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Introduction 
The growing recognition of sustainability's holistic nature is increasingly reflected in EU policy. 
In terms of agriculture, this is evident in the multidimensional objectives (economic, 
environmental and social) of the CAP (2023-27) and the broad ambitions of the European Green 
Deal and Farm to Fork Strategy. Similarly, the recently published Strategic Dialogue on the 
Future of EU agriculture reinforces the importance of creating socially responsible, economically 
profitable, and environmentally sustainable agri-food systems. However, less attention to date 
has been given to the social dimension of sustainability. Globally, the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) have been pivotal in accentuating social sustainability, underscoring 
the importance of human well-being, equity, and social inclusion in sustainable development 
and shaping policies, frameworks, and innovations across sectors, including agriculture. 

Social sustainability, at its core, revolves around addressing the needs of individuals and society 
in both present and future contexts. Balaman (2018) describes it as “specifying and managing 
both positive and negative impacts of systems, processes, organisations, and activities on people and 
social life.” For agriculture, this includes both internal factors such as farmer health, working 
conditions, and well-being, and external elements with implications for broader society such 
as animal welfare, generational renewal and rural viability. Insights on such matters can help 
us understand the social and institutional context to citizen actions, the broader economic and 
political incentives, and the limitations and possibilities for behavioural and other change. Such 
an understanding of the sustainability (and resilience) of agriculture is all the more critical in 
the context of a ‘just transition’ for farm families. Enhanced reporting requirements1 and social 
conditionality2 within the CAP, as well as more broadly the new Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive,3 require greater accountability and transparency in how social factors are managed 
within agricultural systems, recognising that environmental and economic sustainability 
cannot be fully achieved without addressing social issues. 

1 Common monitoring and evaluation framework. 
2 Social conditionality in the CAP links farm subsidies to labour standards, ensuring that farms meet certain social 

conditions such as providing fair wages and safe working conditions. 
3 Corporate sustainability reporting. 
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In agriculture, social sustainability measurement is critical for the design of appropriate policies 
to support the well-being of rural communities, promote equitable resource distribution, and 
maintain social cohesion in the face of ongoing challenges.The recent pilot project investigating 
the conversion of the EU Farm Accountancy Data Network (FADN) to the Farm Sustainability 
Data Network (FSDN)4 highlighted four broad focus areas for social sustainability measurement, 
namely: the social attractiveness of the farm sector, social inclusion, education, training and 
advice and other aspects including a range of factors that may impact the social conditions of 
farmers such as internet access, living conditions and access to public transport. Likewise, the 
DAFM Irish Food Vision 20305 places an emphasis on social issues such as generational renewal, 
gender balance, diversity, education and training, health and safety, mental health and 
wellbeing and broader rural development.   

Current state of the art, and of the nation 
There is now an emerging literature in social sustainability measurement in agriculture, within 
which it is broadly acknowledged it is less developed relative to economic and environmental 
dimensions. Several papers highlight the limitations posed by data availability (Lebacq et al., 
2012; Latruffe et al. 2016). Robling et al. (2023) identifies particular gaps in measuring work-life 
balance, isolation, and animal welfare and calls for improved data collection systems and co-
ordinated efforts to develop more comprehensive, accurate, and accessible datasets for 
sustainability assessments. Likewise, Latruffe et al. (2016) provide a review of sustainability 
metrics in agriculture and call for the development of new indicators, particularly for social 
themes and innovation. Lebacq et al. (2012) further suggests that the selection of indicators 
should involve stakeholder participation to address the interactions between the environmental, 
economic, and social dimensions. 

A suite of farm-level sustainability indicators across economic, environmental and social 
dimensions have been under development in an Irish context through the NFS for over a decade 
(Dillon et. al. 2016). In addition to the socio-demographic data reported annually through the 
Teagasc NFS6 and Sustainability7 reports, a series of special surveys have been undertaken in 
recent years to report a broad range of issues relating to social sustainability. Expanding on the 
internal and external classification of social sustainability, and following consultation with 
stakeholders, Brennan et al. (2020), using data from the NFS categorises social sustainability into 
dimensions reflecting farmer, animal and community wellbeing, and identifies relevant 
indicators for each dimension. Farmer wellbeing incorporates elements relating to quality of life 
(i.e. working hours, stress etc.), animal wellbeing consolidates herd level welfare data, while 
community wellbeing examines indicators measuring multifunctionality, service accessibility 
and heritage and culture (including generational renewal). Furthermore, Brennan et al. (2022a) 
combine self-reported stressors and statistical analysis to identify the prevalence of farm related 
stress and describe the attributes of those impacted. Findings corroborate the literature 
identifying poor weather, workload, and financial pressures as key stressors, as well as the 
increased probability of dairy farmers experiencing stress compared to operators of other farm 
systems. These findings demonstrate that occupational stressors impacting farmer wellbeing 
are multi-faceted, influenced by both internal and external pressures, and vary by enterprise 
type and demographic factors. The findings highlight variance in the levels of stress reported by 
farmers by age and farm system, and consequently, the need to develop targeted supports that 
take consideration of differences within the population of farmers and farm enterprises. 
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4 Conversion to a Farm Sustainability Data Network (FSDN). 
5 Food Vision 2030 – A World Leader in Sustainable Food Systems. 
6 Teagasc National Farm Survey 2023. 
7 Teagasc National Farm Survey - 2022 Sustainability Report. 
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The broad and diverse nature of social sustainability poses a particular challenge in its 
assessment, as does its subjective and sometimes sensitive nature. Asai and Antón (2024) 
provides a comprehensive overview of the current state of the art in integrating social 
sustainability in agricultural assessment, based on experiences from several OECD countries, 
including Ireland. It highlights how progress has been made through the incorporation of social 
questions into farm-level surveys and sectoral data collection initiatives and provides a 
framework for analysing social issues in agriculture by focusing on well-being at the individual, 
community, and societal levels. This includes factors such as income, job quality, safety, health, 
education, and social connections. It also identifies significant data gaps that hinder 
comprehensive analysis of social issues in agriculture and contends that improved data 
collection systems could enable better-targeted interventions to address issues of concern. 

With reference to existing international frameworks, such as the OECD Better Life Index8 and 
the Eurostat Quality of Life Indicators,9 Brennan et al. (2022b) developed a Farmer Sustainability 
Index (FSI) in an Irish context, drawing from NFS socio-demographic and economic variables 
from 2018. The composite index is designed to measure social sustainability on farms by focusing 
on three dimensions: farm business continuity, community and social connections, and farmer comfort 
and quality of life, as detailed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Farmer Sustainability Composite Index. Source: Adapted from Brennan et al. (2022b). 

8 OECD Better Life Index. 
9 Eurostat Quality of life indicators. 
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Data analysis indicates that farmers, particularly those in the cattle and sheep sectors, as well 
as those aged over 60 years, face significant social sustainability challenges. The research 
highlights how social isolation, economic vulnerability, and mental health concerns 
disproportionately affect older farmers and those in regions with poorer infrastructure. However, 
the paper also raises the context specific nature of sustainability assessment and, for example, 
the inherent trade-offs across dimensions e.g. between economic sustainability on the one hand, 
and social sustainability on the other. That is to say that dairy farms performed well in terms of 
economic viability but that dairy farmers themselves suffered proportionately more from stress 
and poor work-life balance due to their workload. In contrast, sheep farmers scored better on 
work-life balance but displayed greater levels of economic vulnerability. Regional differences 
were also evident, with farmers in the South-West and Border regions facing lower social 
sustainability scores due to poor access to services and economic vulnerability. 

The study emphasises the growing recognition that without addressing social sustainability, 
broader sustainability goals in agriculture may remain incomplete. Integrating these social 
indicators into agricultural policy frameworks, is crucial to enhancing the wellbeing of farmers 
and ensuring the long-term viability of rural areas. Furthermore, Brennan et al. (2022b) draws on 
Vallance et al.’s (2011) trifold conceptualisation of social sustainability and, specifically, the 
concept of maintenance sustainability that ‘speaks to the traditions, practices, preferences and places 
people would like to see maintained (sustained).’ Other recent papers exploring farmer mental health 
and wellbeing in an Irish context include Hammersley et al. (2022, 2023), Russell et al. (2023) and 
Rose et al. (2024). 

Social data insights from the National Farm Survey 
Selected sociodemographic data from the NFS, relating to the farm holder and household are 
published on an annual basis. This provides insights into age profile, marital status, household 
composition, incidence of off-farm employment, hours worked (on and off farm) and agricultural 
education. Over the past decade, this has reflected the ageing farmer profile and the increased 
proportion of farm households in receipt of off-farm income. Supplementary data relating to 
social issues of concern have also been collected through the NFS over the past decade, including 
data on farmer health and safety, ICT use and access to services e.g. banking and health. A brief 
description of data collected with regard to generational renewal, farmer wellbeing and social 
engagement are provided here. 

Generational renewal 
Data from the 2020 Irish Census of Agriculture indicated that almost 33% of farm holders were 
aged more than 65 years, up from 23% in 1991. Conversely, only 7% were aged less than 35 years, 
down from 13% over the same period. As such, there is growing concern around the issue of 
delayed succession and generational renewal on farms. Although some qualitative insights on 
the drivers and barriers to farm transfer have been garnered through research such as Conway 
et al. (2017) and Leonard et al. (2020), there existed a lack of quantitative data on farm holder 
intentions with regard to succession. This provided the motivation for the collection of such data 
through the NFS. Data from the 2023 NFS indicates that on average, 6 in 10 farmers aged over 60 
have identified a successor, with some variation by farm system (Figure 2 (next page)). Across all 
farm types, a decline in the proportion of farmers with an identified successor is evident when 
compared to 2018 when the data was previously collected. Further data analysis by Loughrey et 
al. (forthcoming) concludes that factors impacting farm succession across systems are nuanced, 
and that economic, demographic, and social dimensions need to be considered in the design of 
targeted interventions to support generational renewal. 

“Sustainability in Agriculture: The Science & Evidence” 
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Figure 2 Proportion of farms with identified successor (farmers aged >60 years). Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey. 

Data from the NFS Small Farms Report 202210 further indicates that a lower proportion of small 
(cattle and sheep) farm operators have identified a successor, at just 56% on average. The 
challenge of delayed succession is further illustrated in Figure 3 which illustrates the length of 
time that the average farm holder has been in place as the main farm operator, across both the 
core NFS and on small farms.11 The data indicates that almost three-quarters of farm holders 
have had managerial control of their farms for more than 20 years. The proportion was 
somewhat lower on small farms at 58%.   
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Figure 3 Farm holder duration as main operator. Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey. 

10 Teagasc National Farm Survey Small Farms Report 2022. 
11 Farms included in the annual NFS sample have a standard output above €8,000 and are representative of 

approximately 85,000 farms annually. Small farms have a standard output below this threshold and data is collected 
on a periodic basis. Such farms are representative of approximately 48,000 farms in Ireland. 
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Farmer Wellbeing 
The increased recognition of the need for appropriate provisions around farmer mental health 
and wellbeing allowed for the collection of additional data on the incidence of stress on farms 
through the NFS in the past number of years. Figure 4 illustrates that almost 4 in 10 farmers 
reported experiencing stress relating to their farm business over the period 2017 to 2021. Across 
farm systems, the prevalence of stress was highest on dairy farms with more than 1 in 2 dairy 
farmers indicating that running their farm business was a source of stress. This compares to 
between 1 in 4 and 1 in 3 across other systems. 
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Figure 4 Prevalence of farm business related stress 2021. Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey. 

All farmers reported a significant deterioration in their stress levels over recent years. Identified 
farm stressors include weather, workload and financial concerns. See Brennan et al. (2022a) for 
an in depth examination. 

Social Engagement 
Data insights on farmer social contact in recent years (Figure 5 (opposite)) illustrate the impact 
of Covid-19 in reducing daily interaction with people outside of their household. This was the 
case across all farm systems, and on Sheep farms in particular, the proportion going from almost 
three quarters in 2018 to just over half in 2021. The older age profile of those farmers serves as 
some explanation. Tillage farmers were less impacted, on average. As a consequence an increase 
in the proportion of farmers with less social contact across farm systems was evident. 
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Conclusion 
Policy monitoring and evaluation requires harmonised multidimensional indicators to gauge 
progress towards specific sustainability targets. A guiding principle of the recent Strategic 
Dialogue on the Future of Agriculture is that economic, environmental, and social sustainability 
can reinforce each other. The delivery of a more holistic assessment of farm level sustainability, 
with improved social metrics will facilitate the design of more targeted policy interventions and 
allow for the achievement of a wider range of sustainability goals.   

Given the broad spectrum of social sustainability, the collection of relevant data for integration 
into farm level sustainability assessments is challenging, complex and costly. Particular 
difficulties include the burden of collecting broad ranging data every year, and the potential 
sensitivities around the discussion of certain personal or family issues. Resource requirements 
are high due to the nature of data collection in some instances (e.g. one-to one engagement with 
farmers) or the sheer volume of data required (e.g. to collect accurate representative data on 
antibiotic use on farms). In the context of the NFS, a core component of the newly DAFM funded 
MEASURE12 and GENFARMS13 projects will build upon the progress made in the design of 
sustainability indicators through the NFS. This will involve stakeholder engagement and 
knowledge exchange in the co-design of suitable new survey instruments, for social and 
environmental metrics in particular. In addition, in an attempt to ease the data collection burden, 
efficiencies should be made, where possible, through the use of existing digital datasets. For 
example, in time, the possibility of utilising available administrative data through the antibiotics 
register would be very valuable.   
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Figure 5 Frequency of farmer social contact outside of household, % by farm system 2018 & 2021. Source: Teagasc 
National Farm Survey. 

12 MEASURE (Modelling Estimates for Agricultural Sustainability Using Real Evidence).   
13 GENFARMS (Gender and Generational Factors in Agricultural Resource Management for Sustainability). 
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