenerational continuity, and (iv) psychological security and
meaning. These categories are derived from a synthesis of empirical and theoretical contributions across
development economics, agrarian studies, gender analysis, and behavioral welfare research. Importantly, they are
conceptualized not as residual or auxiliary factors, but as constitutive components of household utility that interact
with income, risk, and constraints to shape observed behavior.

3.3.1. Identity and Self-Recognition

Identity constitutes one of the most foundational dimensions of non-monetary utility in agricultural households.
In many rural contexts, farming is not merely an economic activity but a central axis of self-definition, social
recognition, and moral legitimacy. Households derive utility from being recognized as farmers, land stewards, or
providers, and this identity is often deeply embedded within kinship structures, community norms, and
intergenerational expectations.

Empirical and conceptual work across diverse settings demonstrates that identity shapes both the persistence and
the transformation of agricultural practices. Studies on gender, empowerment, and rural livelihoods show that
individuals’ sense of worth and legitimacy is closely tied to their roles within productive systems, influencing
decisions on labor allocation, resource use, and engagement with markets [68], [75], [76], [77], [78]. Similarly,
qualitative evidence suggests that maintaining a farming identity can sustain participation in agriculture even when
profitability declines, as exiting farming may entail a loss of status, dignity, or belonging [65], [79].

From a theoretical standpoint, identity-based utility challenges the implicit assumption that occupational choice is
driven solely by comparative advantage in income generation. Instead, it suggests that households derive intrinsic
value from alignment between economic activity and self-concept. This aligns with broader behavioral and
institutional perspectives in which identity is treated as an endogenous determinant of economic behavior. Within
agricultural household economics, incorporating identity-based utility provides a more complete explanation for
why households may resist exit from farming, even when alternative income sources are available and
economically attractive.

3.3.2. Autonomy and Control over Work and Life

A second major dimension of non-monetary utility concerns the value placed on autonomy and control. Farming
often provides households with a degree of discretion over labor allocation, work intensity, timing, and decision-
making processes that is difficult to replicate in wage-based employment. This control can be particularly
important in contexts where non-farm opportunities involve hierarchical labor relations, contractual rigidity, or
limited agency.

A substantial body of literature highlights autonomy as a central component of well-being and economic behavior.
In agricultural settings, studies show that households frequently balance income gains from off-farm employment
against the loss of control associated with wage labor, leading to hybrid livelihood strategies rather than full exit
from farming [4], [80]. Research on empowerment further demonstrates that autonomy over production decisions
and income use is strongly associated with improved welfare outcomes, even when monetary returns are
comparable [81], [82], [83].
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The agrarian literature on repeasantization extends this argument by suggesting that smallholders may actively
maintain farming as a means of preserving autonomy in the face of market integration and structural transformation
[66]. In this sense, autonomy is not merely instrumental, but constitutes a substantive component of utility. Within
the agricultural household framework, autonomy-related utility helps explain why households may accept lower
or more volatile incomes in exchange for maintaining control over their labor, time, and productive decisions.

3.3.3. Socio-Cultural Attachment and Intergenerational Continuity

A third dimension of invisible utility is rooted in socio-cultural attachment, particularly in relation to land, family,
and intergenerational continuity. Land in agricultural households is rarely valued solely as a productive asset; it is
also a repository of history, identity, and social belonging. Ownership and cultivation of land connect households
to past generations while anchoring expectations for future inheritance and continuity.

Empirical research consistently demonstrates that land carries symbolic and relational value that exceeds its market
price or immediate productive capacity [57], [69]. This is reinforced by inheritance norms, cultural expectations,
and the role of land in sustaining family identity. As a result, decisions to remain in farming often reflect long-
term considerations related to lineage, stewardship, and the preservation of family assets.

This dimension is further shaped by intra-household dynamics and gender relations. Studies on land rights and
asset ownership show that control over land influences bargaining power, investment behavior, and household
decision-making, particularly for women [32], [70], [84]. These dynamics highlight that land is not merely a factor
of production, but a central institution through which economic, social, and relational power is negotiated.

Within agricultural household economics, incorporating socio-cultural attachment expands the understanding of
land beyond its role in profit generation. It highlights that land-based decisions are embedded in a broader socio-
temporal context, where households balance current returns against the preservation of identity, continuity, and
social legitimacy across generations.

3.3.4. Psychological Security and Meaning

The fourth dimension of non-monetary utility relates to psychological security and the search for meaning.
Farming, as a livelihood, often provides a structured way of life characterized by routine, familiarity, and
embeddedness within a social and ecological environment. These elements contribute to a sense of stability and
purpose that can be highly valued, particularly in contexts marked by economic uncertainty and institutional
fragility.

The literature on well-being and resilience increasingly recognizes that households value not only material
outcomes but also subjective experiences of security, coherence, and meaning [22], [72], [73]. In rural settings,
farming can serve as a stabilizing anchor, offering a predictable rhythm of life and a sense of continuity even in
the face of external shocks. This is particularly relevant in environments where alternative employment is
uncertain, precarious, or socially disembedded.

Moreover, farming may embody broader values related to stewardship, self-reliance, and care for family and
community. Qualitative research on rural livelihoods and ethics of care highlights how such values shape economic
behavior, influencing decisions to remain in agriculture despite financial disadvantages [65], [67], [71]. These
dimensions contribute to a form of utility that is not easily quantified but is nonetheless reflected in consistent
behavioral patterns.

Recognizing psychological security and meaning as components of utility provides a more nuanced interpretation
of farm persistence. It shifts the analytical focus from viewing such persistence as irrational or constraint-driven
to understanding it as a rational response within a broader welfare framework that includes non-material
dimensions of well-being.

3.3.5. Synthesis of the Typology

Taken together, identity, autonomy, socio-cultural attachment, and psychological meaning constitute a multi-
dimensional structure of non-monetary utility that systematically shapes farm household decision-making. These
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dimensions are not isolated influences but interact dynamically with monetary incentives, risk conditions, and
institutional constraints. Their combined effect helps explain why households often maintain engagement in
agriculture even when income-based models would predict exit.

This typology advances agricultural household economics by moving beyond a predominantly income-centered
interpretation of behavior toward a more comprehensive framework in which utility is understood as a composite
of material and non-material rewards. In this framework, persistence in farming is not merely a residual outcome
of market imperfections, but a rational choice reflecting multi-dimensional utility maximization. Empirical
evidence across contexts suggests that these non-monetary drivers exhibit both universal characteristics, rooted in
social and psychological mechanisms, and context-specific expressions shaped by culture, gender norms, and
institutional arrangements [61], [76], [81], [85].

By formalizing these dimensions, the typology provides a structured foundation for future empirical research. It
enables the specification and testing of non-monetary drivers alongside conventional economic variables, thereby
opening new avenues for integrating behavioral, social, and institutional insights into the analytical core of
agricultural household economics.

3.4. Integrating Non-Monetary Drivers into Agricultural Household Economics

The typology developed in the previous section establishes that non-monetary drivers are not peripheral anomalies,
but systematic and recurring features of farm household behavior. The central task of this section is therefore to
integrate these drivers into the analytical core of agricultural household economics. This integration requires a
shift from treating non-monetary factors as contextual modifiers toward recognizing them as endogenous
components of utility formation. In doing so, the framework moves beyond a unidimensional interpretation of
welfare toward a multidimensional conception in which monetary and non-monetary elements are co-determined
and jointly optimized.

At its theoretical foundation, the agricultural household model is built upon the principle of utility maximization
under constraints, where households simultaneously determine production, consumption, and labor allocation
decisions. Historically, utility has been operationalized through observable economic indicators such as income,
consumption, or profit. While analytically tractable, this operationalization implicitly narrows the welfare space
to monetary outcomes. However, a wide body of literature; from non-separable labor supply models [39], [60] to
intertemporal consumption frameworks [59]; demonstrates that preferences over labor, leisure, and production are
inherently intertwined and cannot be reduced to financial returns alone. The incorporation of non-monetary drivers
thus aligns with, rather than contradicts, the foundational logic of the model by enriching the content of the utility
function itself.

Conceptually, this implies a shift toward a multidimensional utility framework, in which household welfare is
composed of both pecuniary and non-pecuniary components. Monetary returns remain necessary but insufficient
conditions for explaining observed behavior. Non-monetary rewards; such as identity, autonomy, land-based
meaning, and psychological security; enter the utility function as valued outcomes in their own right. Importantly,
these components interact through both complementarities and trade-offs. For example, engagement in off-farm
employment may increase income while simultaneously reducing autonomy or weakening identity-based utility
associated with farming. Conversely, continued farming may yield lower financial returns but sustain non-
monetary benefits that contribute significantly to overall welfare. Such trade-offs are consistent with broader well-
being and capability approaches, which emphasize that welfare is inherently multi-dimensional and context-
dependent [61], [72].

Within this expanded framework, market imperfections should be reinterpreted not as the sole drivers of
persistence in farming, but as moderators that shape how monetary and non-monetary utilities interact. Traditional
explanations attribute continued engagement in agriculture to constraints such as imperfect labor markets, credit
limitations, or information asymmetries [10], [31]. While these factors remain important, empirical evidence
suggests that many households persist in farming even when such constraints are partially relaxed or when
alternative income opportunities are available. This indicates that persistence is not merely a residual outcome of
constraint, but often reflects active preference shaped by non-monetary utility. In this sense, market imperfections
and non-monetary drivers operate jointly: constraints may amplify the value of non-monetary benefits, while non-
monetary preferences may influence how households respond to constraints [15], [24], [36].
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The integration of non-monetary drivers also calls for a reinterpretation of non-separability within the agricultural
household model. Conventionally, non-separability arises from incomplete markets that link production and
consumption decisions. However, when non-monetary utility is explicitly considered, these linkages can also
emerge from endogenous preferences and intra-household dynamics. For instance, labor allocation decisions may
reflect not only wage differentials but also preferences for autonomy, identity, or socially defined roles [55], [86].
Similarly, production choices may be influenced by land attachment or intergenerational considerations that are
independent of short-term profitability [57], [69]. This suggests that non-separability is not exclusively a function
of external market failure, but can also arise from internal preference structures embedded within households.

A further implication concerns the interpretation of risk and resilience. Standard models emphasize risk in terms
of income variability and consumption smoothing [41]. While these remain central, the literature indicates that
households also value forms of stability that are not captured by monetary indicators, including predictability of
livelihood, continuity of social roles, and embeddedness within community networks. Farming may thus function
as a source of psychological and social resilience, providing security that complements financial stability [22],
[23]. This broader interpretation of resilience aligns with findings from well-being and social capital research,
where non-material factors play a critical role in shaping adaptive capacity under uncertainty.

From a methodological perspective, the integration of non-monetary utility necessitates a rethinking of how
welfare is measured and modeled in agricultural household studies. Reliance on income or consumption as sole
indicators risks systematically underestimating the benefits derived from farming. Advances in non-market
valuation, subjective well-being analysis, and multidimensional poverty measurement provide viable pathways for
capturing these dimensions empirically [72], [73], [74]. In parallel, mixed-method approaches that combine
quantitative indicators with qualitative insights offer a means to capture context-specific expressions of identity,
autonomy, and meaning while maintaining analytical rigor [87], [88], [89].

Importantly, the proposed integration should be understood as a reframing rather than a replacement of existing
theory. The agricultural household model remains a powerful analytical tool, but its explanatory capacity is
enhanced when utility is interpreted as a multi-dimensional construct. In this reframed perspective, farm
persistence emerges not as an anomaly or second-best outcome, but as a rational response within a broader welfare
calculus that incorporates both material and hon-material considerations.

Ultimately, this integration provides a conceptual bridge between classical agricultural household economics and
emerging strands of research in behavioral economics, development studies, and well-being analysis. By explicitly
incorporating non-monetary drivers into the utility framework, the model becomes better aligned with observed
behavior and more capable of explaining the complex, context-dependent decisions of farm households. This not
only strengthens the theoretical coherence of the field, but also enhances its empirical relevance in addressing
contemporary challenges in rural development and agricultural transformation.

3.5. Implications for Future Research and Rural Development Policy

The integration of non-monetary drivers into agricultural household economics generates a set of implications that
extend beyond incremental refinement, pointing instead toward a reorientation of both research agendas and rural
development strategies. At its core, the argument advanced in this paper implies that the continued reliance on
income, consumption, and productivity as dominant indicators of welfare is analytically incomplete. While these
metrics remain indispensable, they fail to capture the full spectrum of utility that shapes farm household behavior.
As a result, both empirical research and policy design risk systematically misinterpreting persistence in farming
as inefficiency or constraint, rather than as an outcome consistent with a broader and more complex welfare
calculus [61], [68], [81], [90], [91].

From a research perspective, the most immediate implication is the need to move toward a multidimensional and
interdisciplinary framework of analysis. Agricultural household economics can no longer remain analytically
confined within the boundaries of production theory and income-based welfare measurement. Instead, it must
engage more explicitly with insights from behavioral economics, sociology, anthropology, and institutional
analysis. The literature on autonomy, identity, and social embeddedness demonstrates that economic behavior is
deeply shaped by relational and cultural contexts, suggesting that a purely econometric treatment of household
decisions is insufficient [56], [71], [87], [88]. Integrating these perspectives does not weaken analytical rigor;
rather, it enhances explanatory power by aligning models more closely with observed behavior.
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A second implication concerns the measurement of invisible utility. One of the central challenges identified in this
study is that non-monetary drivers are rarely captured in conventional datasets. Future research must therefore
invest in developing theoretically grounded and empirically robust instruments capable of operationalizing
constructs such as identity, autonomy, land attachment, and psychological security. Advances in subjective well-
being analysis, life satisfaction approaches, and multidimensional poverty frameworks offer promising
methodological pathways for capturing such dimensions [72], [73], [74]. In parallel, mixed-method designs that
combine quantitative indicators with qualitative inquiry can provide deeper insight into how these dimensions are
experienced and expressed within specific contexts [87], [88], [89]. Without such innovations, models risk
remaining internally consistent but empirically incomplete.

Third, there is a need to develop flexible modeling approaches that accommodate multi-criteria utility structures.
Rather than relying on single-objective optimization frameworks, future studies should explore models that allow
for the coexistence and interaction of monetary and non-monetary objectives. This may include extended utility
specifications, discrete choice experiments, or hybrid frameworks that integrate stated preferences with revealed
behavior [58], [76], [92]. Such approaches are particularly relevant in contexts characterized by climate risk and
livelihood uncertainty, where households must continuously balance income generation with stability, autonomy,
and social cohesion [22], [24].

Beyond methodology, the findings of this study underscore the importance of context-sensitive and comparative
research designs. The relative importance of non-monetary drivers is likely to vary across institutional
environments, cultural settings, gender norms, and stages of market development. Cross-country and cross-
regional studies can help identify which dimensions of invisible utility are universal and which are context-
specific, thereby refining both theory and policy relevance [55], [68], [69], [84]. Such comparative work is
essential for avoiding overgeneralization and for developing models that are both analytically robust and
contextually grounded.

The implications for rural development policy are equally profound. Many policy frameworks implicitly assume
that households respond predictably to monetary incentives, such that increasing off-farm wages or improving
agricultural productivity will lead to efficient reallocation of labor and resources. However, the evidence
synthesized in this study suggests that such assumptions are incomplete. When non-monetary utility is taken into
account, household responses to policy interventions may diverge significantly from income-based predictions. In
particular, policies that aim to accelerate exit from agriculture may encounter resistance not only due to structural
constraints, but also because they fail to account for identity, autonomy, and socio-cultural attachment to farming.

This implies that rural development policy must move toward a multi-dimensional and people-centered design
framework. Rather than viewing agriculture solely as a sector to be transformed or exited based on productivity
criteria, policymakers should recognize it as a domain of livelihood that generates both economic and non-
economic value. Effective interventions should therefore aim not only to increase income, but also to preserve or
enhance the non-monetary benefits that households derive from farming. This may involve supporting hybrid
livelihood strategies, strengthening tenure security, enabling flexible labor arrangements, and acknowledging the
role of land in sustaining identity and intergenerational continuity [57], [65], [67].

In addition, the integration of non-monetary drivers calls for a reconsideration of policy evaluation frameworks.
Conventional impact assessments that focus exclusively on income, productivity, or asset accumulation may fail
to capture important dimensions of welfare. Incorporating indicators of subjective well-being, autonomy, social
cohesion, and perceived security can provide a more comprehensive assessment of policy outcomes, particularly
in heterogeneous rural settings [23], [72], [73]. Such an approach is consistent with broader shifts in development
thinking toward multidimensional welfare and human-centered metrics.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that non-monetary drivers do not operate uniformly across
households. Heterogeneity in preferences, constraints, and socio-cultural contexts implies that the relative
importance of monetary and non-monetary utility will vary. In some cases, income considerations may dominate
decision-making, particularly under conditions of extreme poverty or acute vulnerability. In others, identity,
autonomy, or land attachment may play a more decisive role. This reinforces the need for flexible policy design
and heterogeneity-aware evaluation frameworks that can accommodate diverse household responses [68], [81],
[88].
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Finally, the integration of non-monetary utility suggests the potential for a dynamic feedback loop between
research and policy. As empirical research develops more refined measures of invisible utility, policy interventions
can be better tailored to reflect the lived realities of rural households. In turn, the implementation of such policies
can generate new data and insights that further refine theoretical models. This iterative process offers a pathway
toward a more adaptive and context-sensitive agricultural household economics; one that is capable of explaining
not only how households respond to incentives, but also why they value particular livelihood strategies in the first
place.

4. Conclusion

This paper argues that the persistence of farming among smallholder households cannot be adequately explained
through a purely income-centered lens. By synthesizing insights from agricultural household economics and
related literatures, the study demonstrates that non-monetary drivers; captured here as invisible utility; play a
central role in shaping household decision-making. Identity, autonomy, socio-cultural attachment to land, and
psychological security are shown to be not peripheral influences, but integral components of household utility. As
a result, behaviors often interpreted as inefficient or constraint-driven can be more accurately understood as
consistent with a multidimensional utility framework in which monetary and non-monetary considerations are
jointly evaluated.

By making these dimensions explicit, this study advances a conceptual reframing of agricultural household
economics that extends its explanatory power while remaining consistent with its foundational logic. The
implication is clear: understanding farm household behavior requires moving beyond narrow economic indicators
toward a more comprehensive view of what households value. In doing so, the paper not only provides a more
realistic interpretation of farm persistence, but also opens a pathway for more behaviorally grounded research and
more context-sensitive rural development policies. Ultimately, bringing invisible utility into analytical focus
allows agricultural household economics to better explain not only how households respond to incentives, but why
they choose to remain in agriculture in the first place.
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