
Introduction

SafeHabitus is a Horizon Europe funded research project that seeks 
to enhance working conditions of farmers and farm workers by 
improving farm safety and farmer health. In addition to undertaking 
research, project activities involve the organisation of a series of policy 
discussions. This seminar is the first SafeHabitus Policy Seminar and 
brings together EU policy makers, policy stakeholders and researchers 
to support the development of a policy brief with recommendations on 
enhancing the occupational mental health and wellbeing of farmers. 
By engaging in knowledge exchange, policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers will share knowledge and experience, develop a shared 
understanding of the challenges and identify potential actions or 
solutions for improving the mental health of farmers.

This document sets out some background information that:

 ■ Presents basic information about SafeHabitus activities in this area
 ■ Defines key concepts
 ■ Provides an overview of selected research
 ■  Outlines relevant EU policy initiatives 
 ■ Provides links to additional resources

Key trends and data

The idyllic vision of farming as a relaxing healthy outdoor life 
amongst nature is not an accurate representation of contemporary 
farming. Farmers and farm workers experience occupational health 
and safety risks including psychosocial challenges. These include 
uncertainty relating to weather conditions and financial viability, 
long working hours, isolation, concerns regarding succession and 
generational renewal (Brennan et al., 2022; Davies et al., 2019)[3][4]. 
These stressors can impact the overall wellbeing of some farmers. 
Research from Ireland established that many farmers considered 
their wellbeing to be relatively high with 42% recording ‘good’ or 
‘excellent’ wellbeing scores on the Warwick Edinburgh Mental 
Wellbeing Scale; whereas 20% and 15% (35% in total) respectively 
recorded ‘below average’ or ‘poor’ wellbeing.  

To date, little comparative research into farmer mental health, 
mental illness or wellbeing has been conducted across the EU. The 
available evidence is drawn from a variety of national, regional or 
local cross-sectional studies. The results of this research highlight 
significant variation in the mental health experiences and outcomes 
of farmers, and hence it is not possible to extrapolate the findings 
of these studies to all farmers. 

Having said this, the research broadly supports the view 
that farming is an occupation with multiple stressors resulting in 
farmers experiencing stress at high levels or for prolonged periods 
(Ristiluoma and Sipilainen, 2003; Brennan et al., 2022). Research 
undertaken in Ireland with over 800 participants established that a 
relatively small percentage, 13%, of livestock farmers experienced 
stress ‘often or very often’ (Van Doorn et al., 2020) [6]. 

A number of studies have drawn attention to differences in 
the experiences of farmers with different types of farm enterprise. 
Research from Ireland, Norway, and Finland indicates that farmers 
with livestock enterprises, particularly dairy, are more likely to 
experience stress compared with other enterprise types [3][7][8]. 

Stress can impact mental wellbeing for example by affecting 
feelings towards other, decision making, coping mechanisms and 
concentration [9]. Stress may also lead to increased risks to physical 
health and farm injury [10] (Mamady et al., 2014). Some farmers 
and farm workers experience serious mental health challenges 
resulting in mental illness including depression and anxiety [11]
[12]. There are a small number of studies that indicate that death 
from suicide is higher amongst farmers [13][14][15] compared to 
other occupational groups; French data points to a higher suicide 
rate among farmers 20% above the average national suicide rate of 
other professions [16]. The latter research found that male farmers 
between 45 and 54 compared with those under 35 were more likely 
to die from suicide. Other personal and enterprise characteristics 
were also found to explain difference in the suicide rate including, 
operating a sole proprietorship compared with a partnership; being 
a full-time farmer; farming between 20 and 49 hectares compared to 
having a UAA of over 200 hectares; farming in the Auvergne-Rhône-
Alpes, Bourgogne-Franche-Comté, Bretagne and Hauts-de-France 
compared to having a farm located in the Grand Est region.

EU Policy background

EU initiative on mental health:
People living in rural or remote areas, such as farmers, have particular 
mental health challenges associated with the risk of disconnection 
and lack of access to mental health services. CAP funds can support 
awareness raising activities including in the area of mental health for 
example via farm advisory services. In addition, other funds can also 
be mobilised, such as the European Social Fund+ or the European 
Fund for Regional Development, to enhance the investments into the 
social support services in rural and remote areas and thus guarantee 
that they are accessible to farmers and agriculture workers in need, 
regardless of their place of residence.

EU policy seminar on mental health in farming

Background briefing 25 January 2024



SAFEHABITUS – EU policy seminar on mental health in farming

Member States are encouraged to raise awareness of the mental 
health issues of farmers and populations in rural areas and develop 
and implement policies and best practices to help focus on prevention 
and strengthen the resilience of essential workers, including health 
professionals, teachers and farmers. To help Member States, 
the Commission will ensure that EU OSHA produces a report that 
addresses psychosocial risks in the agricultural sector.

The recently published EP report on mental health (adopted on 
12/12/2023) supports this call to action. In the light of the growing 
body of international research and the increasing recognition of the 
challenges relating to farmers’ psychosocial work environment and 
mental health, supports the Commission’s proposal to focus on people 
living in rural or remote areas, such as farmers, particularly through 
targeting funds in a way that is tailored to their needs and calls for 
specific proposals to be put forward.

EU Strategy on OSH and EU OSH legislation - Section 
3. Focus on psychosocial risks

As part of the Strategy, the Commission has committed to 
several actions to reduce the occurrence of psychosocial risks 
including actions implemented through the EU-OSHA healthy 
workplaces campaign.

Relevant EU projects 

FARMRes 
Farmers Assistance Resources for Mental Resilience, Erasmus+
https://farmres.eu/

Farmwell
Improving farmers’ mental, physical and social wellbeing 
through social innovations, H2020 European Thematic Network
https://farmwell-h2020.eu/ 

Rural Mental Health
Erasmus+
http://ruralmentalhealth.eu/

Non-exhaustive list of national resources for farmers

European Union

Belgium

 ■ Campaign to support Farmers in their mental health, Flanders. 
In Flanders, regional government and agricultural support 
organisations, such as Boeren op een Kruispunt (Farmers 
at the Crossroads), are working together to raise awareness 
about farmers’ well-being through a new well-being action 
plan and an information campaign.

France 

 ■ French Government Roadmap on Prevention of ill-health and 
accompanying farmers in difficulty (Prévention du mal-être et 
accompagnement des agriculteurs en difficulté.) 

 ■ Activities to prevent farmer suicide – Dedicated CCMSA farmer 
support services & hotline.

Finland

 ■ “Support the farmer” project, MELA Farmers’ Social Insurance 
Institution. Since 2017, the Finnish government has funded 
the “Support the Farmer” project that promotes the mental 
well-being of farmers. The project will now be continued on a 
more permanent basis by the Finnish government. 

Germany

 ■ SVLFG, the social insurance company for agriculture, forestry 
and horticulture implements online health and wellness 
training for farmers. 

Ireland

 ■ Coping with The Pressures of Farming, a publication of 
TEAGASC, the Agriculture and Food Development Authority. 

 ■ “Make the moove”, led by Macra na Feirme, is a programme 
promoting positive mental health among farmers and young 
people in rural areas. 

Slovenia

 ■ The Slovenian Chamber of Agriculture and Forestry is tempo-
rarily offering psychosocial support for farmers supported by 
the Rural Development Programme.

Non-EU resources

Australia

 ■ Farmer Wellbeing Toolkit | National Centre for Farmer Health.
 ■ Managing Stress on the Farm, National Centre for Farmer 

Health, Australia, 2022.
 ■ ifarmwell Toolkit, University of South Australia.

United Kingdom

 ■ The little book of minding your head, a pocket guide to 
understanding mental health and stress management in 
agriculture, Farm Safety Foundation, 2023.

©
 C

CM
SA



[1] World Health Organization. 2022. Mental Health. Retrieved 
f r o m :  h t t p s : / / w w w . w h o . i n t / n e w s - r o o m / f a c t - s h e e t s / d e t a i l /
mental-health-strengthening-our-response 

[2] UK government (Department of Health). 2014. The relationship between 
wellbeing and health. Retrieved from: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/295474/The_
relationship_between_wellbeing_and_health.pdf 

[3] Brennan, M., Hennessy, T., Meredith, D. and Dillon, E., 2022. Weather, 
workload and money: Determining and evaluating sources of stress for farmers 
in Ireland. Journal of Agromedicine, 27(2), pp.132-142.

[4] Davies, A.R., Grey, C.N. and Homolova, L. 2019. Supporting farmers’ mental 
health and wellbeing though periods of uncertainty: a mixed-methods study. 
The Lancet, 394, p.S46.

[5] Hammersley, C., Meredith, D., Richardson, N., Carroll, P. and McNamara, J. 
2023. Mental health, societal expectations and changes to the governance of 
farming: reshaping what it means to be a ‘man’ and ‘good farmer’ in rural Ireland. 
Sociologia Ruralis, 63, pp.57-81.

[6] Van Doorn, D., Richardson, N., Meredith, D., McNamara, J., Blake, C., Farmers 
Have Hearts Cardiovascular Health Programme - Detailed Impact Report, 
TEAGASC, 2022. 

[7] Lunner Kolstrup, C., Kallioniemi, M., Lundqvist, P., Kymäläinen, H.R., Stallones, 
L. and Brumby, S. 2013. International perspectives on psychosocial working 
conditions, mental health, and stress of dairy farm operators. Journal of 
agromedicine, 18(3), pp.244-255.

[8] Kallioniemi, M.K., Simola, A., Kaseva, J. and Kymäläinen, H.R. 2016. Stress 
and burnout among Finnish dairy farmers. Journal of agromedicine, 21(3), 
pp.259-268.

[9] Health Service Executive. (2018). Stress - causes of stress and how it can 
impact on you. Mental Health.

[10] Mamady, K., Zou, B., & Mafoule, S. (2014). Nonfatal agricultural injuries 
in Guinea: A retrospective descriptive analysis. Open Journal Of Preventive 
Medicine, 4(5), 377-385. doi: 10.4236/ojpm.2014.45045.

[11] Guillien, A., Laurent, L., Soumagne, T., Puyraveau, M., Laplante, J.J., Andujar, 
P., Annesi-Maesano, I., Roche, N., Degano, B. and Dalphin, J.C. 2017. Anxiety and 
depression among dairy farmers: the impact of COPD. International journal of 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, pp.1-9.

[12] Rudolphi, J.M., Berg, R.L. and Parsaik, A. 2020. Depression, anxiety and 
stress among young farmers and ranchers: a pilot study. Community mental 
health journal, 56, pp.126-134.

[13] Klingelschmidt, J., Milner, A., Khireddine-Medouni, I., Witt, K., Alexopoulos, 
E.C., Toivanen, S., LaMontagne, A.D., Chastang, J.F. and Niedhammer, I. 2018. 
Suicide among agricultural, forestry, and fishery workers: a systematic literature 
review and meta-analysis. Scand J Work Environ Health,44(1):3-15. doi: 10.5271/
sjweh.3682. Epub 2017 Oct 31. PMID: 29085951.

[14] Alicandro, G., Grande, E., Sebastiani, G., Violante, F.S., La Vecchia, C. and 
Frova, L. 2021. Mortality from suicide among agricultural, fishery, forestry and 
hunting workers in Italy and the contribution of work-related factors. Occup 
Environ Med,78(2):117-124. doi: 10.1136/oemed-2020-106743. Epub 2020 Oct 
1. PMID: 33004435.

[15] Kennedy, A., Cerel, J., Kheibari, A., Leske, S. and Watts J. 2021. A comparison 
of farming- and non-farming-related suicides from the United States’ 

national violent deaths reporting system, 2003–2016. Suicide Life Threat 
Behav,51(3):504–14. https://doi.org/10.1111/sltb.12725.

[16] Santé Publique France. 2017. Caractéristiques associées à la mortalité 
para suicide parmi les hommes agriculteurs exploitants entre 2007 et 2011. 
Retrieved from: https://www.santepubliquefrance.fr/maladies-et-traumatismes/
sante-mentale/suicides-et-tentatives-de-suicide/documents/rapport-synthese/
caracteristiques-associees-a-la-mortalite-par-suicide-parmi-les-hommes-agricul-
teurs-exploitants-entre-2007-et-2011 

Additional selected references

Beecher, M., Gormley, M., Deming, J., Hogan, C. and O’Brien, B. 2023. Labour 
self-sufficiency on family dairy farms in Ireland: a case study approach consid-
ering labour requirement, input and management. Irish Journal of Agricultural 
and Food Research, 62(1), 51-61. DOI: 10.15212/ijafr-2023-0104 

Cabanel, H. and Férat, F. 2021. Suicides en agriculture : mieux prévenir, identifier 
et accompagner les situations de détresse. Rapport d´information du Sénat 
français (commission des affaires économiques). Retrieved from: https://www.
senat.fr/rap/r20-451/r20-451.html 

Cleary, A., Feeney, M. and Macken-Walsh, Á. 2012. Pain and distress in rural 
Ireland; A qualitative study of suicidal behaviour among men in rural areas. 
University College Dublin and Teagasc. Retrieved from: https://www.teagasc.ie/
media/website/rural-economy/farm-management/Pain_and_Distress_in_Rural_
Ireland_Report.pdf 

Daghagh Yazd, S., Wheeler, S. A. and Zuo, A. 2019. Key risk factors affecting 
farmers’ mental health: A systematic review. International journal of environ-
mental research and public health, 16(23), 4849. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph16234849 

Hagen, B.N.M., Albright, A., Sargeant, J., Winder, C.B., Harper, S.L., O’Sullivan, 
T.L., et al. 2019. Research trends in farmers’ mental health: A scoping review 
of mental health outcomes and interventions among farming populations 
worldwide. PLoS ONE 14(12): e0225661. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0225661

Jones, A., Jakob, M. and McNamara, J. 2020. The future of agriculture and 
forestry: implications for managing worker safety and health. European Agency 
for Safety and Health at Work. doi:10.2802/769257 

Kennedy, A. J., Gunn, K. M., Duke, S., Jones, M., Brown, E., Barnes, K.,Macdonald, 
J., Brumby, S., Versace, V.L. and Gray, R. 2023. Co-designing a peer-led model of 
delivering behavioural activation for people living with depression or low mood 
in Australian farming communities. Australian journal of rural health. https://
doi.org/10.1111/ajr.12982 

Kennedy, A., Latham, A., McKay, C., Adams, J., Kaspers, S., Cotton, J., 
and Brumby, S. 2021. Rapid Review: Agriculture-dependent Community 
Resilience. Retrieved from: https://farmerhealth.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2022/03/20220318_Rapid-Review_Ag-Resilient-Community-Resilience_
Final-Report_with-funding-acknowledgement.pdf 

Lane, D., Murdock, E., Genskow, K., Rumery Betz, C. and Chatrchyan, A. 2019. 
Climate change and dairy in New York and Wisconsin: Risk perceptions, vulnera-
bility, and adaptation among farmers and advisors. Sustainability, 11(13), 3599. 
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/13/3599  

OSHwiki. 2017.  Psychosocial issues in the agriculture sector. Retrieved from: 
https://oshwiki.osha.europa.eu/en/themes/psychosocial-issues-agriculture-sector

© CIHEAM Zaragoza  
(EU-OSHA report on Farm Safety)

References and further reading



Rose, D. C., Bradley, F., O’Connor, D., Hall, J., Morrison, R., Mulkerrins, M., Nye,C. 
and Russell, T. 2023. The mental wellbeing of young farmers in Ireland and the 
UK: driving factors, help-seeking, and support. Scottish Geographical Journal, 
1-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2023.2274004 

Swedish Agency for Work Environment Expertise. 2023. Farmers’ psychosocial 
work environment and mental health. Systematic literature review 2022:8. 
ISBN 978-91-89747-20-3. Retrieved from: https://sawee.se/publications/
farmers-psychosocial-work-environment-and-mental-health/ 

Wynne, R. V. D. B., Broeck, V. D., Leka, S., Jain, A., Houtman, I. L. D., McDaid, 
D. and Park, A. 2014. Promoting mental health in the workplace: Guidance to 
implementing a comprehensive approach. Retrieved from: https://ec.europa.
eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=13879&langId=en 

Younker, T. and Radunovich, H. L. 2021. Farmer mental health interventions: a 
systematic review. International journal of environmental research and public 
health, 19(1), 244. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19010244

www.safehabitus.eu
Subscribe to our newsletter SafeHabitus@SafeHabitus_eu SafeHabitus

Authors: Alun Jones – CIHEAM (International Centre for Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies, David Meredith PhD – Teagasc (Irish Agriculture and Food 
Development Authority), Alison Kennedy PhD – National Centre for Farmer Health (Australia), John McNamara PhD – Teagasc, Dr Majda Černič Istenič – ZRC-SAZU 
(Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts).

Key definitions

Health
Is a state of physical, mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.¹

Mental Health
A state of mind characterized by emotional well-being, good behav-
ioural adjustment, relative freedom from anxiety and disabling 
symptoms, and a capacity to establish constructive relationships 
and cope with the ordinary demands and stresses of life.²

Mental Illness
While mental health is always there and may be positive or negative, 
mental illness affects a person’s ability to function over a long period 
of time. Mental illness is not the same as feeling sad, unhappy, or 
stressed because of difficult situations. People with mental illness 
may feel distressed regularly and may not feel in control of their 
lives. Mental illness can impact how we see ourselves, how we 
see the world around us and how we interact with the world. It’s 
important to know that it is possible to have good mental health 
even if you have a mental illness.³

Wellbeing
Wellbeing centres on a state of equilibrium or balance that can 
be affected by life events or challenges. Stable wellbeing is when 
individuals have the psychological, social and physical resources 
they need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or physical 
challenge.⁴

Stress
The physiological or psychological response to internal or external 
stressors. Stress involves changes affecting nearly every system of 
the body, influencing how people feel and behave. For example, it 

may be manifested by palpitations, sweating, dry mouth, shortness 
of breath, fidgeting, accelerated speech, augmentation of negative 
emotions (if already being experienced), and longer duration of 
stress fatigue. Severe stress is manifested by the general adaptation 
syndrome. By causing these mind–body changes, stress contributes 
directly to psychological and physiological disorder and disease and 
affects mental and physical health, reducing quality of life.⁵

Occupational Stress
A physiological and psychological response to events or conditions 
in the workplace that is detrimental to health and well-being. It is 
influenced by such factors as autonomy and independence, decision 
latitude, workload, level of responsibility, job security, physical 
environment and safety, the nature and pace of work, and relation-
ships with coworkers and supervisors.⁶

Stressor
Any event, force, or condition that results in physical or emotional 
stress. Stressors may be internal or external forces that require 
adjustment or coping strategies on the part of the affected individual.⁷

Chronic Stress
The physiological or psychological response to a prolonged internal 
or external stressful event (i.e., a stressor). The stressor need not 
remain physically present to have its effects; recollections of it can 
substitute for its presence and sustain chronic stress.⁸

Quality of Life
The extent to which a person obtains satisfaction from life. The 
following are important for a good quality of life: emotional, 
material, and physical well-being; engagement in interpersonal 
relations; opportunities for personal (e.g., skill) development; 
exercising rights and making self-determining lifestyle choices; and 
participation in society.⁹

¹ https://www.who.int/about/governance/constitution
² Dodge, R., Daly, A., Huyton, J., & Sanders, L. (2012). The challenge of defining wellbeing. 
International Journal of Wellbeing, 2(3), 222-235. doi:10.5502/ijw.v2i3.4
³ https://helpstartshere.gov.bc.ca/blog/difference-between-mental-health-and-men-
tal-illness#:~:text=While%20mental%20health%20is%20always,stressed%20because%20
of%20difficult%20situations

4.       Same as 2. Dodge et al.
5.       Same as 2. Dodge et al.
6.       Same as 2. Dodge et al.
7.       https://dictionary.apa.org/stressor
8.       Same as 2. Dodge et al.
9.       https://dictionary.apa.org/quality-of-life

Work Package 4 of the Safehabitus Horizon Europe project, “Anticipating 
farming futures”, will carry out a desk-based study identifying current 
occupational stressors affecting farmers/farm workers to be published in 
June 2024. Key stakeholders will also be engaged in a foresight process to 

assess how current and future trends may impact on farmer wellbeing, 
quality of life and the attractiveness of farming. Six pilot initiatives that 
support farmer/farm worker wellbeing or quality of life will also be 
developed, implemented and evaluated during the project.

SafeHabitus activities related to mental health in farming


