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Abstract
This article develops a multidimensional understanding
of loneliness in farming communities, based on qual-
itative research with the UK farming community. It
presents a conceptual model of loneliness in farming
and uses evidence from workshops and interviews with
farmers, farm family members and farm support practi-
tioners to explore the various ways in which loneliness
is manifested and experienced within the specific con-
text of farming environments, cultures and identities. A
range of farming-specific factors commonly contribute
to experiences of loneliness within this community, and
we argue that these can be conceptualised as relating
to three varying, but interlinking, dimensions of lone-
liness: social, emotional and cultural. We also discuss
the role that certain elements of farming culture and
identity play in shaping the ways in which loneliness
is experienced and managed. Finally, we consider some
of the implications of our findings and suggest priori-
ties for action from a range of stakeholders including the
government, the public, farm support organisations and
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the farming community themselves. Understanding the
complexities andnuances of lonelinesswithin farming is
important in order tomitigate the issue and help address
wider mental health problems within this population.
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farming, loneliness, mental health, social isolation

INTRODUCTION

The pervasiveness of mental health problems in agriculture is widely recognised as a major issue
affecting the industry across a number of international contexts, particularly in the Global North
(Bossard et al., 2016; Daghagh Yazd et al., 2019; Price & Evans, 2009; Roy et al., 2013). Farming has
long been notorious for being a lonely occupation. Commonly located in rural areas with sparse
populations, farmers often work alone, particularly as technological advancements and pressures
to make efficiencies have reduced levels of farm labour (Lobley et al., 2019). Many also work very
long hours, with little opportunity for building and maintaining social relationships (Reed et al.,
2002). It is easy to see how these types of factors might lead to, or exacerbate, loneliness within
agriculture.
There is growing scientific evidence of a link between loneliness and mental health disorders

(Achterbergh et al., 2020; Alasmawi et al., 2020; Dahlberg et al., 2021;Wang et al., 2018, 2020), so it
is unsurprising that loneliness and social isolation have been identified by a number of studies as
factors commonly contributing to stress, depression, anxiety and suicide among farmers (Beau-
trais, 2018; Davies et al., 2019; Furey et al., 2016; Lunner Kolstrup et al., 2013; Stain et al., 2008).
Few studies have focused on these issues in any great detail (exceptions include Monk, 1999),
yet loneliness is not a straightforward or unidimensional phenomenon, and we argue that paying
closer attention to its nuances and complexities, particularly within a farming context, is essential
in order to understand its role in agricultural mental health and how it might be mitigated. This
endeavour accords with assertions within themental health literature that attending to social and
cultural context is important in understanding experiences of loneliness (Achterbergh et al., 2020;
McHugh Power et al., 2017).
This article, based on empirical findings from qualitative research with members of the agri-

cultural community in England, develops a new multidimensional understanding of loneliness
with reference to the specific context of farming environments, cultures and identities. In doing
so, we build on existing conceptualisations of (i) social, (ii) emotional and (iii) cultural loneliness,
contextualising these through an exploration of the ways in which loneliness was experienced by
our research participants and the various social, cultural and economical drivers associated with
these experiences. Our qualitative data also offer a deeper understanding of how different forms
of loneliness can contribute to mental health issues among the farming population.

FARMING ANDMENTAL HEALTH

Farming is a physically and mentally demanding occupation. While farmers are sometimes
romantically thought of as enjoying a traditional ‘way of life’ immersed in bucolic surroundings,
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the reality can be radically different and the cost of such benefits high. Elevated levels of stress,
physical injury and suicide have long been reported within the industry across the developed
world (Arnautovska et al., 2015; Bossard et al., 2016; Earp, 2007; Firth et al., 2007; Furey et al.,
2016; Hawton et al., 1998; Roy &Knežević Hočevar, 2019; Stark et al., 2006). The issue has received
particular attention inAustralia (e.g., Alston, 2012; Bryant &Garnham, 2015, 2014; Peel et al., 2016;
Perceval et al., 2017) and theUS (e.g., Ramos et al., 2016; Ringgenberg, 2014; Roy et al., 2017) where
a comprehensive body of research has highlighted the importance of understanding and address-
ing the nuances and complexities of a myriad of stressors affecting farmers and their families. In
the UK, a spate of research in the 1990s and early 2000s similarly established the ubiquity and
importance of the issue, with a particular focus on stress (Boulanger et al., 1999; Campbell, 2001;
Lobley, 2005; McGregor et al., 1996; Parry et al., 2005; Phelps, 2001; Raine, 1999). Since then, how-
ever, surprisingly little research has focused on exploring and understanding the mental health
and wellbeing of UK farmers (exceptions include Davies et al., 2019; Kelly & Yarwood, 2018; Lob-
ley, 2013; Price & Evans, 2009), and a scoping review by Hagen et al. (2019) found that only 25
studies on the topic relating to the UK were published between 1979 and 2017, compared with 64
for Australia and 118 for the US. The topic is, however, now receiving renewed attention, and we
are aware of several studies currently ongoing or recently completed. For instance, the scale of the
problem was recently highlighted by a survey for the Royal Agricultural Benevolent Institute (n
= 15,296), which found that 31% of the participating farmers in England andWales reported being
moderately or extremely anxious or depressed at the time of completing the survey (Wheeler &
Lobley, 2022).
Although few studies have specifically focused on feelings of loneliness and isolation within

farming, these issues have been recognised as one of the factors that can contribute to poor
mental health within a variety of international farming contexts. For instance, Lunner Kolstrup
et al. (2013) note a decrease in social interaction between family members and neighbours within
Swedish dairy farming and feelings of isolation among migrant agricultural workers caused by
cultural and linguistic barriers. Furey et al. (2016) identify lone-working and restricted access to
social support among farmers in the Republic of Ireland as contributors to stress, whilst Davies
et al. (2019) similarly identify lone-working and geographical isolation as limiting farmers’ oppor-
tunities for wider social interaction in Wales. Further evidence suggests that loneliness is a factor
contributing to depression and suicide in the agricultural sector with, for example, one-third of
farm suicides in New Zealand occurring among people who lived alone (Beautrais, 2018). In a sur-
vey of UK farmers by Farmers Guardian (2020), 94% of respondents agreed that loneliness posed
a risk to mental wellbeing—a perception that was recently confirmed by Wheeler and Lobley’s
(2021) survey, which revealed a statistically significant association between feelings of loneliness
and both depression and anxiety.
As far as we are aware, until now, the only research to expressly attend to the issue of isola-

tion in farming within the UK is that of Monk’s (2000, 1999). This study surveyed rural dwellers
in Great Britain, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and found isolation to be an
important source of stress for farmers. Monk identifies three types of isolation as relevant to
this context: physical, cultural and psychological isolations. She argues that physical isolation
(i.e., remote rural locations and the associated lack of proximity to people and services) can be
a more important stressor than previous work had identified (e.g., Deary et al., 1997) in areas
where farms have got larger and fewer and where community services are scarce, as it can com-
pound feelings of loneliness. ‘Cultural isolation’ is presented as an issue primarily relating to
urban–rural migration and the presence of ‘townies’ creating sometimes hostile social divisions
between farmers and non-farmers in rural communities (Monk, 2000). We would argue that this
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particular framing slips into what Philo et al. (2003, p. 259) describe as ‘stereotypical notions
regarding the constitution of rural space’ and ‘a common tendency to lean uponmore or less exam-
ined rural–urban contrasts’. As such, it does not necessarily fully alignwith our own interpretation
of cultural isolation (which we elucidate below), but it does allude to the importance of under-
standing the role of farming identities in shaping certain perceptions and experiences of loneliness
and social isolation: a theme we examine within this article. Monk (1999) also describes a third
type of isolation—‘psychological isolation’—which is essentially about farmers keeping concerns
to themselves and not discussing emotional matters. She presents this as endogenous and self-
imposed, stemming from a social conditioning that expects farmers to be strong, self-reliant and
stoical.
Monk’s (1999) conceptualisation of isolation in farming is useful and indeed has to some extent

informed our own multidimensional understanding of loneliness in this context, but her asser-
tions are not particularly well-situated withinmore established conceptualisations that have been
developed within the wider literature on loneliness and social isolation (see below). As Lob-
ley et al. (2004) note, there are also limitations with Monk’s methodology—notably concerning
the conflation of ‘farmer’ with ‘rural’ and ambiguities in distinctions between farmers and non-
farmers—and this serves to weaken her arguments about the nature and impacts of isolation
for farmers as a distinct social group. In part addressing these limitations, our research sought
to qualitatively explore the experiences of farmers in order to help understand the specificities
of farm loneliness, and in this article, we will contextualise this understanding within wider
conceptualisations of loneliness, social isolation and mental health.

CONCEPTUALISING LONELINESS AND SOCIAL ISOLATION

The terms loneliness and social isolation are often used interchangeably in everyday usage (and,
as Daykin et al., 2019, point out, in some academic literature) but this elision obscures important
differences between the two concepts. Loneliness is generally considered to be a negative emo-
tional state as subjectively experienced. It is commonly defined as ‘the unpleasant experience
that occurs when a person’s network of social relations is deficient in some important way, either
qualitatively or quantitively’ (Perlman & Paplau, 1981, p. 31) and may be accompanied by other
negative emotions such as sadness, frustration, shame or depression (Yanguas et al., 2018). Social
isolation, on the other hand, is more of an objective measure relating to ‘the absence of relation-
ships with other people’ (Achterbergh et al., 2020, p. 2) and can refer to either physical separation
from others or restricted social networks (Daykin et al., 2019). The two concepts are not synony-
mous because it is possible for someone to lack extensive or regular social contact with others and
be objectively considered ‘socially isolated’ but to be content with this situation and thus not feel
‘lonely’. Equally, an individual might feel lonely even when they are surrounded by others if they
do not feel understood or qualitatively connected to those people. Put simply, ‘loneliness’ is about
more than simply being ‘alone’.
Research has repeatedly shown an association between loneliness and mental health disor-

ders such as depression, anxiety and psychosis (Achterbergh et al., 2020; Alasmawi et al., 2020;
McHugh Power et al., 2017; Quadt et al., 2020). Loneliness is also associated with poorer personal
recovery among mental health service users (Ma et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020), as well as higher
mortality rates and physical health conditions such as obesity and heart disease (Petitte et al., 2015;
Wang et al., 2018). Causal links between loneliness and poor mental health are difficult to deter-
mine, and it is likely that pathways between the two are at least to some extent bi-directional and
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mutually reinforcing. Studies have described how loneliness can exacerbate mental health prob-
lems with, for example, depressed individuals withdrawing from others and becoming (more)
lonely and consequently more depressed (Achterbergh et al., 2020; Birken et al., 2022; Hsueh
et al., 2019). However, recent longitudinal evidence suggests that loneliness can predict subse-
quent depression and other common mental health problems (Domènech-Abella et al., 2021; Lee
et al., 2021; Mann et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2020), underscoring the importance of addressing the
issue before it spirals into more severe health outcomes.
The distinction between loneliness and social isolation is important because evidence suggests

that, whilst often connected, loneliness is more closely associated with mental health problems
than social isolation. For instance, Wang et al. (2020) found that loneliness was a better predictor
of symptom severity and recovery among people who had suffered a mental health crisis than
social isolation. Similarly, Schwarzbach et al. (2014) conclude that, among older adults at least,
subjective measures of the quality of social relationships are more closely related to depression
than objective measures of quantitative aspects. In other words, it is the self-perception of social
support that is more relevant to mental health than any external evaluation. As Perceval et al.
(2017, p. 386) note when discussing the results from their study into farm suicide in Australia,
‘while people around themmay think the person “has it all”, including strong social supports, the
at-risk farmer may feel extremely alone, and indeed suicidal’ (Achterbergh et al., 2020). In this
article, we thus focus predominantly on loneliness in our analysis of farmer experiences.
Loneliness, like most emotions, is not a fixed or clearly defined state but is amorphous, fluid

and temporal, potentially ebbing and flowing in accordance with other emotions, life events and
everyday circumstances. For some, it may be a relatively transient experience, felt fleetingly on
a difficult day or when a loved one is temporarily away, but for others it can become a constant
presence and source of distress, intertwining with and exacerbating other mental and emotional
difficulties the individual is facing. Nor can loneliness be understood in a singularmanner. Rather,
aswe explorewith reference to farming contexts, there aremultiple dimensions to the phenomena
that relate to subtly different (though often interconnecting) experiences with varying precursors,
associations and implications. A number of researchers have taken after Weiss (1973) in distin-
guishing between two types of loneliness—social and emotional—and others include additional
forms such as ‘existential’ (Cherry & Smith, 1993; Ettema et al., 2010; Moustakas, 1981) and ‘cul-
tural’ (Sawir et al., 2008; van Staden & Coetzee, 2010; see also Monk, 1999, discussed above) in
their typologies, although these are sometimes poorly or variably defined. McGraw (1995) goes
as far as delineating 10 conceptually different forms of loneliness (metaphysical, epistemological,
communicative, ontological, ethical, existential, emotional, social, cultural and cosmic), although
stresses that these are notmutually exclusive and can interact in a number of ways. Given themul-
tiple and contested nature of the various forms of loneliness, we set out below the way in which
we understand the key ones that are discussed throughout this article.

Social loneliness

Social loneliness can be defined as ‘the perceived deficit in the quality of social connections’
(Daykin, et al., 2019, p. 2) and may be characterised by feelings of boredom, aimlessness and
marginalisation (Weiss, 1973). It is perhaps the form of loneliness most closely aligned with the
concept of social isolation and is sometimes similarly described in relatively objective terms as
a condition framed by the quantity of social connections (Mansfield et al., 2021) or the lack of
a strong social network (e.g., Yanguas et al., 2018). Heylen (2010) describes this perspective as a
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deficit explanation of social loneliness and contrasts it to a cognitive explanation wherein, as a
subjective experience, social loneliness can only be understood in relation to the individual’s own
aspirations regarding their social contacts. Both the deficit and cognitive perspectives are likely to
be valid to some degree, although the interrelationships between the two are not fully understood
(Heylen, 2010). Our own approach predominantly reflects the cognitive perspective in emphasis-
ing the importance of subjective appraisals of social integration in experiences of loneliness. It also
recognises Russell et al.’s (1984) assertion that the type of social connection is similarly germane,
with not feeling part of a group or lacking friendships that provide a reassurance of worth, for
example, associated with this type of loneliness. We thus refer to social loneliness as the emotion
arising from the individual’s subjective perception of a deficit in the quality and quantity of social
connections, which might reflect the absence of a wide or close enough social circle (i.e., number
and type of contacts), but it might also reflect a lack of opportunity to regularly engage with or
expand that circle (i.e., frequency of contact).

Emotional loneliness

Similarly to van Tilburg (2021), we use the term emotional loneliness to refer to the loss or absence
of meaningful or intimate relationships of a close contact with whom the individual can confide
in. While social loneliness results from a lack of social integration, emotional loneliness results
from a lack of attachment, often in the form of a satisfactory romantic relationship, and is associ-
ated with not feeling close to anyone (Russell et al., 1984; Weiss, 1973). It is sometimes described
as a more painful condition than social loneliness (Weiss, 1973), potentially involving feelings of
emptiness, rejection or abandonment and is arguably more difficult to rectify, as it can be difficult
and take time to build satisfying relationships even if the person has a wide group of social con-
tacts (Daykin et al., 2019). Emotional loneliness may be present even when the individual appears
to have a strong network of friends and family if those relationships are somehow deemed to be
lacking in quality.

Cultural loneliness

Cultural loneliness has been used by some authors to refer to the sense of loneliness people may
feel when they are in a different culture from their own orwhen they feel disconnected frommain-
stream society (McGraw, 1995). Van Staden and Coetzee (2010, p. 524) define cultural loneliness as
being ‘lonely while being in a foreign culture that leaves one feeling not understood and not able
to reciprocate understanding about cultural meanings’, while Sawir et al. (2008, p. 148) describe it
as being triggered by ‘the absence of the preferred cultural and/or linguistic environment’. These
studies use the concept of cultural loneliness in the context of encounters with different inter-
national cultures, but characteristics such as nationality and ethnicity are not the only markers
of divergent ‘cultures’. In this article, the concept is used to denote feelings of loneliness arising
from a sense that a cultural group with which the individual identifies (in this case farmers) is
poorly understood and to some extent marginalised by the wider hegemonic society. For farmers,
thismight include feelings of disconnection or antagonismwithmembers of the rural community
and the wider public, similar to those described by Monk (1999). Although cultural loneliness is
sometimes seen as a ‘version’ of social loneliness rather than a form of loneliness in itself (Mans-
field et al., 2021), we argue that—whilst sometimes closely connected—it is conceptually different.
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It is not the quantity or quality of social connections that is important in giving rise to this type of
loneliness, but the perception of the person’s culture and identity as somehow underrepresented,
misconstrued or under threat that leads to a sense of isolation.
Our understanding of ‘cultural’ loneliness is in some ways similar to the ‘existential’ loneliness

described by some authors in which it encompasses feelings of alienation, abandonment and of
being an outsider (Mansfield et al., 2021; van Tilburg, 2021). However, existential loneliness is
usually thought of as entailing a profound sense of mortality, a fundamental separateness from
the wider world and a confrontation with the meaning of life as an individual, often following
trauma or when faced with a critical illness (Bolmsjö et al., 2019; Ettema et al., 2010; Sand &
Strang, 2006; Sundström et al., 2018). This is in contrast to the cultural loneliness we describe, in
which some farmers feel a sense of communal isolation and alienation in relation to the wider
non-farming public. Where existential loneliness ‘has no permanent remedy according to the
phenomenological approach’ (van Tilburg, 2021, p. 2), cultural loneliness might be addressed by,
for example, improving connections and understandings between different social groups. We do
not explore existential loneliness in significant depth in this article because it did not emerge as
a strong theme within our interviews (which focused specifically on farming-related aspects of
loneliness) and is arguably less uniquely tied to the farming context. We do, however, recognise
that it is another dimension of loneliness that may be experienced by some farming individuals,
particularly towards the end of life, during illness or following particularly traumatic events.

LONELINESS IN FARMING: A CONCEPTUALMODEL

The ways in which social, emotional and cultural loneliness play out for individuals will natu-
rally depend on the specificities of their situation, as well as their own personal and emotional
responses to those specificities. However, building on existing literature as well as our primary
research, this article identifies a range of farming-specific factors that commonly drive social,
emotional and cultural loneliness, and that deserve attention in efforts to mitigate loneliness and
related mental health problems within the farming community. These factors are summarised in
Figure 1, which presents a new conceptual model bringing together the various dimensions and
drivers of loneliness identified as particularly pertinent to a farming context in a way that has not
been done previously (note these are intended as exemplary rather than exhaustive).
As Figure 1 seeks to convey, the different dimensions of loneliness do not exist in isolation

from each other but (as McGraw, 1995, also stresses) are commonly overlapping, iterative and
not always easily distinguished from one another, particularly on the basis of contributing fac-
tors alone (van Tilburg, 2021). For instance, feelings of social loneliness associated with a heavy
workload and lack of opportunities for social interaction might also be accompanied by emo-
tional loneliness, particularly if, for example, a lack of leisure time is also affecting family and
personal relationships. Similarly, feelings of being disconnected from the wider community and
public (i.e., cultural loneliness) might be exacerbated for someone who is also experiencing fam-
ily or relationship difficulties and who does not feel they have a close confidant (i.e., emotional
loneliness). Underlying all of these processes are certain elements of farming culture and identi-
ties that influence the way in which both the drivers and forms of loneliness are experienced and
managed on an individual basis. These include a range of issues we will touch on in this article,
such as attitudes to farming and ‘hardwork’; traditional gender roles; familial expectations around
inheritance, succession and contributions to farm work and ideas around stoicism, strength and
self-reliance in the construction of (particularly masculine) farming identities.
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F IGURE 1 A conceptual model showing key dimensions and drivers of loneliness in farming

As the above discussion demonstrates, our framing of loneliness as multidimensional is not
an entirely new one. Our original contribution lies in developing an understanding of these
different types of loneliness within the specific context of farming environments, cultures and
identities. Following an explanation of our research methodology, we explore some of the char-
acteristics and drivers of social, emotional and cultural loneliness within farming that emerged
in our analysis. We also discuss the role of farming cultures and identities in shaping certain
aspects of common experiences of loneliness and consider the implications of our findings for
how loneliness—and related mental health problems—might be further mitigated and addressed
within this community.

METHODOLOGY

The research on which this article is based was a partnership project led by the Centre for Rural
Policy Research (CRPR) in partnershipwith the Farming Community Network (FCN) and funded
by theLoneliness and Social Isolation inMentalHealthResearchNetwork (which is funded byUK
Research and Innovation) and The John Oldacre Foundation. The CRPR and FCN teams worked
closely throughout the research process, with the lead researchers drawing on the farm support
organisation’s networks and expertise in order to inform the design and delivery of the project.
The research was reviewed and approved by the University of Exeter’s College of Social Sciences
and International Studies Research Ethics Committee.
The first phase of the research involved an online workshop, held in December 2020 and

attended by 11 farm support practitioners (in addition to two facilitators from each of the research
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TABLE 1 Farming interviewee characteristics

Respondent/farm characteristic Interview sample (N = 22)
Gender 13 men

9 women
Age 5 < 40-year-olds

8 40- to 59-year-olds
9 60- to 79-year-olds
Range 19–79 years old

Farm type 8 beef/sheep
6 dairy
6 mixed
2 arable

Farm tenure 14 wholly/mostly owned
6 wholly/mostly rented
1 equally owned/rented
1 other (farm worker)

Geographic location (England) 13 South West
3 South East
3 North West
1 North East
1 Eastern
1 Midlands

partner organisations). The discussions identified key issues relating to loneliness, social isola-
tion and related mental health problems in farming communities and explored priority themes to
investigate further in the research interviews. The outcomes also helped inform the design of the
subsequent semi-structured interview schedule.
Following the workshop, 28 in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with farm-

ers and other members of farming families who had either directly experienced loneliness and/or
related mental health problems themselves, or who had supported others facing these difficul-
ties. The interview approach was loosely structured in order to gain rich and meaningful insights
by allowing participants to talk about their experiences on their own terms and in their own
words. Interviews were conducted by telephone or video call (according to participant choice)
between March and July 2021. Participants were recruited via a purposive, non-probability sam-
pling technique that does not seek statistical representativeness but instead selects cases of
particular interest to the research (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Schutt, 2004). Some of the farming
interviewees had previously received support from FCN, who directly invited them to partici-
pate in the research, and others volunteered to take part in response to an invitation email that
was sent to existing CRPR contacts. All interviewees were offered the opportunity to view their
transcript before the analysis commenced in order to check and confirm the details of the conver-
sation. Farmer/farm family member participants were also offered a £15 voucher of their choice
to compensate them for their time.
In total, 22 farmers and other members of farming families, as well as six farm sup-

port practitioners, were interviewed as part of the research (although note that these are
not mutually exclusive categories, as four of the farm support practitioners had a farming
background, and two of the farming interviewees also had experience as volunteer farm sup-
port workers). Farmer/farm family member interviewee characteristics are shown in Table 1.
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Detailed demographic data were not collected for the six farm support practitioner intervie-
wees, but five were females and one was male. These individuals represented three separate
organisations.
As befits a qualitative study, the interview sample was not intended to be representative of

the farming population, although we did make efforts to recruit a variety of ages and gen-
ders and were successful in doing so. The sample was intentionally skewed towards farms
with livestock enterprises (which make up 61% of farms in England1) because previous stud-
ies indicate that these types of farms face particular issues in terms of challenging economics
and high levels of stress (Boulanger et al. 1999; Lobley et al., 2019; Parry et al., 2005; Winter
& Lobley, 2016), suggesting they deserve particular attention when considering mental health
problems. Furthermore, livestock farms, on average, have fewer people working on them than
arable farms (2.73 compared to 3.09, respectively), and livestock farmers, spouses and other busi-
ness partners spend more hours working on the farm on average than those with cropping
enterprises2, potentially reducing opportunities for social contact at work and time for social
activities. Notwithstanding this focus, some participants from mixed and arable farming areas
were also included (and farm support practitioners were also asked to consider arable farms) in
order to provide a degree of a wider perspective. Geographically, there was some bias towards
farms in the South West of England in the sample due to a combination of the research team’s
existing contacts in the region and pre-pandemic limited resources to support extensive travel to
farms.
Interview datawere initially analysed through a thematic content analysis approach (see Braun

and Clarke, 2006), using NVivo as a tool to organise the material into meaningful themes that
could be further refined and interpretedwithin the framework of the research aims and objectives.
A critical realist approach was applied, in which observable themes in the data were interpreted
in relation to the forms of loneliness discussed in existing literature whilst also informing the
development and refinement of the conceptual model presented above. Analysis was an iterative
process inwhich initial strands of inquirywere identified, before being reviewed and in some cases
deconstructed, recoded and interpreted in relation to both the emergent evidence and existing
knowledge. Feedback on the preliminary research findings was invited from all participants and
other relevant stakeholders via an online workshop (25 participants) and circulation of a draft
summary research report in October 2021. This process was considered to be important for ethical
integrity and enabled the findings to be ground-truthed. All comments received were positive and
confirmed that these participants felt the findings to be a good reflection of the issues they had
discussed in the interview.
Although developed and funded prior to the existence of coronovirus disease 2019 (COVID-

19), the research project ran from September 2020 to October 2021 and, as such, was conducted
in the midst of the pandemic (although research activity did not take place during the national
lockdowns). This was a very particular time, involving increased isolation for many people and
the influence of this was something that had to be considered throughout the analysis. It was
also a topic that was covered in many of the interviews. Whilst some participants talked about
how they had experienced loneliness during the pandemic and about how restrictions may have
exacerbated loneliness for some farming people, for the most part, the issues discussed were not
specifically related to COVID-19. Rather, they were considered to be ongoing features of farming
lives and occupations. The key research findings and understandings of loneliness within agricul-
ture developed in this article are, therefore, considered to remain pertinent beyond the specific
temporal context of the study.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Social loneliness in farming

Social loneliness is perhaps the most discernible form of loneliness relevant to farming contexts
andwe identified a number of farming-specific factors that commonly contribute to it. In linewith
other research describing a paucity of time for leisure/social activities in farming (Lobley et al.,
2005; Wheeler & Lobley, 2021), participants described feeling unable to socialise in order to either
satisfactorily maintain existing friendships or build new relationships due to several physical and
practical restraints associated with their farming life. The most prominent among these was the
notoriously long hours involved in agricultural occupations, often combined with lone-working.
Farmers and farmworkers can find themselves rising before dawn and working until late at night
to get tasks completed, especially at certain times in the farming calendar such as lambing or har-
vest when there are significant time pressures and little flexibility. As one participant explained,
this can leave little time—or energy—for social activities:

I don’t get time to socialise really because I am just too busy. The animals, obviously,
need looking after, and then at night time, there is dinner to cook and you are just
knackered, so you don’t really want to go out anyway. (Farming woman, age 50–59,
ID17)

These work-related pressures can be ever-present in the minds of farmers, making it both prac-
tically andmentally difficult to take time away from the farm to connect with others. This hinders
the ability to feel part of, and ‘tuned in’ to, a friendship group: something Russell et al. (1984)
identify as important in mitigating social loneliness. Even where the individual has friends, this
limited social time can lead to a sense of being ‘left out’:

It’s always quite hard to finish and not feel guilty because there’s always something
else to do. Which then, inevitably you miss social events and everything else because
you prioritise work over that and then that doesn’t help with the feeling out of the
loop and being a bit socially left out. (Farming man, age 30–39, ID15)

Social loneliness in farming is thus not always about the presence or absence of quality social
relationships per se (although it can be, particularly for farmers who live alone) but can arise
from the sheer amount of time spent working—often alone—and feeling deprived of the oppor-
tunity to spend sufficient time with friends or family. For instance, one farm support practitioner
talked about her husband’s previous experience of loneliness (andmental health problems) when
working as an agricultural contractor:

When the children were growing up my husband very much felt, well [he says] ‘I
didn’t see the children grow up because I was working 7 days a week, 12/14-h days
or on call or whatever it might be’. And you just sat there on a tractor or working in
fields quite a distance away and so that really does affect you even if you have got that
family back at home. There is nothing to compensate for all those hours on your own
with your head and feeling that you are missing out and there is nothing to complete
your life. (Farm Support Practitioner 6)
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The implications of working alone for experiencing loneliness implied here were reflected in a
number of other participants’ stories. Lone-working was widely believed to have increased over
the last few decades, largely as a result of farm labour changes driven by mechanisation and
agricultural restructuring3. By reducing the amount of day-to-day social contact, lone-working
can also contribute to work-related stress, as it leaves little opportunity for discussing issues and
collective problem-solving:

The reason [loneliness is] such a big problem is, I look atmy peer group of friends and
a lot of those are in groups which can discuss different issues, but when you’re here
on the farm, you’ve only got yourself. It’s difficult to canvas those type of things and
also it’s kind of quite difficult when you’re making decisions and that type of thing.
Sometimes it’s a good idea to bounce ideas off others. (Farming man, age 50–59, ID7)

Work-related stress can therefore be exacerbated by social loneliness but was also considered to
be one of the primary drivers of it, as farmers are often driven to work harder and longer in order
to maintain business viability in the face of low financial returns. Accordingly, one dairy farmer
talked about how difficult it was to take a break from his work:

It’s difficult to get off the farm, it can be a bit of a tie. There is not enough profit in
dairying to pay for more labour or to contract any jobs out to others, so it’s hard to
get off the farm, as there’s no way of covering my work. Myself and my father work
around 70–80 h a week on average. . . For myself and my father to work the ‘normal’
35–40hweek thatmost other peoplework and getweekends off and 28 days holiday—
which is an absolute pipe dream for us as far as I’m concerned—we’d need to employ
at least one more full-time and another part-time staff member. I can just never see
that time off. (Farming man, age 30–39, ID14)

There are clearly practical and economic imperatives that drive farmers to work hard in order
to ensure a viable farm business (Lobley et al., 2019). However, our findings indicate that cultural
notions around the importance of hard work also play a role in influencing attitudes towards
working long hours within the farming community. ‘Hard work’ is recognised as a central tenet
of Western agrarian ideology, which celebrates the hardship of farm work as a moral virtue
(Egoz et al., 2006; Montmarquet, 1989). Agrarian sentiments have been traced back to the clas-
sical era (Montmarquet, 1989) but arguably grew particularly strong in the 17th century onwards,
when hard farmwork and resultant yields became associated with Protestant values around ‘God
helping those who help themselves’ (Egoz et al., 2006). A strong work ethic thus became a key
part of traditional farming culture and continues to form a central element of farming identi-
ties today (Silvasti, 2003). Evidence from our interviews suggests that the emphasis placed on the
importance of hard work in farming culture can serve to normalise and legitimise long hours to
the extent that working constantly becomes seen almost as a ‘badge of honour’. As one farmer
explained:

So everybody has this image of farming being isolationist. Farmers make it isolation-
ist. I mean okay yes, you’re working on your own, but I suppose I’ve always made
sure I’ve had some leisure time. . . We had a contractor come in here one day, he’s an
ex Young Farmer I’ve known all my life, and he said ‘I’ve been sitting on this tractor
for 43 days drilling corn for everybody, isn’t that good?’ I just said ‘no, that’s really
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sad. That’s really sad. At least take a couple of days off’. (Farming man, age 60–69,
ID18)

Whilst this farmer actively resisted this element of farming culture and placed importance on
taking time off, many find this difficult and not just for the practical reasons discussed earlier.
One woman described the attitude of her in-laws towards farm work as

And then you have got the likes of my husband’s family. If you have an hour off, it’s
a sin. (Farming woman, age 60–69, ID6)

This participant’s use of theword ‘sin’ heremaynot have been intended literally, but (resonating
with the biblical aspect of agrarian ideology that equates hard work with moral virtue) it does
invoke a sense of guilt in relation to taking time off and demonstrate the strength of cultural and
familial expectations in influencing attitudes to work.
Aside from workload pressures and leisure time, a number of participants talked about how

opportunities to engage with existing social networks have also reduced in recent years because
of a decline in the frequency of face-to-face business-related contact (and not just because of the
COVID-19 pandemic).Where farmers used to be able to partially compensate for a lack of off-farm
social activities through day-to-day contact with visitors to the farm (e.g., buyers and suppliers,
advisors, etc.), this is now more difficult as more business is conducted online. The closure of
many local livestockmarkets, which have been shown to be important social hubs associatedwith
considerable wellbeing benefits (see Nye et al., 2020), was also cited as reducing opportunities for
livestock farmers to socially interact with others. Moreover, a simple reduction in the numbers of
farmers and farm workers over the years (partly due to a consolidation of farms into fewer, larger
units; see Lobley et al., 2019) has further contributed to declines in farmer-to-farmer contact. As
one participant described:

When I was a student, I got a job on a farm that was about 2000 acres, and there was
about a dozen people working there, so there were always people around to interact
with, chatwith and that sort of thing. Therewere things like livestockmarkets aswell,
where you met your colleagues, you talked over hedges, basically because there was
more of you. . . you just don’t see anybody else from your own profession anywhere
near as much as you used to. (Farming man, age 60–69, ID10)

Such reductions inwork-related social contactmay be exacerbated in coming years as the indus-
try becomes increasingly digitalised under the ‘fourth agricultural revolution’ (Barrett & Rose,
2022), although exact implications for labour demand are currently unclear.
Geographical isolation can also play a role in social loneliness for farmers and their families,

particularly where they are located in remote rural areas with poor transport and telecommu-
nications infrastructure. Previous (primarily quantitative) studies in the UK have drawn mixed
conclusions about the relevance of physical isolation in farming contexts, with some finding it to
be an important stressor (Campbell, 2001; Raine, 1999) but others less so (e.g. Deary et al., 1997;
for a more comprehensive overview, see Lobley et al., 2004). We cannot claim to be able to assess
the extent of physical isolation as a problem for farmers from our research, but our findings do
suggest that it can be a significant factor in experiences of loneliness for some people. It is per-
haps particularly relevant for young people on farms (whether directly involved in farm work or
not) who do not necessarily have access to private transport and whose peers are socially active,
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both in online and face-to-face formats. This was evident in the story of one young woman who
talked about how geographical isolation made it more difficult for her to deal with her anxiety
and depression:

It is difficult to deal with because being on a farm in the middle of nowhere. . . you
are out on a limb in agriculture and everyone says that, you know, you’ve got the
Internet and everything, but the Internet is rubbish. You can’t quickly send amessage
to someone, you can’t call someone because you won’t have a signal, and there are
so many hurdles in order for you to get anywhere, both physically and mentally. It
just really takes its toll and just slowly grinds you down. (Farming woman, age 18–29,
ID21).

Whilst physical isolation might not cause wellbeing issues on its own and is sometimes cher-
ished as a positive feature of rural life offering peace and tranquillity, it can contribute to creating
or exacerbating a sense of social loneliness.
As well as the practical limitations associated with geographical remoteness, social loneliness

can also be exacerbated formembers of farming families by other aspects of farm life. For instance,
participants told us about how children are often expected to help out on the farm from a young
age (as also observed in the literature, e.g. Errington & Gasson, 1994; Riley, 2009; Wallace et al.,
1994), reducing opportunities for social interaction, especially with non-farming peers. Participa-
tion in farm (and house) work has been described as an important part of the socialisation of farm
children (Wiley et al., 2005), a process through which culturally specific moral values, social con-
ventions and future farming roles are learned (Price&Evans, 2009). The farm space offers positive
opportunities as well as limitations for children (Riley, 2009), but our participants’ narratives hint
at the risk of loneliness becoming embedded in farm lives through this socialisation process in
which farming takes centre stage and social activities are sidelined. Evidence and understand-
ing regarding this are, however, limited, and further work exploring the potential influence of
(often gendered) socialisation processes on experiences of loneliness, both in childhood and later
adulthood, is needed.
Farm spouses can also feel profound loneliness. Whilst arguably beginning to change, tradi-

tional gender roles and expectations in farming continue to persist within the community (Burton
et al., 2021; Shortall et al., 2020; Wheeler et al., 2020), with women commonly primarily respon-
sible for childcare and household tasks (often alongside dealing with farm paperwork, working
on the farm and/or involved in diversified enterprises or off-farm employment). If their partner
is out working long hours every day, women can therefore find themselves ‘stuck’ at home jug-
gling multiple roles, perhaps with only young children for company. A number of participants
discussed this issue. For example:

Oh God yes [it can be lonely for the women]. The farm just sucks the men. And
because women are women, they go out and they are just, you know. They get frus-
trated because when theymeet their husbands [the women] are off on the tractor and
doing whatever, but once you start to have children, your flexibility isn’t there, you
can’t do it. There is a lot of lonely women out there with little kids. . . believe me it is
not easy being a farmer’s wife. (Farming woman, age 60–69, ID6)

The impacts of such loneliness on the wellbeing of farming women can be significant, yet dom-
inant narratives about mental health in farming (and farm identities more generally, see Burton
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et al., 2021) have tended to focus onmale farmers rather than female farmers or spouses (Daghagh
Yazd et al., 2019). The accounts of women relayed to us in our research are, however, unsurpris-
ing when viewed in relation to recent evidence of high levels of anxiety and depression among
farm women (Wheeler & Lobley, 2022). These findings clearly demonstrate the need for further
attention to be paid to this topic.

Emotional loneliness in farming

Emotional loneliness concerns the quality and intimacy of social relationships and many of the
circumstances that might contribute to it—for example, relationship tensions and marital break-
down, the loss of an intimate partner or personal difficulties with forming emotional attachments
(Mansfield et al., 2021)—are not particularly unique to farming populations. We did, however,
find that there are certain elements of farm life that were related to emotional loneliness within
our participants’ stories and that shaped the nature of these experiences.
Wider research has established a link between living alone or not being married/partnered

and loneliness (Gibney et al., 2019; Smith & Victor, 2019; Sundström et al., 2009), and we certainly
heard stories where this was the case for farmers, but there were also examples of where individu-
als felt lonely evenwhen surrounded by family or when in an apparently ‘happy’ relationship. The
entwined nature of home and work life in family farming (see also Price & Evans, 2009) emerged
as placing a particular pressure on individuals who do not feel able to confide with their spouse
or other family members, as the burden of responsibilities and decision-making can sometimes
fall unequally, complicate family life and add to a sense of emotional loneliness. As one woman
explained:

You have a massive bill come in and you sort of think oh my God how am I going
to pay that? I mean my husband doesn’t take any notice and just leaves the worrying
to me. So I feel quite alone in my own right when it comes to that. . . I mean some-
body phoned up just now and was quite unpleasant and I thought, ‘I’ve got nobody
to confide in’ because he wouldn’t listen. (Farming woman, age 60–69, ID2)

The value of being able to jointly make decisions about the farm business with a spouse or part-
ner was also evident in the story of one woman whose husband had died a few years previously.
She described how, despite having a supportive family, she felt lonely because shemissed her hus-
band ‘dreadfully’ and having to make farm-related decisions on her own could bring that feeling
to the fore:

I’m living alone now but it’s just things like decision-making. I mean I still have big
decisions about the farm because we’ve got a private water supply4 and, you know,
so there are lots of issues that I think oh, if only he was here and we could sort it
together. (Farming woman, age 70–79, ID1)

The loneliness engendered by the weight of business-related responsibilities was also felt by
one participant despite having a strong relationship with his wife and children, as he felt solely
responsible for maintaining the health of the business:
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I think it’s the loneliness within the business. You’re stood in the yard doing your
work and you’re on the tractor, all the management decisions come to me. No-one
else. . . So everything that goes right is my achievement and everything that goes
wrong is my problem. . . I spend most of the day on my own, but I wouldn’t say it’s
the loneliness in itself that gets me down, it’s probably the loneliness within the con-
text of the business. The pressure comes to me on my own and I have to deal with
everything on my own. (Farming man, age 40–49, ID11)

One farm support practitioner said that this feeling of not being able to confide in spouses or
family members about farm-related issues (even if close to them), was quite common among the
farmers that she had supported andwas often connected to a sense of shame, guilt or fear of ‘letting
people down’ if things are goingwrongwith the farm. Familymembers can sometimes be themost
difficult to share problems with in this context, ‘especially if you feel that you’re the provider,
the person that has to be the strong person in a situation’ (Farm Support Practitioner 3). Strong
expectations around succession, keeping the farm in the family and not being the generation that
‘fails’ (Price & Evans, 2009) likely add to this sense of personal burden and further limit feeling
able to confide in family members.
The risk of emotional loneliness might also increase where there are relationship difficulties or

tensions within families, and this can be particularly difficult in family farming where the bound-
aries between home and work are blurred and where there may be several generations living and
working together, often in stressful business situations. We heard several stories, for instance, of
siblings who had fallen out with each other and of people feeling trapped living with in-laws or
other extended family members with whom they had a difficult or unhealthy relationship. Issues
and pressures around succession, inheritance and the future of the farm can also restrict options
for making alternative living arrangements, strain relationships and lead to individuals feeling
unable to fully confide in family members. For instance, one participant talked about how such
issues had made it difficult for him to emotionally connect to family members, contributing to
feelings of loneliness during a particularly difficult period of his life:

I don’t feel the loneliness like I used to, but I know when I first started, when you’re
working with your family, you kind of lose some of that family support because farm-
ing takes over all the family time. So I did feel quite lonely at times, especially when
you’ve broken something and you’re getting an earful from your dad and then you
go home because you’re living with your parents still. It was quite a tough time I
suppose. (Farming man, age 30–39, ID15)

Close friendships might provide the support necessary to mitigate such emotional loneliness,
but these too can be difficult to draw on, particularly where issues relating to social loneliness (as
described above) are at play. Emotional loneliness can also be interconnected with social lone-
liness in that the lack of time and opportunity for social activities can make it difficult to form
intimate relationships (whether romantic or platonic) in the first place. In one of the most hard-
hitting stories told by our participants, one man talked about how he had previously made an
attempt to take his own life. A whole host of factors had contributed to him feeling such despair,
including business difficulties, debt and a family dispute, but amongst these was a sense of lone-
liness brought about partly by the lack of an intimate partner in his life, which he attributed to
both a shyness with women and the hours that he worked:
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At that point in my life, I just couldn’t see anywhere to go basically. Because all I
was doing back then, I was working on average I reckon 15 to 18 h a day. . . I’d be
sitting on the tractor seat all day trying to earn money to keep the business afloat to
go forward. . . The only reason I’ve ever got relationships in my life is if somebody
comes and works for me and they get to knowme. But if I go to the pub, which I used
to do a lot, I wouldn’t talk to nobody. I’d talk to my mates but to actually go up and
talk to a girl, just impossible, I just couldn’t do that bit. . . And the other thing was, no
females wanted to be with somebody that was working 18, 20 h a day. Nobody wanted
to be in that sort of relationship where, you know, you could be at 8 or 9 o’clock and
all they want to do is sit down and cuddle up to you for the evening, and they can’t
because you’re at work. (Farming man, age 40–49, ID5)

Emotional loneliness might also be exacerbated by a reluctance to talk about mental health
issues, which many participants believed to still be a taboo subject within farming. In line with
a considerable body of literature exploring the influence of rural masculinities on male farmer
health (e.g. Alston & Kent, 2008; Bryant & Garnham, 2015; Creighton et al., 2017; Roy et al., 2017),
there was a strong sense among interviewees that stereotypes of the ‘stoic farmer’ continue to
ring true in many cases. The pressure of having to ‘have an image of being strong and nothing
will phase you’ (Farm Support Practitioner 2) was believed to make male farmers in particular
reluctant to share their emotions and ask for help from those around them. As one farming man
put it: ‘We are insular, bloody-minded, very secretive sometimes about what we do. We think we
can do it all ourselves, we have always done it’ (Farming man, age 60–69, ID8).
In some respect, these perspectives resonate with Monk’s (1999) description of ‘psychologi-

cal isolation’ in farming as a phenomenon stemming from a cultural value system that valorises
‘strength’ and self-reliance and discourages the sharing of problems (i.e., stoicism). However, we
would question whether stoicism creates a distinct form of ‘self-imposed’ loneliness in and of
itself. Rather, we contend that these cultural values tend to act alongside other social, cultural
and economic factors to exacerbate other forms of loneliness (particularly emotional loneliness)
by reducing opportunities for discussing emotional and mental health issues and seeking help.

Cultural loneliness in farming

In line with much sociological work on agriculture (e.g. Burton et al., 2021; Gray, 2000; Pretty,
2013), we deem the farming population to be a distinct cultural groupwith farming being crucial to
the construction of identities among this community, and thiswas certainly evidentwithin partici-
pant narratives around loneliness. The concept of cultural loneliness,whilst not always recognised
as a distinct dimension of loneliness in its own right, appeared to be particularly relevant in the
farming context. Cultural loneliness refers to feelings that arise from a sense of difference with
others in the wider community, perhaps feelings of being an outsider or being misunderstood
by other cultural groups. This type of loneliness repeatedly emerged in participants’ stories, with
many farmers describing or alluding to a strong sense of disconnection with the wider public, and
of feeling undervalued and misunderstood by government and society.
The cultural connection that farmers and farming families feel with other farmers can entrench

the sense of isolation caused by simple reductions in the number of farmers and farm workers (as
discussed inunder ’social loneliness in farming’ above). The gradual departure of farming families
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from a rural community can create a sense of loss and aloneness for those farmers that remain,
regardless of other social connections they may or may not have. As one woman explained:

It is a bit like my dad says, in the village, he is in all of the old farming families have
gone. It’s just him and another farming family and that is all that is left, and it is just,
yes, I would almost say that he feels a bit on his own. Even though he likes to work
on his own and he likes that environment. But he hasn’t got that bigger, wider kind
of connection across the village. (Farming woman, age 40–49, ID22)

Associated with this idea of farmers being alone within rural communities is the changing
nature of rural populations and a perceived divide between farmers and non-farmers. One farm
support practitioner talked about how she had supported farmers in one areawhere an increase in
the local population (following a large housing development) had led to farmers feeling more iso-
lated because of complaints they received about aspects such as noise from cows and tractors. In
her view, ‘that lack of understanding and that lack of acceptance of [the farming] way of life actu-
ally led them [the farmers] to feel more isolated than they ever had, even though there were more
people there’ (Farm support practitioner 3). Another participant described his own experience of
these issues:

I think the other loneliness that affects farmers is the community loneliness. In the
local village, the demographic has completely changed in the past 20 years. And you
get sly comments or something from a footpath walker or you quite often get, I call
it abuse but it’s not abuse, someone flicking you the Vs on the road, or beeping their
horn because you’re in the tractor going from A to B. So you get the sense that the
local community isn’t really your best friend. You feel a bit of an alien on your own
doorstep. (Farming man, age 40–49, ID11)

These narratives resonate with Monk’s (2000) description of cultural loneliness in farming as
arising from conflicts between rural dwellers and ‘urban’ incomers, althoughwewould argue that
it is about a more nuanced disjuncture between farming and non-farming people rather than a
rural/urban dichotomy. For many within the farming community, the disconnection arises partly
from the perceived inability of non-farmers to appreciate the unique nature of farming life and
the challenges inherent to it. As one participant put it: ‘there is always the undercurrent of the
loneliness in farming anyway because most people don’t work the hours. They don’t understand
the life unless they live it and breathe it’ (Farming woman, age 40–49, ID3). Furthermore, many
of our participants talked about feeling misunderstood and undervalued not just by their local
community but by the general public as a whole. In part, this was associated with a widespread
impression that society is increasingly expecting more from farmers, yet farmers receive little
financial return for their product and remain at the whim of supermarkets and the demand for
cheap food. The pride that farmers once felt as producers of food (which has traditionally been
central to the construction of farming identities; see Burton, 2004) and as pillars of their local com-
munity appears—for some at least—to be deteriorating, replaced by a sense of being overlooked
and underappreciated by society. As one participant explained:

The thing that makes me feel a bit lonely and down is that I’ve worked hard for the
last 30 years to invest in the business, we try to be the best in class, only to find out that
realistically however hard you work, you can never really get a fair return for your
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endeavour. . . I don’t understandwhat people want fromBritish agriculture anymore.
That’s what makes me feel a bit lonely and a bit sad really. (Farming man, age 50–59,
ID7)

These feelings of cultural loneliness can be compounded by public and policy pressure around
the environmental impacts of farming, as well as regulatory demands and inspections, which can
make some farmers feel unfairly scrutinised andmarginalised by hegemonic society. For instance,
one participant talked about how the cumulative burden and stress induced by various legislative
requirements, farm assurance assessments and regulatory inspections exacerbated his feelings of
isolation:

When you are farming and you are alone, you have got time to think and your mind
is a very, very powerful thing, and the results are either good or bad. It goes around in
circles and then, the next thing you are thinking, ‘who else is going to turn up. . . what
official is going to turn up next?Who is going to be on the phone orwhatmistake have
youmade?’ . . . there is such pressure from the government, DEFRA and the public. . .
they have so much to say on how the farmer should carry on. And, to me, that just
brings loneliness because you feel so isolated and so helpless. (Farming man, age
70–79, ID 4)

The issues discussed here are not new. The disconnection between farmers and the public has
been discussed in the academic literature for at least two decades (Campbell, 2001; Lobley, 2005;
Monk, 2000; Phelps, 2001) and yet it appears little has changed. If anything, pressures to improve
the environmental performance of farming have increased the exposure and sensitivity of farm-
ers to negative media coverage of the issues and critical public opinion. The COVID-19 pandemic
highlighted the role of farmers as ‘essential workers’, and it is possible that this may have led to
some farmers feeling more valued for their work, but the longevity of such heightened apprecia-
tion is not clear, and it is not a theme that emerged from our interviews. Regardless, there has been
scant research into the actualities of public perceptions of farming (either pre- or post-COVID),
and given the implications of these for feelings of cultural loneliness among farmers, this issue
deserves greater attention in future.
It is likely that a degree of cultural loneliness also exists within the distinctly heterogeneous

social group collectively referred to as ‘farmers’, and this also warrants further investigation. It is
easy to imagine how some farmers might feel isolated from more dominant farming groups with
differing views to their own; for instance, if they perceive their traditional approaches or experi-
ential knowledge as being marginalised amid the proliferation of new agricultural technologies
(Rose et al., 2021). Although not discussed by our participants, the potential for suchwithin-group
tensions, and implications for loneliness, are important to understand and address in future.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

Agriculture is characterised by great heterogeneity. Many farm household members enjoy high
wellbeing and do not experience loneliness or mental health problems, but it is also the case that
many do face these issues. Poor mental health can be experienced across the farming population
and is not confined to any particular sub-group (Wheeler & Lobley, 2021). The research on which
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this article is based involved participants who self-identified as having experienced loneliness and
poor mental health outcomes, as our interest was in exploring these in more depth.
Addressing the issues we have identified around the drivers of various forms of loneliness in

farming is not easy and a full discussion of potential strategies lies beyond the scope of this arti-
cle (although see Wheeler et al., 2021, for a full list of recommendations). There are, however,
some key ambitions that we believe should form priorities for action from a range of stakeholders
including the government, the public, farm support organisations and the farming community
themselves. Perhaps most importantly, farmers need to feel enabled to take time off from work in
order to relax, spend time with their families and take part in social activities. There is no single
solution to this but supporting actions might include improving access to relief labour, providing
more practical support to help ease business pressures, and promoting a culture change among
the farming community that challenges attitudes towards longworking hours and normalises tak-
ing a break from the farm. Greater training for the farming community, including young farmers,
around mental health and the importance of maintaining a healthy work–life balance could aid
in this.
Our findings around cultural loneliness demonstrate that there is also a need to strengthen con-

nections between farming andnon-farming communities in order to avoid farmers feeling isolated
from society. This could include enhancing opportunities for community engagement with agri-
culture (as also recommended byDavies et al., 2019), improving public dialogue in relation to food
and farming and promoting local food networks that facilitate more direct relationships between
producers and consumers. Reducing farmers’ sense of cultural isolation also requires a more pos-
itive and empathetic approach from the government and regulators when it comes to shaping
and enforcing policy and legislative requirements, particularly since associated paperwork and
inspections have long been identified as key sources of stress for farmers (Lobley et al., 2019).
Finally, there is clearly a need to improve access to, and uptake of, mental health support within

the farming community so that people feel able to talk about emotional and personal matters,
including feelings of loneliness, and seek help before matters escalate. Again, this is no simple
task and requires both the continuation and expansion of existing forms of support (which our
participants unanimously asserted must be farming-specific, for a range of reasons that we have
not had space to fully explore here), as well as efforts to raise awareness of this support and break
down social and cultural barriers to help-seeking within the farming community (see also Hull
et al., 2017; Roy et al., 2017).
Crucially, as research elsewhere has shown (e.g. Heenan, 2006; Morgaine et al., 2017), the pro-

vision of effective mental health support for the farming community necessitates recognising the
distinct issues and needs of this population and tailoring interventions accordingly. This article
informs that endeavour through providing an improved understanding of the different dimen-
sions and drivers of loneliness in farming, summarised in a new conceptual model (Figure 1).
We are already working to disseminate the key findings from this research to key stakeholders in
order to highlight the specific nature of loneliness and related mental health issues among farm-
ing communities. A summary of research findings (seeWheeler et al., 2021) has been shared with
participants, a number of key stakeholders and members of the Loneliness and Social Isolation
in Mental Health research network, and key points have been included in both written (Wheeler
et al., 2022) and oral (Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, 2022) evidence submit-
ted to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs parliamentary select committee inquiry on rural
mental health. The research is thus helping to raise the profile of the issue among policymakers
and practitioners andwe are hopeful that this will translate into the provision of improvedmental
health support for farmers and their families.
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ENDNOTES
1According to Farm Business Survey data for England (2019/2020), 45% of farms are grazing livestock farms and a
further 16% are pig, poultry ormixed farms; 25% are cereal farms, 10% general cropping and 5% horticulture (Rural
Business Research, 2022).

2The average time spent working per year by the farmer, spouse and partners on grazing livestock farms in
2019/2020 was 2914 h, compared to 2424 on cropping farms (Rural Business Research, 2022).

3This belief is affirmed by official figures showing steep declines in the UK/British farm workforce since World
War II (see Nye & Lobley, 2021).

4The participant did not provide further details about their private water supply but is likely referring to a bore
hole or spring on their land. In the UK, water supplies not provided by a public water network or statutory water
company are subject to a number of specific regulations to assure their safety and quality, which the landowner
is responsible for complying with.
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