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Abstract: This paper illustrates the importance of moving beyond an economic focus, and towards
an emotional one, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of why farmers can be reluctant
to retire and/or pass their farm onto the next generation. We report on a two-phase qualitative
study of family farm decision-making processes in Northern Ireland, drawing on 62 in-depth oral
life history interviews with farmers, farmers’ spouses, and farm successors. In an attempt to gain
a deeper understanding of the emotional aspects of retirement and succession decision-making
processes, and their relationship with place belonging, in the first phase of this research we employed
an innovative ‘Work and Talk” method, whereby interviews were conducted while shadowing, or in
some cases, co-working, with farmers on their land. The second phase of this research responded to
restrictions arising from the COVID-19 pandemic, and involved remote telephone or online interviews
with family farm members. This research revealed the complex relationships between a ‘longing
for belonging” and emotional attachment to the family farm, and the challenges associated with
patrilineal farming structures, expectations and identities, in planning for succession. The emotional
impacts of strained relationships with policy makers around support for retirement emerged as a
surprisingly dominant theme throughout the interview process, suggesting the need for greater
emphasis on the emotional aspects of farming retirement and succession planning to inform future
rural development policies targeted towards the sustainability of family farms.

Keywords: family farm; ageing farmers; retirement; succession; emotions; decision making;
belonging; respect; rural sustainability; Northern Ireland

1. Introduction

There are over 500 million farms across the Global North and South, which are mostly
managed by farm families [1]. The EU and the UK are reliant on family farming for
economic sustainability, where in Northern Ireland (NI) the family farm and the agri-food
industry plays a more significant economic role than in the rest of the UK [2]. Yet, family
farming in NI offers more than just economic advantages; it is commonly viewed as the
‘heart of rural communities’ [3] because of its positively perceived values, its endurance
over time and between generations, and its cultural assets [4].

The family farm, and, more broadly, rural communities have transformed over the last
100 years due to technological advances, globalisation and demographic changes, where
government intervention and EU policies have, in part, been successful, for example in im-
proving quality of rural life and supporting farm income [5]. However, in NI, where family
farming remains patrilineal, a recent survey by the Ulster Farmers” Union highlighted that
there are persistent policy shortcomings concerning ageing farmers, particularly in relation
to retirement decision making and issues of rural belonging [6].
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To date, the agricultural and rural literatures have focused on farmers’ economic
‘roots’ to place, yet there is less research on how modern rural communities can affect the
emotional, temporal and spatial connection to place amongst farmers, such as attachment
to the land or farm animals. Research in Australia has identified that a loss of a “sense of
belonging’ can impact not only on farm decision making but also the health and well-being
of farming families [7]. The economic focus of the effects of rural change on farmers’
decision making fails to understand the emotional dynamics behind why farmers can
be reluctant to let go of the family farm. As argued by Errington and Gasson, family
farm members’ emotional attachments to place can often supersede rational or economic
judgements within the decision-making process [8].

This paper aims to utilise an emotional, rather than an economic, approach, to inves-
tigate how a ‘sense of belonging” within changing rural communities can shape family
farm retirement and succession decision-making processes in Northern Ireland. In recog-
nition of the need for greater understandings of the effects of farmers” emotions [9], this
research explores how farmers’ embodied feelings (physical and emotional) alongside their
experiences (memories) of belonging can affect their perceptions of, and anxieties around,
retirement and succession. This research considers the family farm as both a ‘place to
belong’ and a ‘sense of belonging’ [10]. The paper draws on interviews with 62 people
across small livestock farms in Northern Ireland, with 21 farming men, 20 women spouses
of farmers, and 21 adult children of farmers, of which all but one were successors. An
innovative Work and Talk methodology was applied in an attempt for the interviewer to
dig deeper in conversations with farming families. These involved, for example, shadow-
ing and assisting participants on the farm or in the family home. Northern Ireland is an
interesting case study in which to understand these patrilineal embodied emotions based
on its agricultural reliance and emotive historical land ownership.

1.1. Emotions, the Family Farm and Decision Making

Emotions are a part of our human experience and they are not only essential to
helping us describe the world around us, but also help us shape what we think of it and
how we want to respond to it [11]. Emotions are difficult to define; however, in simple
terms, they might be ultimately understood as our feelings and how we react to positive
or negative situations, which are also ‘corporeal’, permitting us to comprehend how we
feel and think [12]. Emotions, however, are not inherent; they can be acquired [9,13].
Anderson and Smith’s much cited editorial explores the links between places, spaces
and emotional experiences [14]. Paying attention to emotion in our research allows us to
appreciate how people’s lives are lived and experienced, and in turn how emotions affect
their environment based on emotional bonds formed, which also shape one’s sense of
identity [14]. An example of this raw embodiment of thinking and feeling is illustrated in
Pini et al.’s study of a coal mine closure in rural Australia, which demonstrates emotional
loss through the feelings of betrayal, anger and resentment to the closure of the mine that
dominate over any economic loss [15].

There is still much to learn from understanding the emotions of farmers and their
families within changing rural communities. Notable exceptions include Ramirez-Ferrero’s
book “Troubled Fields’, which demonstrates that it is not just economic issues affecting
the mortality rate of farming men in a time of crisis, but social and cultural issues because
of rural modernisation [16]. Price and Conn’s research on keeping the name on the land
in Northern Ireland also identifies that succession is an emotional process, rather than
a practical one [17]. Rieple and Snijdger’s work recognises the need to understand the
‘emotional dimensions’ of family farm decision making; in their case, within traditional
farming structures [9]. Undertaking semi-structured interviews with 27 dairy farmers in
Munster (Republic of Ireland; Rol), Rieple and Snijdger explored emotions to innovation
on the farm, concluding that decision making is based on various emotional factors, such
as satisfaction with a traditional farming ‘lifestyle’, socio-emotional bonds within com-
munities, safeguarding the continuity of the family farm, and a preference for traditional,



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12271

30f20

rather than economic, decision making to cattle selection [9]. Conway et al.’s research in
the Rol illustrates further that emotional issues, such as loss of farming identity, status,
power and the relationship with the farm, especially in later life, are affecting older farmers’
retirement decision making [18,19]. Their paper also argues that more evidence is needed
to understand emotional attachment to the farm and its ‘embodied contents’, such as
livestock, land, and the farm. Glover and Reay’s study on dairy farms focuses on the
non-financial socio-emotional wealth of farmers, illustrating that in order to encourage
future farm sustainability, policy makers need to be aware that, regardless of any economic
issues on the farm, the value, goals and emotional attachment of the farm family are key
to farm survival, and that this is evidenced even by farmers without a successor [20].
As Grubbstrom and Erickson’s research on retired farmers’ decision making in Sweden
illustrates, it is emotional incentives such as intrinsic values, care for the environment, land
and rural community which entice them to either sell or lease their property to the next
generation [21].

Place attachment(s) is important when trying to understand emotions on the family
farm because it is argued that the more time spent in place, the greater the emotional attach-
ment to place [22]. This is especially evident for older people who might naturally have
spent a longer length of time in one place, building relationships, memories and bonds [23].
Yet, while elective belonging in urban space has received scholarly attention [24], there
is a need for better understandings of belonging or elective belonging in rural areas, as
proposed by Stockdale et al. (2018) [25]. Erickson et al.’s paper on rural stayers argues that
research is still lacking on the importance of place and how it can enhance qualities such as
community attachment, rootedness and a sense of belonging [26]. Stockdale and Fergu-
son’s research in NI suggests that stayers in rural areas demonstrate a strong sense of place
attachment and belonging, but that these are intertwined with complicated relationships
with family history, farm ownership and continued family networks [27]. This emotional
place attachment of ‘being at home” is heightened further when relied on for ‘survival’ [28],
such as farms, which have a clear socio-economic role.

1.2. The Emotion of Belonging

It is widely accepted that people share a desire to ‘belong’, and to have a sense of
attachment [29,30]. However, it is only relatively recently that belonging within rural
communities has been the subject of academic attention [31]. Belonging is multidimen-
sional and can mean many things; it can refer to a place, identity, thoughts, and our
emotions and feelings, which can have a direct reflection on our personal experience of
belonging [10,14,29]. Allen et al., in defining belonging, argue that a need to “connect
deeply with other people” is a common factor, but that direct involvement is not always
necessary in order to connect, and instead can be based on the quality, experiences and
observations of these connections [32] (p. 88). Others will gain on a ‘sense of belonging’
through their social connections, for example, through their childhood experiences, and
place where they grew up [33].

To put this relative to family farming, and in particular to farming retirement and
succession, because farms are commonly passed down through the generations, they offer
a treasure chest of social and familial inter-relations and experiences that can impact on
family members” sense of belonging [34]. For example, Price and Evans, in their case
study of rural mid-Wales [35], identify the evolving relationship with farming women.
Price and Evans reveal how, unless women were from a traditional farming background,
they were often considered by farming men as a threat to the success and survival of the
family farm, in respect to issues around marital breakdown and inheritance, ultimately
affecting succession planning. Price and Evans also discuss how the complex patrilineal
culture means that farming men tend to only seek emotional help from those that are from
a common background, or farming ‘way of life’, and as rural communities change, this
support culture is becoming at risk [35]. Yet, it is not just the inter-relationships between
people, belonging and retirement decision making. Riley, for example, explores the roles
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of farmers’ livestock in shaping farmers’ identity and attachment, arguing that “animals
are central to the everyday lives and identities of farmers ... separation from them alters
farmers’ attachment to particular practices, places and social networks” [36] (p. 2).

Place attachment—to the farm and farmland—forged as it may through relationships
with family, community, animals, and through inheritance, history and memory, is a
central aspect of farmers’ identity and belonging. Riley identifies the importance of,
and opportunities presented by, making ‘place” central within the research process as it
provides important insights into farming identities, emotions and social relationships [37].
An example of this is the traditional patrilineal farming structure, which provides a farmer
with a sense of (place) identity, and one farmers can be reluctant to let go of, especially
in retirement. Bryant and Pini noted that a sense of belonging and age are interlinked
in rural communities, especially with older farming men, as seen through their ‘pride of
place’, developed through the generations of family land ownership [31] (p. 136). Price
and Conn identify this in their study by exploring the continuing reliance of the patrilineal
requirement to keep the name on the land; they show how place attachment through the
‘pull of the land” has a significant influence on succession planning in NI [17]. Price and
Evans’s ethnographic case study of farm families in Wales identified that attachment to a
farming ‘way of life’, experienced through farming identity, relations, roles, and home, can
contribute and/or cause farming ‘distress’ [35].

Our research objective is to gain a better understanding of the emotion of belonging in
family farming, and how this influences the retirement decision-making processes. It might
be argued that without this awareness, current rural development policies are paying
insufficient attention to the importance of traditional patrilineal farming identities within
changing rural communities, and the unique challenges experienced by farmers faced with
losing, or at least weakening, their farming identity and place belonging, as they transition
to retirement.

2. Northern Ireland Context

The family farm and the agri-food industry play a more significant economic role in
Northern Ireland (NI) than in the rest of the UK, with an annual turnover overall of £4.5bn
each year from over 24,827 active farms [38]. Approximately 75% of the total land area
in NI (1.35 m hectares) is agricultural, albeit with a decline by 1% since 2019 [39]. Most
farms in NI today are classed as ‘very small’ (76%), operated by families and supported by
family labour with a reliance on the patrilineal family farm structure. Price and Conn’s
mixed methods research examining the prerequisites of ‘keeping the name on the land’
demonstrated the possibilities offered by an NI case study for understanding patrilineal
retirement and succession decision making [17].

NI’s agricultural space can be considered unique compared with the rest of the UK
because of its shared border with an EU State through the Rol [40]. Economically, DEFRA
has also identified an inadequate acknowledgment of the essential differences between the
agricultural sector of NI and other parts of the UK [41]. Price and Simpson argue that it is
important for legislation to acknowledge NI's ‘otherness’ to the rest of the UK because of
its agricultural dependence and region-specific characteristics [42]. Indeed, NI's historic
struggles with land ownership via political conflict represents a key difference to the rest
of the UK [42], and land in NI, much like the Rol, is very much a part of NI's rural culture.
Land, of course, is an asset and vital for most rural economies for growth in part, but for NI
(and Rol), there is link between land and identity where it has acted to control belonging
at micro levels and divide communities at macro levels [42]. Land in NI is also linked
to freedom of land ownership, a unique land tenure system which defines how property
rights are allocated, transferred, and used [43,44]. In relation to farming in NI, this includes
a ‘fee farm grant’ which is comparable to that of a freehold title where land can be leased
indefinitely and sold on in the same basis through the family to secure the title of land
ownership for the tenant [43].
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In short, NI's uniqueness, through its patrilineal agricultural reliance, culturally-
motivated emotive relationship with land ownership, and land protection through its
legislation [42], makes it an interesting case study to explore the emotional decision making
of patrilineal farmers and their families.

3. Methodology

This research, undertaken on the family farm, intends to elucidate how farmers’ em-
bodied (physical and emotional) feelings alongside their experiences (such as memories) of
belonging can shape their retirement and succession decision making. A Constructivist
Grounded Theory approach was deemed appropriate for this research as it can be reward-
ing for studies where very little theory exists [45-47]. The collected data were reviewed
as an ongoing process throughout the analytical phase, in order to allow core concepts
around themes to emerge [45].

3.1. Research Sample

Several factors influenced the semi-structured interview sampling strategy. Farmers
aged 50+ are most likely to be in the process of making retirement or succession decisions.
In Northern Ireland, the average age of the farmer is 58, with only 6% of farmers under
the age of 35 [48]. We therefore aimed to recruit farmers and successors between the ages
of 18 and 75, with most farmers aged 50 and over. The agricultural literature suggests
that research samples should also be led by farm size [49]. The average farm size and
type in Northern Ireland is small/very small and livestock based [50], and the sample
reflected this.

As illustrated by Errington and Gasson, you cannot fully understand the family farm
structure without understanding the family relationships that manage it [8]. The roles
of family farm members, and the relationships between them, can also heavily influence
and/or aid family farm decision making [51]. Yet, women’s roles in the decision-making
process are often underestimated, despite their significance [52,53]. Chiswell also argues
that while it is essential to understand the intergenerational process, it is also imperative
to recognise the successor and who they are, as valuable actors in the retirement and
succession process [54]. In some cases, there are family members who also want to farm
but cannot, given that their sibling is first choice (generally because they are older). In this
case, the ‘(non-)successors’ are also important research participants, as their role is often
undervalued within family farm continuity processes [55]. To respond to the significance
of these different family roles, the fieldwork targeted the recruitment of farmers, farmers’
spouses, successors, and (non)-successors for the in-depth interviews.

The final purposive sample was 62 participants, with 21 farmers aged 33+, 20 women
aged 21+ married to farmers, 20 successors and one (non-)successor aged 18+, from
20 small/very small farms with livestock across NI. One-quarter of the participants inter-
viewed were from the same families (e.g., a farmer, their spouse, their successor (adult)
child). The other participants were independent family farm interviewees. All but two
farmers were men, all spouses were women, all but two successors were men, and the
(non-)successor was a woman. Out of the 62 farm participants interviewed, 53 were edu-
cated to technical or third-level college, with the remaining nine educated to the primary
or secondary level (each of which were aged over 60 years).

The interviewees are assigned labels as illustrated in Table 1. In the discussion of
the interviews, after each label (e.g., Farmer, Spouse), a number is included which reflects
the order in which the participants were interviewed (i.e., Famer 1, Spouse 1, etc.). Given
the dominance of men in the sample of farmers and successors, gender labels are only
provided if the farmer or successor was a woman.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12271

6 0f 20

Table 1. Farming Participants by Cohort.

Farmer, aged 18-49 Spouse, aged 18-49 Successor, aged 18-29
Successor, aged 30+

Farmer, aged 50+ Spouse, aged 50+ (Non-)Successor, aged 18-29

Adopting a Grounded Theory approach [45,47], this research began with a sample
of farming participants (farmer/spouse/successor/(non-)successor) who were identified
and selected by the lead researcher by attending various farming events across NI. These
events, and the interviewees who were recruited from them, allowed for a snowballing
process to further inform, and in turn recruit, additional farming participants. While this
simple referral system can have some disadvantages such as selection bias, these were
outweighed by the opportunity to reach potential participants who would otherwise be
difficult to establish contact with [56]. The initial sample of interviews allowed for the
identification of emerging themes through an iterative process of interview data analysis
until ‘data saturation” occurred [45,46]. The priority of this research was to give farming
participants a voice, in order to articulate and, in turn, better understand the emotional
perceptions of decision making within changing rural communities. The methodology
underwent ethical approval and interviews which were conducted from October 2019 to
March 2020, through two phases.

3.2. Fieldwork Methodologies
3.2.1. “Work and Talk” Interviews

The first research phase involved 21 oral life history “Work and Talk” semi-structured
interviews, which were conducted from late October 2019 until March 2020. The interviews
were used to explore the participants” biographies, where interviewees could recall and
reflect on their experiences in their own words, aiming to “move away from well-rehearsed,
amusing anecdotes to a deeper exploration of subjectivity” [57] (p. 5). It has been suggested
that this articulation of personal ‘life stories’ can prove a useful technique to encourage
participants, and in particular older men, to open-up about their individual personal
experiences [58,59].

The innovative ‘Walking and Talking” methodology of Anderson (2004) is a popular
tool in qualitative rural research [60] (as examples, see Riley) [61-64]. A fusion between
interviews and ‘hands-on” observation, this approach has grown in popularity for exploring
themes related to the relationships between self, space and attachment, and usually takes
place in an area relevant/related to the research [65]. As an example, Riley’s study on
changing agricultural practices adopted a Walk and Talk approach, and provided the
interviewer with access to ‘hidden voices’ on the farm, as well as allowing for a flexible
approach in order to fit into the everyday commitments of the respondents [66]. The
embodiment of walking also had the added benefit of centring ‘place’ in the research; as
Riley, notes, “The farm is a site of knowledge construction, and understandings may be
embedded within, and layered on its fields and practices” [66] (p. 662).

Inspired by the benefits of this Walk and Talk method, a novel participatory approach
was developed for this research: ‘Work and Talk’. The lead researcher became immersed in
the everyday life of the farm by working whilst interviewing. This involved, for example,
shadowing and assisting each participant either on the farm or the family home by doing
menial tasks such as brushing the yard, mucking out, or helping in the kitchen.

The Work and Talk approach proved productive in several key ways. As with the
Walk and Talk method, it provided a flexibility with the interview process that allowed
the interviewer to respond to the participants” working commitments on site. Farmers
felt more able to agree to be interviewed, since the process was less distracting from their
working day. The approach also unveiled ‘hidden voices’, where participants were free
from judgement (see Riley [66]), as illustrated by Farmer 6 (aged 50+), when discussing
issues around farm aspirations and retirement which he was reluctant to discuss as a couple
earlier in the interview: “I can say that now ... sure she would say the opposite! [laughter;
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indicating to the farmer’s spouse in the distance]” ... As the lead researcher (who also
conducted the interviews) is not from a farming background, there was initial concern
over potential problems in gaining access to family farm participants, given negative
perceptions of their ‘outsider” status. As an example, Farmer 11 (aged 50+) remarked,
while indicating to the researcher’s attire, “well you're not from farming anyway”. Kuehne
argued that it is important, when interviewing farmers, that the interviewer should try
to “fit in’, and demonstrate their interest in the farming way of life, to encourage a good
rapport [67]. Offering to conduct the interview while helping with basic farm tasks through
this “Work and Talk’ process immediately softened any distrust or indifference towards
the interviewer. The approach enabled the interviewer to earn respect by ‘getting stuck in’.
This not only gained the researcher access past the elusive farm gate, but also helped with
further research sampling.

The embodiment of Working and Talking on the farm also gave insight to the rela-
tionships between the participants’ life stages, across time but also place. It encouraged
participants to open-up and reveal more of their biographies, exploring and reflecting on
the physical family farm. Younger successors also engaged with this remembering and
reflective process, where working and talking gave them a chance to ‘show off” the farm,
often illuminating a great sense of pride, especially if the farm had undergone improve-
ments, such as the introduction of new milking equipment. This biographical participatory
method, being undertaken physically on the farm, was also often viewed as a welcome
excuse to stop and reminisce, especially for older farmers and their spouses. This was even
more acute at the kitchen table, which also gave the interviewer insight into relationships
and in particular power dynamics within the family, especially between the farmer and
their spouse. It was through the natural flow of finishing work and walking to the home,
within their safe space and surrounded by generations of family memorabilia, that the
participants were more animated and emotional, encouraging a deeper exploration of the
research themes. Some farmers would emotionally and wistfully recall their mother baking
bread, or making stews for all who entered the house, especially when farm advisors were
regular visitors. There were also happy, sad, or difficult emotional recollections of the farm
while moving between sites, as discussed, for example, by Farmer 4 (aged 50+) “I have no
one to take over; [crying] my daughter has no interest in the farm and what do I do, I don’t want to
leave, look [indicating to a photo of the generations of family on the farm].”

Each interview lasted one to three hours, and was audio recorded with permission
and transcribed soon after the interview took place. Themes of belonging and rural
community change are at the roots of this research, and questions were loosely asked
around participants’ perceptions of embodiment (space, place, attachment) to their farm
decision making across their lifetime. Farming participants were not asked if they felt
like they ‘belong’ to rural communities, but rather what ‘belonging” on the farm and rural
communities has meant to them, in their occupation and identity as farmers, and how
belonging within changing rural communities may have affected their retirement and
succession decision making. For example, participants were asked about their farming
identity, and if and how it had changed within their lifetime. They were asked to reflect
on the emotional aspects of family farm retirement, as well as questions related to family
farming and community. A sample of the interview question guide can be found in
Appendix A.

The use of the oral life history Work and Talk method greatly suited the emotional
focus of this research, especially with the older farmer and women participants, as it helped
guide them through any emotional past experiences that connected to the present. For
example, one farmer was visibly upset in the interview when recalling how he had been
asked by his spouse to knock down some farm sheds (due to aesthetic reasons) near the
family home. Due to the generations of family and community ‘ceilidh’ dances that had
been held there, the farmer was reluctant to destroy the buildings, and it was causing much
conflict within the family. In this case, as with others, the interconnectedness between the
farmer’s physical and emotional attachment to the farm was revealed.
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3.2.2. Online and Telephone Oral Life History Interviews

In March 2020, the initial first phase of the Work and Talk research was adapted due
to COVID-19 limitations to protect the interviewer and research participants [68]. The
second phase of the research fieldwork thus continued with the remaining 41 farming
participants using oral life history online/telephone interviews, which took place from
July 2020 until December 2020. Thirty of these remote interviews were conducted on the
telephone using chat software with the remaining farmers and spouses. One farming
couple took part in the telephone interview together, while the rest were individual.
Reflecting differences in technological preferences/confidence between generations, the
rest of the remote interviews were conducted with successors aged 18-29 using video
conference technology.

Despite the advantages of the Work and Talk approach, there were some limitations,
such as family members interrupting interviews, or distractions given participants” work-
loads on the farm. Additionally, unless successors had taken over the farm completely, or
were heavily involved, the “Work and Talk” approach was less appropriate for this group.
Moving from face-to-face to a combination of online and telephone interviews helped with
this issue; successors generally preferred the freedom to talk on their smartphones. This
approach also provided successors with the opportunity to share and reflect on photos [69]
of their farm, ensuring that place remained central to the conversations, despite the in-
terviewer no longer being on site. As an example, Successor 7 (aged 30+) had inherited
the farm from her uncle, and to facilitate a discussion of her farming passion through
her life course, she shared images of childhood memories on the farm. The second phase
also proved especially effective when discussing sensitive topics; telephone interviews
can, for example, reduce stress in emotionally charged situations, allowing more freedom
to disclose information because of the lack of visual representation [70]. As an example,
Spouse 8 (aged 50+) admitted at the end of the interview that she had found it easier to
talk to a stranger on the phone than she might have in person about their family conflict
following her son’s marriage breakdown. While this loss of visual interaction can be
disadvantageous [70], a mixture of telephone and online interviews proved effective for
reaching a diversity of participants. Remote interviews also allowed for flexibility in terms
of when the interviews could take place, and their duration [71]. Some spouses preferred
to take part in the interview late in the evening when they ‘had time to relax’, or their
formal workload was complete. However, and importantly, participants now also had a
choice of where the interview took place, enabling greater privacy, without other family
farm members nearby. This tended to aid a more open conversation about the emotional
aspects family farm relationships affecting family farm decision making.

3.3. Analysis

All semi-structured interviews were transcribed verbatim after each interview, and
each transcript was then open line coded manually, by exploring recurring themes across
the transcripts. Transcripts were then re-read, and axial coded through an iterative pro-
cess, identifying relationships between the categories until theoretical saturation was
reached [45]. These themes were then explored, informed by the work of Ajzen, Allen and
Kern as well as that of Antonisch, Fenster and Yuvas-Duval, and Debeauvoir, as illustrated
in Table 2 [10,30,72-74].

The transcripts were then also analysed by cohort of farmer, spouse, successor and
(non-)successor, to compare emotional perceptions of belonging and decision making
between the groups. Memo-writing, undertaken throughout the interview process in
addition to the recording, helped to clarify any connections between codes and categories
based on participants’ body language, emotions, feelings, demeanour, etc.
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Table 2. Research Conceptualisation: Emotions and Family Farming over the Life Course.

To signal any habits or policies that require attention
Unresolved or unrecognised emotions  through changing rural communities or a changing
family farm structure and have been excluded to date.

The traditional patriarchal structure, what is considered
‘normal’ by farmers and peers, their attitudes, intentions,
beliefs and /or how easy it is to implement or take
control over their decision making.

Farmers’ Planned Behaviour

Participants’ emotions towards social bonds and the
desire to connect, attachment to groups or people
(including through childhood experiences), perceived
quality of those social bonds.

Emotional Sense of Belonging

A sense of security that is built through a feeling of
‘home’ through participants’ oral life history, social
connections, cultural, economic and
environmental factors.

Emotional Place Belonging

The fieldwork was conducted in the uncertain times of Brexit and the global pandemic;
however, the emotional focus of this research was notably welcomed by the interviewees.
Once the farm gate was (literally and metaphorically) opened, most of the participants were
eager to share their views and emotional experiences of family farming, often reflecting
on the process as cathartic during what were difficult times for farmers and their families.
There were even expressions of gratitude that this research was being undertaken, as
illustrated by Farmer 1 and Spouse 1, who remarked “it’s good you are asking, this is great,

7, 4

this should’ve been done more before”; “you think no one cares”.

4. Results

The following sections explore the core themes which emerged from the in-depth
interviews: the changing patrilineal tradition identified through a ‘longing for belonging’
by keeping the farm in the family, communication on the family farm in relation to decision-
making processes, and the emotional impacts of developing policies and relationships with
policy makers.

4.1. A 'Longing for Belonging’ to Keep It in the Family

As noted earlier, Northern Ireland has a unique relationship with issues of land
ownership, and this emerged very clearly from the interviews. A passion for the land and
the farming ‘place’—the family farm and its surrounding rural landscape—emerged clearly
from the farmers’ narratives. This had a particular resonance with farmers for whom the
land had been passed down through familial generations. There was an awareness that
farmers felt a sense of security, or a ‘feeling of home’, through ‘place belongingness’ [14],
by keeping their farm in the family.

Farmer 1, who has two daughters and one son, provides an example of this emotional
security. For him, as with other participants, keeping the farm in the family was very
important, but his son was not interested in the farm. His spouse, however, was adamant
that each of their children would be given an equal share of the farm. Regardless, he still
holds on to hope for this strong traditional patrilineal to be maintained, and that his son
would eventually change his mind and take over the farm completely, regardless of any
conflict with his spouse or daughters:

“It would be a very simple decision if [son] had the interest in the farm and nothing
or not really nothing else, but he had a real genuine interest in the farm. I would not be
intent of leaving [son] a third of the farm, or half of the farm, or two thirds of the farm, . ..
he gets the lot” (Farmer 1, aged 50+).

Farming participants’” ‘sense of belonging’ and rootedness to place was evident
through the pride shown across generations and the desire to retain the farm in the family.
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However, in some cases, familial conflicts had arisen whereby (potential) successors were
less interested in inheriting the farm. Two successors, for example, described the tradition
of keeping the family name on the land a ‘hindrance’, and, while expressing pride in their
family’s land, reflected on how they were not ‘sentimental” about it.

Yet, a passion for family farm tradition was also evident for several of the successors,
who felt great comfort from the generations of family ownership on the land. For example,
two successors were afraid of losing their farmland, not just physically, but also emotionally.
In particular, their emotional relationships with their farmland related to themes of memory,
family, inheritance, knowledge transfer, and belonging:

“Is it true, is it really true that I will not get to live here? Because if that is the truth,
then you know I may as well just reconcile and let this five-generation thing go ... but
it’s very, very hard, because even as I sit here, I have memories of being a child, I get great
comfort being here and it has helped me with his [uncle] loss” (Successor 8, aged 30+).

“I think it’s key to any farm that the family is involved in it, you know, ... anybody
can learn how to farm from nature ... but it’s from your family you get most stuff”
(Successor 19, aged 18-29).

The emotional connections to land, and to farming as a way of life, were expressed
throughout the interviews with farmers. In reflecting on his own experience of finding
an alternative occupation, one farmer argued that if farming is ‘in your blood’, it will not
go away:

“Well, my parents did everything they could to stop me farming, I was working with an
accountancy firm for four years, and then I realised it was the love of farming that brough
me back” (Farmer 17, aged 50+).

Yet, despite the desire to maintain the farming tradition, and farm space, in the family,
farmers and their spouses commonly explored in the interviews a conflicting push—pull
dynamic. The pull of strong emotional attachments to the farm were accompanied by a
tension in not wanting to place this traditional burden on their children and the subsequent
generations, with some families viewing the farm instead as a “poisoned chalice”:

“I think in some areas there’s still a big attraction to keep it in the family, or a responsibility
to keep it in the family in certain areas, but I think that’s all changing now” (Farmer 7,
aged 50+).

“To be completely honest I think it [keeping the family farm] interferes in the family, but
my husband would like it” (Spouse 12, aged 50+).

“It’s nice, but as I said, I have said to [son] quite openly, if this place isn’t working for
you and you saw a nice block of land ten, fifty or hundred miles away and you know,
move; don't let this history hold you” (Farmer 2, aged 50+).

A complicated relationship between the younger successor and the older traditional
farmer also illuminated contrasting views towards the tradition of keeping the name on
the land. Successors, when asked about this tradition and their plans for the future of
their family farm, used language to describe older farmers as ‘set in their ways’, and that
it is ‘their way, or no way’. Farmers’ view of the successors to the same question, on
the other hand, was of successors having no work ethic or passion for the land. These
seemingly strained relationships were causing conflict for some older farmer participants,
and illustrated a lost ‘sense of belonging” through a lack of confidence in the next generation
and being able to pass the farm through traditional intergenerational transfers, as Farmer 4
(aged 50+) described:

“You know, the general hearsay around the country today [is] that farms generally only
last three generations in any one family ... the first generation buy the farm and they
live in debt for the rest of their lives. The next member of the family takes it over. The
next generation—he finishes up any payments and he develops the farm up to what you
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know to be a successful business, and then the third generation comes along and, excuse
the phrase, he pisses it up against the wall! [laughs].”

Indeed, some successors were open about not being as passionate about the farm
as their predecessors, or keen to work the same long hours. The pull of the emotional
attachment of place belonging associated with keeping the name on the land was in-
stead more pragmatic for many successors, where they felt that the accomplishments
and sustainability of the family farm today were based on economic choices and not on
traditions or legacy [75]. This is well illustrated by the following comment from Successor
7 (aged 18-29):

“ ... the family name on the farm is very important ... but if it came down the line and
you had to move or something ... I would like to keep it in the family name, but, you
know circumstances with business decisions—you have to make a move . .. it wouldn’t
be the end of the world sort of thing.”

However, the patrilineal pressure to keep the name on the land was shared by those
successors who had a clear emotional attachment to the farm. In some cases, there was
evidence of experiences of stress in keeping the farm going through the family bloodline.
Some successors expressed how they felt an incredible responsibility to prevent this loss of
family tradition:

“You just wouldn’t like to think that the whole thing ends with you—that would be my
main fear” (Successor 10, aged 18-29).

“Well, I suppose when you have such a long line of it going back, you sort of feel a bit
of responsibility. [Interviewer: is that a lot of pressure?] ... a lot of pressure, but you
don’t really think about it too much, but when you do there is pressure” (Successor 10,
aged 18-29).

The deep interconnections between emotional connectedness to farming and the
land, and the emotional pressures of maintaining the family farm, were reflected on in
an interview with one successor who tried hard to keep the farm in the family through
five generations. Successor 8 had worked on the farm with her uncle for ten years and
had nursed him before he died. However, she explained how she quickly felt pressure,
intimidation and aggression from her neighbouring uncle and his sons to leave the family
farm, given her position as a woman, and a niece, and thus as someone deemed an
inappropriate inheritor:

“He [uncle] was in hospital a few weeks later. He talked to me about this [potential
problems with family members regarding inheritance] in depth and he said to me, and
his last words were, ‘I don’t think you're going to have peace to live there’, and he took
a heart attack ... [sobbing] and I lost him to that ... and if that wasn’t enough, the
way we buried him and it was like you know, I feel like I was a pariah in the graveyard
and I was really low on the wall and the family were all the way up on the hill looking
down [silence].”

And

“In October I was out on the road with a measuring tape getting ready to measure fencing
and my [other] uncle swerved the car right at me on the road right for me ... I am not
kidding you” (Successor 8, female, aged 18-29).

The desires, and pressures, to hold onto the traditional patrilineal line on this 20 acre
farm ultimately resulted in much family distress and an ongoing court case. There was
evidence with this successor of a loss of emotional security, built by generations on the farm,
because they did not conform to the traditional patrilineal family farm inheritance structure.

Along with changing views towards traditional farming, a shift in relation to fam-
ily farm communication and decision making also emerged from the narratives, as is
next explored.
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4.2. Family, Communication and Farm Decision Making

One of the core ways in which the emotional aspects of farming retirement and succes-
sion decision making were revealed was in the discussions around family communication.
Most participants described family conversations in very positive terms, reflecting on how
all farm issues were discussed together either at the kitchen table, or on the farm while
working. This was discussed by Successor 6 (Female, aged 18-29):

“It's quite simple at home. We all work together: me, Daddy and my sister ... We make
decisions together. Daddy involves us heavily in the farm as well. Like, he would ask our
opinions . .. we all get to make decisions and things like that ... And we all work hard
on the farm today. So, at the moment, it's just all three of us pulling together.”

It was also agreed by most participants that while the determinants of farming suc-
cession had multiple economic dimensions, the emotional aspects of this decision making
were also hugely important. These involved discussions with the interviewer around issues
such as poor health, anxieties where there was no successor in line, and, more generally, the
emotions of retirement planning. Only one-quarter of the participants had any retirement
plans or wills put in place. It was evident that this remained a very emotive issue to
discuss amongst family farm members (see also UFUNI [6]). Even when there was a will in
place, the details of retirement plans were not always shared with, or communicated to,
the successor:

“[Interviewer:] Have your Dad and you sat down and talked about succession or retire-
ment plans?

[Participant:] Well, no not directly like . .. he has a will and things created and sorted if
things go wrong, but there’s not an actual sort of time-line as to what will take place like”
(Successor 4, aged 30+).

Some older farmers noted the importance of having a will in place, but they felt there
was not enough government support or advice to encourage and aid farmers through this
emotional process.

The narratives revealed how the most dominant influence on family farm decision
making was family farm relationships; an essential element in understanding family
farming [76]. This was often strongly linked to themes around perceived threats to the
farmers’, and in some cases, their spouse’s, ‘sense of belonging’, especially if they were
not from a farming background [35]. A prominent example that emerged in these farm
relationship discussions, across the three cohorts of farmers, spouses, and successors
was the changing views around martial traditions and dissolution. Many of the older
interviewees explored issues of stress, anxiety, and fear around the potential for, or in
some cases, realisation of marriage breakdowns of successors and how it would impact the
future of the farm.

“There’s a situation ongoing up the road there; the wife has left the husband after only
about three or four years of marriage, and we don’t know what way the whole place is
going to end up” (Farmer 20, aged 50+).

“My nephew had a marriage that broke down and it was a really dirty breakup ... his
father who was a farmer would say that they were very lucky not to have signed over
anything or it would all be gone” (Spouse 8, aged 50+).

One farmer and his spouse had experience of the loss of the farm after their son and
daughter-in-law separated. They viewed their daughter-in-law as an ‘outsider’ given her
lack of farming background, and consequently placed the blame on her over the marriage
breakup and poor communication from their son about the subsequent selling-off of part
of the farm:

“lerying] it has broken the family ... none of my daughters talk to him anymore. We
don’t know what to do now—uwe thought we could retire. I worry about it all the time”
(Spouse and Farmer 7, 8 (joint interview), aged 50+).
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One farmer (aged 50+) coined the phrase the ‘dreaded daughter-in-law’ to describe
these family dynamics, the discussions around which were often highly gendered, and
strongly linked to themes of entitlement and (especially when the women were not from
a farming background) perceived threats to their place belonging and identity (see also
Price and Evans [35]). Several farmers and their spouses reflected on the emotional stress
of retirement decision making in the context of these relationships:

“Alot of farmers don’t want to hand over their property to their son because of a particular
reason. Down the years when my father was living and when I got married marriage was
for life, ye know what I am saying! A lot of the things are going belly up at the minute
and a lot of farmers would prefer to keep the next generation in line on the farm” (Farmer
10, aged 50+).

“This is not a judgement comment, but as more and more farmers marry non-farming
daughters, that has a big impact as well. Because those ladies don’t understand this
80-hour week, week after week, and they shouldn’t ... but, you know, the in-law thing
... if my son said ‘I want to work Monday to Friday, you know 50 hours a week, will
you do weekends?’ I'd think, no I bloody won’t!” (Farmer 2, aged 50+).

“My biggest worry is my brother getting married, and, you know, I want to see it, but I
don’t really have that relationship with his future wife. And I am kind of worried that,

you know, you hear of all these farms being sold because of divorces and everything,

you know. That’s kind of my biggest fear at the minute . .. If my brother marries, I am
dreading it; my sister-in-law is a driving force” (Spouse 18, aged 18-49 (farm is split
three ways with brothers)).

Successor 2 (aged 18-29) believed that marriage breakdowns were also related to

suicides in farming:

“If they split up in a marriage that’s when . .. that’s when suicides and things come up.”

This fear, and lack of trust, was relayed powerfully by one successor, who explained
how, at the age of 44, he did not want the farm signed over to him in case of a future
marriage breakdown and potential loss of the farm:

“I really am in no rush for them to sign over the whole farm because there have just been
so many incidences with farmers in around my age where the wife has up and left, and
it’s been a lot of hassle . .. so I am not given them any pressure on my mother and father
to do it, ‘cause in two years’ time I could be happily married but you never know.”

The threat of marriage breakdown was magnified because of the reported lack of
legislation in place to protect generations of land ownership. Strong emotional responses to
discussions around this issue related to themes of unfairness and frustration, particularly
in relation to intergenerational land ownership:

“I think it's wrong, that a wife is able to claim half of the farm . .. I could see it happening
here ... But anyway, I think that’s awful, I think it’s dreadful that a man who has built
up a farm all his life, his father before has built up the farm, he has handed it over to
his son, something has happened, and the wife walks off with half of it. It's not right!”
(Spouse 9, aged 50+).

While much of the discussions on communication and relationships focused, un-
surprisingly, around the farming family, some farming participants also explored the
relationship and role that the animals had on the farm had in yielding a strong sense of
belonging. There was an evident connection between the attachment of farm animals to
the farm and family [77,78] and ‘linked lives’, especially with the older farmer [79]. As one
farmer reflected:

“[Interviewer:] Are you attached to your livestock?

[Participant:] [cried] I sold two cows recently, and it knocked me for six that they were
going to be culled . .. they were my friends; I work with my friends I didn’t want to sell
my friends . .. it makes me really sad” (Farmer 7, aged 50+).
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The emotional pain felt by older farmer participants when this relationship is lost also
affected family farm decision making (see Tovey, 2002) [77]:

“My cows, my children, they all have names ... ahh, yep, the fact the contract fella
bought the herd, and they are staying here ‘cause I rented the old buildings too ... I
didn’t have to go through the pain of getting rid of cows; we lost 40 cows almost six
years ago to TB, and it was like a death in the family for me and my wife” (Farmer 9
aged 50+).

However, the links between emotional attachment to the farm and animals were
not held by all, and some expressed indifference to any attachment to animals and its
implications for retirement decision making;:

“No attachment at all. Sure, you can’t—jyou’re not a retirement home for cows you know!
You're a business!” (Farmer 10, aged 50+).

The results indicate that it is essential to consider farmers’ relationships with their
animals in the farm decision-making processes [78], including their emotional bonds,
security and attachment, which are often reinforced daily on the farm. In turn, this showing
of compassion for their animals, and being viewed as the ‘good farmer’, has an important
role in shaping farmers’ identity [79].

4.3. The Emotional Impacts of Policy

Across the three cohorts, there were continued aspirations for the family farm. As
examples, some successors planned to enlarge the farm, and to introduce new technology
such as solar panels and robotics milking; farmers’ spouses often encouraged diversifica-
tion, and, if from a farming background, managed the economics of the farm; some farmers
were hoping to rent out the farm, or contract it to a younger farmer, enabling them to retain
the land, but also to retire. Yet, many of these plans were discussed with a heavy heart, with
strong feelings that there is little help to achieve them. As Farmer 16 (age 50+) explained:

“I really want to find a young farmer to take over the farm as my girls don’t want it.
Someone so I don’t have to sell on the herd, and they can just take over, but I can’t, and
there is no help—I am really stuck.”

The interviews involved emotional discussions around feelings of being unsupported.
The Department of Agricultural, Environment, and Rural Affairs (DAERA, 2021) is the
government body in NI tasked with overseeing food, farming, environmental, fisheries,
forestry, and sustainable policies. It also acts as the local managing authority for delivering
and evaluating all rural development programs to support growth, jobs, and sustain-
able development in rural areas [80]. The Department was a core focus of many of the
discussions around the perceived lack of farming support, and the emotional burden of
feeling unprotected.

“I think a sense of hope, you know, with policy the way that it is at the present time. Yeah,
there’s a policy of no hope . .. people feel very vulnerable at the present time; we are being
told so many mixed messages” (Farmer 4, aged 18—49).

“We have a department, and we have people now who are making decisions, who are
looking at a screen and they have a little block graph and things as to what’s best for
people. They don’t consider the emotional side of things—how things should be done.
They just say what’s possible legally, and we can do that because as an EU Directive we
have to implement this particular law or system: you know, like it or lump it” (Farmer 4,
aged 18-49).

A theme of disconnect between farm families and policy makers was evident across
the three cohorts, where participants were often animated, upset and angry in interviews,
expressing how they felt little respect from the body that had helped them so effectively in
the past. Interviewees argued that this had a direct impact on family farm decision making.
Poor communication was a recurrent theme, as well as frustration by older farmers and
their partners who felt unable to cope with changing processes:
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“ ... DAERA now want you to do everything on the computer online ... before, the
farm advisor would come out and sit and talk to you. There is no personal contact at all”
(Spouse, aged 50+).

“When 1 started being a farmer in 1982, I can still remember a great Department of
Agriculture personnel who helped my farm develop, and if there was a grant application,
a bit of guidance to help me, lots of things, they really helped. That person does not exist
anymore within the Department” (Farmer 15, aged 50+).

“DAERA needs to go back to its roots and have a more emotional connection with the
family farm like it did in the 1980’s” (Farmer 9, aged 50+).

The consensus amongst interviewees was that these changes were for the negative,
with one successor describing representatives in the government body as ‘pencil pushers
in their ivory tower” (Successor 13, aged 18-29), who were no longer in touch with the
farmer and what the family farm needed. Despite agricultural, and more broadly rural,
developments over the last few decades, farming in NI remains fairly traditional, and many
of the older farmers felt that they needed personal, and preferably physical, communication
with advisors:

“Farming is such a different occupation, and a different business, and it’s something you
have to visually see and understand, and then you have to be from it as well, I think . . .

“You would [in the past] have an advisor and they would walk the farm with you, and they
had come up with ideas and seeing things through their eyes. But now you just have to
apply it all online and there’s something seriously missing there” (Farmer 3, aged 50+).

The interviewees’ narratives explored how they felt that the government had lost
touch with farming families, and as a result has lost respect towards the family farm,
despite more positive relationships in the past. These discussions reflected on themes
of loss, particularly around their connectedness to the Department, and the emotional
security that it had once provided. The farmers and successors interviewed admitted to
becoming unengaged with policy advice, which was potentially seriously damaging for
farm decision-making support. As Farmer 6 (aged 50+) noted:

“I've been at a few of these seminars, these retirement successions, and these farmers
come along and they’re lovely—the best of the world—and they have fear, and you could
see them ‘cause I'm looking from the outside looking in, and you can see they’re scared,
but when they leave the room, they don't take anything with them.”

5. Conclusions and Implications

This research set out to pay attention to the emotional aspects of farming decision
making around retirement and succession. Drawing on a series of in-depth oral life history
interviews with farmers, their spouses, and successors, this article explored how family
farm participants’ emotions towards place, and their sense of place belonging, influences
family farm decision-making processes [9].

The interviews revealed how farmers, and their families, depend on their surroundings
and farm relationships (explored broadly, including family, animals, place, and policy
makers) to understand their emotional and physical identities, but felt that these identities
were being threatened. The farmers had a strong sense of place belonging in their farmland,
because it is here where most participants spent most of their time, where they physically
worked their land, and where social and familial bonds were made and strengthened. It
also became clear through the participants’ narratives that there was enduring emotional
security and comfort gained from generations of family on the land, where a consequent
‘pride of place’ was forged. However, this passion and reliance on the traditional family
farm were often subject to a push—pull dynamic. Alongside this pride, there was a changing
tide towards more pragmatic views of responsibilities towards retaining the family name
on the farm. This was evident across all cohorts (farmers, spouses, and successors); the
interviews revealed anxieties around not wanting to pass on a ‘poisoned chalice’, and
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explored generational work ethic differences. Yet, these changing attitudes were not always
shared, and there were cases where a ‘longing for belonging’, and its relationship with the
survival of the farm, and farming name, created conflict between farmers and successors.
Despite significant agricultural or rural developments, attachment to the land and the
desire to keep the farm in the family, remained persistent. This longing for belonging
was multipronged and complex, and the emotional aspects of these preferences, and often
pressures, revealed the intergenerational and gendered relations involved in retirement
decision making. From a policy perspective, the discussions with farmers and their families
strongly suggested that a greater understanding of the emotional aspects of farming
decision making could act to rebuild relationships between the government department
responsible for rural affairs and farming communities. Our work with farming families
suggested that further research is needed on the links between the emotional impacts
of decision making in family farming and the health and well-being of farming families,
particularly in order to encourage rural sustainability.

An innovative “Work and Talk” oral life history methodology provided greater in-
sights into the important relationship dynamics on the family farm, through first-hand
observation of family farm roles. This participatory approach highlighted, through the em-
bodiment of working and talking (see Riley in relation to walking and talking [61-64], the
methodological advantages of encouraging participants to recollect by linking place—their
farm—through time and their emotional experiences. This research has advocated for a
greater appreciation of the emotional aspects of family farming, which are often overlooked
at the expense of economic factors. By explicitly paying attention to the emotions of farming
families, the interviews revealed the emotional social activities and individual emotional
securities built through a sense of place belonging and how these can benefit (e.g., through
enhanced support) or challenge (e.g., through additional pressures) family farm decision
making. The findings resonate with Conway et al.’s claim that it is the ‘soft’ issues in family
farming that are the ‘hard’ issues affecting retirement and succession decision making [81].
By focusing specifically on the relationships between place belonging and the challenges
faced by farmers in deciding to ‘let go” of the family farm, and/or to retire, our analysis
contributes to an emerging body of rural research which aims to explore emotions across a
diversity of issues impacting family farm decision-making processes.
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Appendix A. Sample Interview Question Guide

Farming Background:
How long have you been in your role as farmer/successor/spouse?
Are you satisfied with your role?
Did you grow up on a farm?
If yes, level of involvement on farm?
If no, what were your previous experiences of farming?
How did you acquire the farm/role? (bought/inherit/marriage/succession)
Were you involved in this decision?
If inherited, how many generations of your family has farmed this land?
Did you want the role?
If no, what did you want to do?
What influenced your decision to then farm?
Is farming your only job? (FT/PT/Hobby)
If no, what is your other job?
What influenced(s) this decision?
Do you think farming as a ‘way of life” has changed over your life-course? How?
Do you think it is important to keep the farm in the family? (patrilineal) Why? Has this opinion changed?
Family Farm Decision Making:
How are farm decisions made and communicated on the family farm?
Who do you think is the principal decision-maker on the farm?
How involved are you in the farm decision-making process?
Do you discuss farm issues as a family?
Would you like more say in the decision-making process?
Has the farm decision-making process changed over the years?
Succession Decision Making;:
What have been the main influences on succession decision-making in your farm household to date?
Are there any (other) external/internal influences?
Is there anything you would like to change about how succession decision-making is communicated/decided in your farm
household?
Who do you think is the lead farmer—older farmer or successor?
If not you, do you want to be? And what do you think the challenges are to accomplish tthis?
What are your challenges and fears for the family farm?
Retirement Decision Making:
They say farmers don’t retire—do you agree with this statement?
What have been the main influences on retirement decision-making in your farm household to date?
Have there been any (other) external/internal influences?
How has this changed over your life-course?
What is your role in the retirement decision-making process?
How are these retirement decisions communicated within the family?
As successor, do you have any say in the retirement decision-making process? e.g., when you take over the farm officially. If not,
would you/how?
Do you think farm retirement decision-making is more emotional for farm families than any other occupation?
Farming Identity & Sense of Belonging in Place:
How do you see yourself as a ‘farmer’/spouse? (i.e., caretaker of the land). Has this changed in your lifetime?
Do you think the farming identity has changed? (any change in roles, values?)
What do you think are the main values of a farmer? Has this changed?
How attached are you as farmer to the farm today? Has/how has this changed in your lifetime?
How attached are you to the livestock /nature on the farm? Does this attachment affect your decision to retire/succeed?
Is your home a form of attachment to your role as farmer/successor/spouse?
If you do stay in the family home, is it important to still have a role on the family farm?
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If you can’t stay in the family home, what will you do?

Do you think to remain living on the farm in retirement is a good way to ease the transition out of farming? Does it help with the
stress of retiring?

A Sense of Belonging in Rural Communities:

Do you agree with the statement that the family farm is the heart of rural communities today? Why and has this changed in your
life-course /how?

Do you feel part of your local community? Has this changed over the years/why?

Do you think the farm reflects who you are in your rural community, networks, relationships? Is this important and has this
changed over your life-course?

Do you socialise in your community /how?

What other clubs/networks/unions ave you been part of, if any? How often did you meet and is this important to you? Has this
changed over your life-course?

If you do not socialise, what do you do? Has this changed? How does this make you feel?

How do you feel about rural communities today?

Do you think rural communities have changed? Do you think this affects your decision to retire or stay on the farm?

Do you think traditional family farms have kept up with modern rural communities?

Is there anything you think that would help farmers integrate better into changing rural communities?

Retirement/Succession Policies:

How do current rural development policies help/encourage you as a farmer in the retirement/succession process? How has this
changed in your life-course?

Are you aware of all current policies to support retirement/succession? How are they communicated to you (if any)? Your views on
the success of these policies?

Have there been any policies in your lifetime that you think helped the retirement/succession process?

How do you think the government might help farmers through retirement/succession planning and encourage younger farmers
back into the farming industry?

What support do you think is needed for a smoother retirement/succession on the farm?

Are there any other issues with rural development policies or the retirement and succession decision making process that you
would like to discuss?
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