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Pest Resistance as a Sociological Issue

• Sociology – the study of groups of people and their 
interactions
• Why is society organized like it is? How does it function 

(or not)?
• Why do people do what they do? How is this shaped by 

society and group identity?

How farmers make management decisions in light 
of societal expectations and constraints



Research Methodology

• Qualitative
• Focus groups
• Interviews
• Community meetings
• Listening sessions
• Content analysis

• Quantitative
• Surveys



Social Context of Herbicide Resistance

• Techno-optimism
• Belief that a new miracle herbicide 

will be developed

• Individualism
• Belief in the sanctity of farmers’ 

autonomy and agency



"You can't tell me that it can’t be 
done. You can't tell me that there 
ain't a chemical out there to kill 
that weed. I will never believe it." 

“I think we’re all probably hoping somewhere in that 
chemistry, there’s something that comes around that’s a 
new version. Yeah, stall long enough, maybe they’ll figure 
something out, give us another product. That’s about it.” 

“That’s the 
hope. I would 
say that might 
be all it is, is 
hope.”

“In other words, trying to keep a 
company keeping new products moving 
in the pipeline – because that’s what’s 
eventually is going to have to happen 
is…this is never going to go away. 
You’re always going to have an issue 
with whatever herbicide comes out. So 
keeping new options coming is more 
important than really the agricultural 
practices and all that.” 

“Roundup definitely allowed 
people to get bigger because 
it worked so good for so long 
that you could double your 
acres easily and get the work 
done. But I don’t see the 
cultivator coming back.”
(laughter). I think we’re going 
to have to find chemicals.”

“We’d get a silver bullet, and 
everyone loads their gun up 
with the silver bullet and just 
empties it. Well by then 
everything starts getting 
resistant to it, we’ve got to 
find another bullet. Well 
know we’re looking for gold 
bullets, not silver bullets!” 
[laughter]

Techno-Optimism



“My answer would be nothing. I don’t see myself going up 
and knocking on the door, and saying, ‘you need to get rid 
of your weeds.’ And I think that’s probably going to be a 
typical answer. Economics have to run the show.” 

Participant 1: “Bite your tongue.” Moderator: “Hmm?” Participant 
1: “Bite your tongue and wait.” Participant 2: “Harder.” 
Participant 3: “Yeah, till it bleeds.”

Participant 1: “Just think, shoot the neighbor” (laughter) Participant 2:
“Hoping he’ll die. Hoping he’ll die soon.” Participant 3: “Oh yeah.”

“If it’s at the back end, maybe if it was a few plants you could go 
out there and pull them by hand if they don’t fire at you from the 
house or something.”

“I had some neighbors come 
up to me concerned about 
another neighbor in our area 
that has issues with spraying. 
But I mean, nobody did 
anything about it. But they’re 
concerned.”
“I do ask a lot of my friends, 
‘What did you use? What did 
you use?’ And then compare it 
to what I’m doing. And it would 
be nice to have a bigger bank of 
that knowledge.”

Individualism



Community as a Way Forward

Should the government develop a policy to 
require farmers to develop an approved plan 
to manage herbicide resistant weeds? 

a farmer-led local organization
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Community as a Way Forward

https://www.uaex.edu/publications/pdf/FSA
2177.pdf

https://www.uaex.edu/publications/pdf/FSA2177.pdf


It’s Not Just Farmers!

• ‘Superweeds’ messaging 
reinforces techno-
optimism/fatalism
• Extension specialists
• Public sector weed 

scientists
• Agronomists

Bétrisey, F., Boisvert, V., & Sumberg, J. (2021). Superweed amaranth: 
metaphor and the power of a threatening discourse. Agriculture and 
Human Values, 1-16.



It’s Not Just Farmers!
• From 2017-2019, seed and 

chemical companies 
emphasize…
• Rotating herbicides, 

adding herbicides, new 
herbicides

• Individual farmer 
responsibility

• Increasingly IWM – with 
strong herbicide focus



It’s Not Just Farmers!

• Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board
• Strengths

• Public relations and outreach
• Training and networking capacity of Cooperative Weed Management Areas
• Common goals to eliminate weed issues

• Future
• Expand County Weed Board cost-sharing programs to address some HR weeds



It’s Not Just Farmers!

Crop Advisors

Individual ‘bad’ farmer 
focus

Also recognize 
barriers

Economics
Sources of Information
Techno-optimism
Crop Advisor Priorities

“You have a marriage of the industry as a sales 
tool and the industry as an information tool […] it 
can muddy the waters.”

“You know going into the conversation it’s going to be 
something that they’re not going to want to hear. So it 
makes you hesitant to even do it, but you got to do your 
job I guess.”

“It really comes down to the manager […] the more 
proactive managers can absolutely handle the issues as 
they arise”

“They're not receiving the same information we get. 
Cause our crop consultant organization, we get a 
different spiel than if you go to a farmers' meeting. The 
same representative, what he tells them is totally 
different. He knows that he can't throw as much smoke 
around with us as he can with the grower."



Forming 
Communities



Community Management Principles for Pest Resistance

https://www.economist.com/feast-and-
famine/2012/06/18/elinor-ostrom



Community 
Management 
Initiatives
• Iowa Pest Resistance 

Management Program
• Idaho/Washington Initiative
• Stakeholders

• Farmers
• NRCS
• Extension
• Local No-Till Organization
• Commodity Groups
• Agri-chemical Retailers

• Once monthly Zoom meetings



Outcomes



Toolkit of Community Management Ideas



Roadblocks

Limited number of highly 
aware/concerned farmers participating

What happens when the ‘champion of 
the cause’ leaves?

Community ownership of effort

Lack of time, other priorities

Translating from ideas into action



Takeaways

• Importance of social science to addressing agronomic 
issues such as pest resistance

• Connected roles of all groups in a community

• Constraints (economic, ideological, social, etc.) that 
prevent action on issues like herbicide resistance
• How we can begin to address them


