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“I have never been so happy in a long time. I am tired when I get home but it’s a nice 

tired. I feel like I have contributed something and that feels good. Please could the 

Trust provide some funding to continue this as I prefer it to being at home or in day 

care. It’s a dream come true.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.2016]
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1. Project Overview

Social Farming is an innovative use of agriculture to promote therapy, rehabilitation, social inclusion, 
education and social services in rural areas. Central to the concept is the farm, which remains a typical 
working farm where people in need of support can benefit from participation in farm activities in a 
non-clinical environment and the farmer, who is remunerated for the provision of the service. 
As a result of funding provided by the Public Health Agency (PHA), there was an opportunity for Rural 
Support to facilitate 8 farms to deliver 6 taster sessions to 24 service users (3 service users per farm), 
resulting in 144 Social Farming engagements. A taster session was termed such as it offered an 
opportunity for service users who had not previously engaged with Social Farming to do so. The service 
users were identified and referred to the sessions by their support staff within the Learning Disability and 
Mental Health services which they engaged with. Service users were referred to as participants on the 
farms and within this report. 
The farms involved were selected by Rural Support’s Social Farming Service Coordinator and included 
6 farms who were pilot farmers in the Social Farming Across Borders (SoFAB) project who had past and 
current experience of providing the service. The remaining 2 farms had completed the training course 
within the SoFAB project for interested farmers during the summer of 2014. Therefore, for these two ‘new’ 
farms the sessions were also tasters for them in delivering the service for the first time. These farmers 
were recruited for the South Eastern and Belfast Health and Social Care Trust areas. Table 1.1 details 
the farmers, their farm location and Trust area.

Table 1.1 Details on 8 farmers/farms involved in the project 

A map highlighting farm location and profiles for each farmer is provided in Appendix 1.
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During the months of March to May 2016, 8 farms across the 5 Health and Social Care Trusts delivered 
6 taster sessions to 29 service users, totalling 148 engagements. 
Rural Support would like to acknowledge the Public Health Agency for the funding provided to deliver this 
project and the support offered by themselves, the Health and Social Care Board and the Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA).
Key elements of the sessions are summarised in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 Key elements of the taster sessions

* Session length was arranged to accommodate the participants. On Farm 4 session length increased 
from session 4 onwards at the request of the participants.
** The attendance of 2 participants on Farm 2 was affected by the number of sessions available to them. 
Both participants attended 100% of the sessions that were available to them – 5 and 4 respectively. 
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2. Report Structure

This report is the culmination of a descriptive research project conducted between March and June 2016. 
The purpose of this research project was to analyse the practice of Social Farming in Northern 
Ireland taking into consideration the experience of the most salient stakeholders, the participants 
who have agreed to participate in this sessions, their representatives and key workers associated 
with the 5 Health Trusts in the province, the Social Farmers and Rural Support as the facilitator. 
The particular aspect of Social Farming practice under scrutiny was the financial cost associated with it 
and in turn, the potential to generate savings for the health trusts through investment in Social Farming 
as a day opportunity.

The context of the research question will be provided through a discussion on current Social Farming 
activities in the United Kingdom (UK) and Europe and how it can become integrated into our health care 
system. This has been included to enlighten the reader on how Social Farming has been successfully 
established as a legitimate means of improving the wellbeing of many vulnerable people within systems 
much like our own. A brief outline of the evolution of Social Farming in Northern Ireland will also feature 
in order to justify the need for this research and further investigation.

Following this contextualisation and justification an account will be provided describing how the current 
research project was conducted. A description of the methods used to arrive at calculating the unit cost 
for Social Farming activities will be included, along with the unit cost calculated. This unit cost calculation 
was formulated taking into consideration that it must adequately represent the costs incurred by the 
Social Farmers and also be acceptable in terms of being equitable to budgets allocated to adults within 
the health and social care system in Northern Ireland. 

Further to this, an evaluation of the project will be discussed, discussing both the negative and positive 
aspects of the delivery of the taster sessions. There will be a focus on the positive experiences of the 
service users and a discussion on how these positive engagements resulted in improved wellbeing. The 
benefits which Social Farming can provide for service users (which have been recognised by all 
stakeholders during this process) will also be presented within the context of how this could potentially 
equate to financial savings within the health service over a longer period of time. To conclude, a number 
of recommendations will be made, based on the findings discussed in this report.
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3. Social Farming Context

In comparison to other members of the European Union (EU), Social Farming in Northern Ireland is in 
a developmental state. Social Farming activities in countries such as Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands 
have a high level of organisation, namely a coordinating body which provides structure, homogeneity, 
and support for Social Farmers. Within these countries there is a high level of awareness of Social 
Farming, with links between researchers, practitioners and rural policy makers. The National Rural 
Networks Joint Thematic Initiative on Social Farming (2010) stated there was a need to adapt Rural 
Development Programmes to support Social Farming and also to strengthen strategic policy links 
between Social Farming and other sectors such as education, health and social services. This has been 
achieved to lesser or greater extents in other parts of Europe, such as Italy where, in 2014 the first 
legislation relating directly to Social Farming was introduced (SoFAB, 2014). Clearly the benefits of 
Social Farming are being recognised and numerous European studies have established an evidence 
base which supports this notion. For example Friedel (2010) states that Social Farming facilitates 
recovery as it offers vulnerable individuals the opportunity to participate in society in way which 
empowers them and provides both purpose and hope.
Developing a Social Farming project can represent the opportunity to diversify and increase 
sustainability of the farm (Harbinson 2010; Hassink et al., 2012). It is of utmost importance to recognise 
that although Social Farming should provide benefits for the facilitators, it is primarily an altruistic 
venture, which is often a lifeline for the vulnerable adults who avail of their services.
Interestingly it should be noted that not only are Social Farms profitable in the Netherlands, this country 
is the location of research which suggests that Social Farming may be a more economically viable 
means of care for certain individuals in the long term (Dessein and Bock, 2010). This notion was also 
echoed in the ‘Costs and Benefits of Social Farming’ report produced as part of the SoFAB project 
(2014) which suggested that with more detailed analysis Social Farming could save money within the 
Health and Social Care Service. This suggestion must be explored as it is essential for the Northern 
Ireland Health and Social Care (HSC) Trusts to invest in programmes which provide good value care for 
service users. 
In England, Scotland and Wales there are approximately 260 Social Farms (known as ‘care farms’). As 
in the rest of Europe there is great diversity among the types of services offered and the variety of clients 
they are offered to, the elderly, children, ex-offenders as well as those with mental health problems and 
learning disabilities. Just as the activities and clientele are diverse the means of funding these activities 
is equally varied. In a recent piece published by Care Farming UK, it was highlighted that funding of 
activities is a concern for farmers in terms of longevity (Care Farming in the UK and Ireland: State of 
Play, 2015). A scoping study conducted in England examined the potential of direct payments being 
used to support Social Farming activities (National Care Farming Initiative 2010). This may also prove 
to be a means of making Social Farming accessible to service users in Northern Ireland.
The SoFAB project mentioned above was a pilot project which firmly established Social Farming in 
Ireland, North and South. The SoFAB project consisted of 20 farms situated in the 6 counties of 
Northern Ireland and 6 border counties of Ireland providing facilities for 66 participants affected by 
intellectual disabilities or mental ill health over a period of 30 weeks. The purpose of the project was to 
make a concentrated effort to increase public awareness of Social Farming and to create standardised 

3.1 Europe and the rest of the UK

mechanisms by which Social Farming can be delivered in Ireland with the long term aim of influencing 
policy. Despite the success of this project there is still a lack of awareness about Social Farming on the 
island of Ireland and the positive effect it can have on service users who engage in Social Farming 
activities. 
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Social Farming represents an innovative and exciting opportunity for people living with disabilities and 
mental health challenges in Northern Ireland. The Bamford Report (Equal Lives Review 2005) and the 
Widening Choice and Opportunities paper (2007) both discuss the need to revitalise the care system for 
adults in receipt of care in the HSC Trusts of Northern Ireland. It is recognised that treatment, care and 
support from the HSC Trusts must be tailored to the specific individual needs of its service users. The 
Department of Health now advocates care which promotes citizenship, social inclusion, empowerment 
and individual support. It is also recognised that there is a need to provide care for people in their own 
community rather than through building based opportunities only.
As a facilitator of Social Farming Rural Support promotes Social Farming as an activity which would 
provide the Northern Ireland Health and Social Care Trusts with the opportunity to offer care which 
reflects these values and aims. Following on from the SoFAB project, the Social Farming Service for 
Northern Ireland was positioned within Rural Support. Established in 2002, Rural Support is a charity 
whose primary purpose is to provide advice and help to people of rural communities. Through support 
provided by DAERA they are now responsible for the coordination of Social Farming activities in Northern 
Ireland since October 2015. 
Social Farming activities provide vulnerable people of a variety of backgrounds with the opportunity to be 
looked after in a non-traditional care setting in which their personal needs are met through participation 
in farming activities. By its nature Social Farming promotes social inclusion and citizenship. Small groups 
of service users visit a working farm and participate in activities on the farm with the farm family. The 
Social Farmers have had training which equips them to work effectively with people of differing abilities 
and provide meaningful and enjoyable tasks which encourage the learning of new skills. Service users 
have the opportunity to practice new skills under the watchful eye of the Social Farmers whose 
encouragement and praise engenders a sense of empowerment and confidence within them. Providing 
a bespoke person centred service is at the heart of the Social Farming ethos as it has been proven to 
enhance the wellbeing of service users significantly (Hine et al., 2008). The farms vary in their main 
industries – mixed, arable, beef, sheep and dairy – yet at the core each one provides personalised 
support for the individuals that avail of their services.  
In Northern Ireland service users are engaged in tasks such as feeding and caring for animals such as 
cows, horses, sheep and poultry, helping with farm maintenance and gardening. The jobs are chosen by 
the farmer to suit the abilities of each individual in their care, paying particular attention to meeting aims 
set out by the service users and recognising limitations, while of course minimizing any health and safety 
risks. 
Before the PHA taster sessions, there were only 3 formalised contracts between Social Farmers and 
Health and Social Care Trusts. The concept of Social Farming as a diversification measure should be 
explored in Northern Ireland as it is in the interest of Rural Support and DAERA (formerly DARD) to 
support efforts to sustain small farms. It would be of particular interest to investigate if the use of direct 

In comparison to other members of the European Union (EU), Social Farming in Northern Ireland is in 
a developmental state. Social Farming activities in countries such as Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands 
have a high level of organisation, namely a coordinating body which provides structure, homogeneity, 
and support for Social Farmers. Within these countries there is a high level of awareness of Social 
Farming, with links between researchers, practitioners and rural policy makers. The National Rural 
Networks Joint Thematic Initiative on Social Farming (2010) stated there was a need to adapt Rural 
Development Programmes to support Social Farming and also to strengthen strategic policy links 
between Social Farming and other sectors such as education, health and social services. This has been 
achieved to lesser or greater extents in other parts of Europe, such as Italy where, in 2014 the first 
legislation relating directly to Social Farming was introduced (SoFAB, 2014). Clearly the benefits of 
Social Farming are being recognised and numerous European studies have established an evidence 
base which supports this notion. For example Friedel (2010) states that Social Farming facilitates 
recovery as it offers vulnerable individuals the opportunity to participate in society in way which 
empowers them and provides both purpose and hope.
Developing a Social Farming project can represent the opportunity to diversify and increase 
sustainability of the farm (Harbinson 2010; Hassink et al., 2012). It is of utmost importance to recognise 
that although Social Farming should provide benefits for the facilitators, it is primarily an altruistic 
venture, which is often a lifeline for the vulnerable adults who avail of their services.
Interestingly it should be noted that not only are Social Farms profitable in the Netherlands, this country 
is the location of research which suggests that Social Farming may be a more economically viable 
means of care for certain individuals in the long term (Dessein and Bock, 2010). This notion was also 
echoed in the ‘Costs and Benefits of Social Farming’ report produced as part of the SoFAB project 
(2014) which suggested that with more detailed analysis Social Farming could save money within the 
Health and Social Care Service. This suggestion must be explored as it is essential for the Northern 
Ireland Health and Social Care (HSC) Trusts to invest in programmes which provide good value care for 
service users. 
In England, Scotland and Wales there are approximately 260 Social Farms (known as ‘care farms’). As 
in the rest of Europe there is great diversity among the types of services offered and the variety of clients 
they are offered to, the elderly, children, ex-offenders as well as those with mental health problems and 
learning disabilities. Just as the activities and clientele are diverse the means of funding these activities 
is equally varied. In a recent piece published by Care Farming UK, it was highlighted that funding of 
activities is a concern for farmers in terms of longevity (Care Farming in the UK and Ireland: State of 
Play, 2015). A scoping study conducted in England examined the potential of direct payments being 
used to support Social Farming activities (National Care Farming Initiative 2010). This may also prove 
to be a means of making Social Farming accessible to service users in Northern Ireland.
The SoFAB project mentioned above was a pilot project which firmly established Social Farming in 
Ireland, North and South. The SoFAB project consisted of 20 farms situated in the 6 counties of 
Northern Ireland and 6 border counties of Ireland providing facilities for 66 participants affected by 
intellectual disabilities or mental ill health over a period of 30 weeks. The purpose of the project was to 
make a concentrated effort to increase public awareness of Social Farming and to create standardised 

3.2 Northern Ireland

mechanisms by which Social Farming can be delivered in Ireland with the long term aim of influencing 
policy. Despite the success of this project there is still a lack of awareness about Social Farming on the 
island of Ireland and the positive effect it can have on service users who engage in Social Farming 
activities. 
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payments may present the opportunity to make Social Farming a more accessible day opportunity for 
potential participants. As the facilitator, Rural Support seeks to liaise with Social Farmers in order to 
assist them in the delivery of this service. It is the desire of Rural Support and the Social Farmers that 
they engage with, along with the service users who partook in this project that Social Farming becomes 
a normalised, recognised and routine provision of care for vulnerable people across all of Northern 
Ireland. Moreover, it is the aspiration of Rural Support that through the taster sessions funded by the PHA 
that there may be a broadening of the catchment of suitable groups of people who may benefit from 
becoming involved with Social Farming.

4. Aims of Research

The aims of this research project were to: 

 1. Calculate a unit cost of Social Farming activities to inform the Public Health  
  Agency and the Northern Ireland Health Service.

 2. Evaluate the taster sessions in order to provide required evidence on how Social  
  Farming can improve the wellbeing of service users.

 3. Make recommendations to the Health Service, Rural Support and DAERA based  
  on the findings of this report’

5. Methodology

The research regarding a unit cost for Social Farming was based on findings extrapolated during the 6 
week taster sessions between March and May 2016. 8 farms were chosen, and in total 15 farmers 
participated in the sessions. The farms were located across the country so that each of the 5 Trusts had 
the opportunity to refer service users to at least one Social Farm. This had not been achieved during the 
SoFAB project as the Belfast Trust did not have the opportunity to engage. The aim was for 3 service 
users to avail of the 6 sessions available per farm on the basis of one session a week for 6 weeks. 
Service users were referred through each Trust and Rural Support coordinated with the Trusts and the 
Social Farmers in order to arrange the sessions. 6 of the farmers had previous experience of delivering 
Social Farming sessions as they had engaged with service users during the SoFAB project. The 
remaining 2 farmers had undertaken initial training only as part of the SoFAB project and therefore this 
was their first experience of delivering Social Farming. A payment of £180 was made to each farm per 
session.

After an initial literature review it was determined that each group of stakeholders should have the 
opportunity to provide feedback and contribute their valuable opinions, guidance and advice in order to 
evaluate the programme as comprehensively as possible. Of particular interest was information relating 
to the financial aspect of delivering Social Farming sessions and also the opinions of employees and 
users of the Northern Ireland Health and Social Care Trusts regarding their impressions of Social 
Farming based on the taster sessions. 
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The most important aspect of this research project was to capture the opinions and beliefs of the service 
users (herein known as ‘participants’) who visited the Social Farms. A variety of methods were 
considered, including variations of self-reported wellbeing scale questionnaires, structured interviews, 
and participant observation. Due to the timescale of this programme and the potential challenges 
involved in properly representing people with learning difficulties and mental health issues, it was decided 
that an appropriate questionnaire would be composed which would be administered by a key worker or 
family member (see Appendix 2). It was decided that by having a person known to them record their 
answers that this would lessen the chance of acquiescence among the service users (Gilbert 2004) and 
also eliminate risks relating to the safe guarding of vulnerable individuals. In order to substantiate this 
evidence it was decided that key workers/family members should also provide feedback about how the 
person in their care found the experience. Representatives from each of the 5 Health and Social Care 
Trusts were contacted and the questionnaire and the request for feedback was passed on to 19 relevant 
parties.
In order to capture in-depth data about the participant experience the farmers were given a log book to 
complete which also provided the opportunity to note the experiences of participants during the visits. 
These log books were completed by the Social Farmers after each session (see Appendix 3 for sample 
log book entries). If the project had been of a longer duration it would have been desirable to administer 
more in-depth modes of questioning to assure that the experiences of the participants would be most 
accurately represented.

An open ended questionnaire was devised for the 8 Social Farmers in order for them to provide 
information which would contribute to calculating a unit cost for Social Farming (see Appendix 2). The 
questionnaire also gave the opportunity for the farmers to evaluate the role of Rural Support and to 
provide their unique insight into how to create an environment in which Social Farming activities can take 
place. Interviews were conducted either in person or by telephone with a representative from each farm. 
The questions had been provided in advance to allow all interviewees sufficient time to prepare answers 
and to allow for corroboration between the Social Farmers involved on each farm. Once the initial 
information on costs had been collated, the Social Farmers were given the opportunity to query and 
correct estimations made using their original input data. This allowed for each individual to be accurately 
represented.

The feedback from this group was also of highly significant importance, as it is anticipated that service 
users, already in receipt of support services within their local Trust may be referred to Social Farms as 
part of their personalised care plan. In order to gather feedback, questionnaires were sent by email to 19 
Trust employees to build an impression of how Social Farming is viewed within the health service. A short 
questionnaire was chosen as it was determined to be the most accessible means of gathering feedback 

5.1  Participants

5.2  Social Farmers

5.3 Employees of the Health and Social Care Trusts 

from professionals who may have little free time (see Appendix 2). Two phone interviews and two 
face-to-face interviews were also conducted. Key workers linked to the participants were offered the 
opportunity to provide feedback, as part of the Participant/Key Worker Log (see Appendix 2). 

All forms of feedback have been treated confidentially and where necessary pseudonyms for 
participants have been used in this report.
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The feedback from this group was also of highly significant importance, as it is anticipated that service 
users, already in receipt of support services within their local Trust may be referred to Social Farms as 
part of their personalised care plan. In order to gather feedback, questionnaires were sent by email to 19 
Trust employees to build an impression of how Social Farming is viewed within the health service. A short 
questionnaire was chosen as it was determined to be the most accessible means of gathering feedback 

Each Social Farmer had differing basic costs in order to be sufficiently prepared to facilitate the 6 taster 
sessions. In order to calculate the costs incurred by the Social Farmers a survey was conducted in which 
each farmer was invited to provide information on all of their expenses related to Social Farming 
activities.
All Social Farming activities on the farm are conducted in manner which encourages inclusion, team 
work, sharing and learning. Each participant is given the opportunity to participate in each activity which 
will vary by day and season, therefore enough equipment must be provided for each individual to take 
part. This allows for a sense of ownership to be engendered among the participants and to assure each 
individual that their contribution has value.
The base costs of the Social Farmer originate from purchasing materials and equipment for activities for 
their participants to complete and also from investing capital in creating a low-risk environment i.e. the 
construction of a toilet block, with disabled access, changing and shower facilities, the levelling of rough 
ground and the installation of fences and hand rails. A full list of individual costs has been included in 
Appendix 4. All of the costs in Appendix 4 were not included in the final average calculation of expenses 
related to materials and equipment as the level of investment was diverse among the farmers. The 
complete list of costs has been included to help give the reader an understanding of the commitment of 
some of the Social Farmers to providing these activities, not because they represent the average costs.
As discussed, each farm is different in terms of its main industry, therefore each group of service users 
were engaged in different activities. Below is the presentation of the minimum average material costs to 

6.1 Costs to include: Material Costs

from professionals who may have little free time (see Appendix 2). Two phone interviews and two 
face-to-face interviews were also conducted. Key workers linked to the participants were offered the 
opportunity to provide feedback, as part of the Participant/Key Worker Log (see Appendix 2). 

All forms of feedback have been treated confidentially and where necessary pseudonyms for 
participants have been used in this report.

6. Calculating the Unit Cost

Based on the findings of this report, it is suggested that the fee per day for Social Farmers (based on 
attendance of 3 service users) is £180 for short to medium terms of service (between 6 and 20 weeks) 
and £160 a day for longer terms of service (20 to 40 weeks). Calculating a unit cost for Social Farming 
activities is integral to the growth of the practice in Northern Ireland. A key client group suitable for Social 
Farms in Northern Ireland has been identified as those already in receipt of care in the Health and Social 
Care Trusts (Harbinson, 2010), either within Disability Services, or Mental Health Services or those who 
are about to make the transition from child to adult services. Care budgets are allocated to individuals 
who receive support from these services, and it is hoped that in future, part of that budget could be spent 
on Social Farming, if the individual so wishes. It is anticipated that by creating a universal unit cost, that 
each of the 5 Trusts could make provisions to offer Social Farming, by Rural Support supported Social 
Farmers as a means of meeting outcomes identified in an individual’s care plan.

each farmer in order to offer the PHA funded taster sessions. The prices were estimated based on what 
was available to purchase at the time of writing and in turn each was verified by the Social Farmers (see 
Appendix 2). Table 6.1 lists the minimum material costs as described by the Social Farmers.

Social Farming 2016  08



Each Social Farmer had differing basic costs in order to be sufficiently prepared to facilitate the 6 taster 
sessions. In order to calculate the costs incurred by the Social Farmers a survey was conducted in which 
each farmer was invited to provide information on all of their expenses related to Social Farming 
activities.
All Social Farming activities on the farm are conducted in manner which encourages inclusion, team 
work, sharing and learning. Each participant is given the opportunity to participate in each activity which 
will vary by day and season, therefore enough equipment must be provided for each individual to take 
part. This allows for a sense of ownership to be engendered among the participants and to assure each 
individual that their contribution has value.
The base costs of the Social Farmer originate from purchasing materials and equipment for activities for 
their participants to complete and also from investing capital in creating a low-risk environment i.e. the 
construction of a toilet block, with disabled access, changing and shower facilities, the levelling of rough 
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related to materials and equipment as the level of investment was diverse among the farmers. The 
complete list of costs has been included to help give the reader an understanding of the commitment of 
some of the Social Farmers to providing these activities, not because they represent the average costs.
As discussed, each farm is different in terms of its main industry, therefore each group of service users 
were engaged in different activities. Below is the presentation of the minimum average material costs to 

each farmer in order to offer the PHA funded taster sessions. The prices were estimated based on what 
was available to purchase at the time of writing and in turn each was verified by the Social Farmers (see 
Appendix 2). Table 6.1 lists the minimum material costs as described by the Social Farmers.

Table 6.1 Minimum material costs

A percentage cost of the total material cost in Table 6.1 is applied to both the short to medium term and 
medium term and the longer term Social Farming programmes costed in section 6.2. While it is 
recognised that the Social Farming activities may generate benefits for the farm as only a proportion of 
the total material costs is factored into a programme cost, there is a requirement to have the necessary 
equipment and sufficient materials for the duration of a programme. Moreover, productivity is not the 
main aim of Social Farming. The objective for the Social Farmer is not to have their participants complete 
of a certain number of tasks on each day, rather it is to provide a pleasant environment in which they can 
learn new skills and socialise. Usual farming activities will be suspended to a certain degree so that the 
Social Farmer can engage with the participants, and lead them through Social Farming activities at their 
own pace.

In relation to capital costs, there is a need to consider alternative funding sources as opposed to its 
inclusion in a Social Farming programme cost for the referral organisation eg. the Health Service. Capital 
investment is directly related to farm improvement and when asked about funding sources, 42.8% of 
farmers suggested seeking capital grants from DAERA (formerly DARD). Moreover, the Social Farmers 
provided detail on the capital investments they would like to make in order to improve the farm 
environment, to make it more suitable for Social Farming activities and to enhance the experience of the 

participants. To improve access some Social Farmers would like to level and concrete the farm yard, 
others stated that they would like to improve farm buildings, so that there would be an area specifically 
for Social Farming activities out of the elements. Improvements to the buildings related to renovations to 
include WC facilities, electricity and running water. Some Social Farmers also stated that the addition of 
a polytunnel would be very beneficial to their Social Farming activities.
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A percentage cost of the total material cost in Table 6.1 is applied to both the short to medium term and 
medium term and the longer term Social Farming programmes costed in section 6.2. While it is 
recognised that the Social Farming activities may generate benefits for the farm as only a proportion of 
the total material costs is factored into a programme cost, there is a requirement to have the necessary 
equipment and sufficient materials for the duration of a programme. Moreover, productivity is not the 
main aim of Social Farming. The objective for the Social Farmer is not to have their participants complete 
of a certain number of tasks on each day, rather it is to provide a pleasant environment in which they can 
learn new skills and socialise. Usual farming activities will be suspended to a certain degree so that the 
Social Farmer can engage with the participants, and lead them through Social Farming activities at their 
own pace.

In relation to capital costs, there is a need to consider alternative funding sources as opposed to its 
inclusion in a Social Farming programme cost for the referral organisation eg. the Health Service. Capital 
investment is directly related to farm improvement and when asked about funding sources, 42.8% of 
farmers suggested seeking capital grants from DAERA (formerly DARD). Moreover, the Social Farmers 
provided detail on the capital investments they would like to make in order to improve the farm 
environment, to make it more suitable for Social Farming activities and to enhance the experience of the 

The weekly cost per session was calculated by combining the total hours of work by the Social Farmers 
with percentages of the total cost of insurance and the total material costs.
The salary for the Social Farmer has been calculated using the band 3 NHS salary for which the hourly 
rate is £9.44.
The average number of Social Farmers on each farm at any session was 1.8.
The average number of hours worked by these Social Farmers was 7.5 hours per person, this figure is 
representative of time spent preparing for sessions, as well as time spent with participants on the farm.

1.8 x 7.5= 13.5 hours

13.5 x £9.44= £127.44

Therefore the cost per day for Social Farmers’ input is £127.44

The cost of insurance has proven to vary widely during this taster period. As two of the farms involved in 
the taster sessions had not been insured for Social Farming previously, a total taken from one of these 
farms for additional insurance provision specifically for Social Farming has been chosen to represent 
insurance costs. The amount paid for Social Farming insurance for the 6 week period was £192. 
Therefore, for each session the insurance cost was £32. When calculating a percentage of the insurance 
cost to include in the unit cost for a Social Farming programme, the decision was taken to include £16 
per session, which is 8.3% of the additional premium cost of £192 and reflects the reduced cost of 
delivering a programme over more than 6 sessions.
The material cost has been calculated at 10% of the total costs outlined by the Social Farmers of £385.59 
for a short to medium term programme (Table 6.2) and at 5% for a longer term programme (Table 6.3). 
The reduced rate for the longer term programme is reflective of the continued need to replenish 
consumable materials and to a lesser degree pieces of equipment.

6.2 Costs to include: Weekly Costs

participants. To improve access some Social Farmers would like to level and concrete the farm yard, 
others stated that they would like to improve farm buildings, so that there would be an area specifically 
for Social Farming activities out of the elements. Improvements to the buildings related to renovations to 
include WC facilities, electricity and running water. Some Social Farmers also stated that the addition of 
a polytunnel would be very beneficial to their Social Farming activities.

Table 6.2 Projected costs of Social Farming based on a 6 to 20 week programme
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The total unit cost per participant per day session is £54.24 (based on 3 participants per farm per day).

While not factored into the unit costs presented in Tables 6.2 and 6.3, there are other aspects of the 
service that must be accounted for if Social Farming activities were to be offered by Social Farmers on a 
long term basis. For example, in the unique setting of a working farm one must also allow for extra 
compensation related to the requirement for extra assistance during busy times, i.e. calving/lambing, 
silage season. One farmer related how he had a valuable pedigree cow calving during a Social Farming 
session and had to call a neighbour to be on standby to assist with the calving as he would not be 
available himself. Any extra party required to assist with any work should be remunerated for their efforts. 
Moreover, the provision of a Social Farming service is dependent on participants choosing and being 
supported to engage for a period of time. Therefore, the Social Farmer may be required to commit 
considerable time to consult with staff within referral organisations in the best interests of the participants. 
By providing for these circumstances and maintaining the rate at £180 a session for short to medium term 
taster sessions of 6-20 weeks and £160 a session for longer term sessions, security could be created for 
the Social Farmers, and in turn the Health and Social Care Trusts could be assured of the longevity of 
this unique, bespoke day opportunity.

7. Evaluation of the 6 week Taster Sessions

Whilst gathering data relating to costs, an evaluation of the programme also took place in an attempt to 
analyse the efficacy of the taster sessions, and furthermore to learn how to improve the service provided 
by Rural Support for future Social Farming sessions. This was the first opportunity for Rural Support to 
facilitate Social Farming sessions and the experience as a whole appears to have been affirmative and 
satisfying, although there were a few challenges and negative experiences, about which feedback and 
discussion has been welcomed. Due to the chiefly positive responses received, Rural Support hopes to 
develop its role in facilitating and advancing further Social Farming sessions in collaboration with the 
Health Service. In this evaluation section the successes and limitations will be discussed in relation to 
each stakeholder group. 

The total unit cost per participant per day session is £60.67 (based on 3 participants per farm per day).

Table 6.3 Projected costs of Social Farming based on a 20 to 40 week programme
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Undoubtedly due to the nature of a pilot project challenges were anticipated. Rural Support as the 
facilitator endeavoured to minimise the risk of any individuals having a negative experience as much as 
possible. The group identified as being most exposed to risk were the participants who volunteered to 
trial Social Farming, with any perceived risk associated with the location of the trial (the farm). There is 
a marked dichotomy in the perception of the farmyard, those who advocate Social Farming view the 
rural setting as a therapeutic, sanctuary whereas others may view the farm as an environment full of 
potential dangers. It is recognised that farms have unique and distinct positive assets, however 
accompanying these assets are specialised occupational hazards. The physical environment of the farm 
is the most prominent source of risk, however there are also other potential risks associated with 
participants visiting the farm. Assuring that these vulnerable people were cared for, supported and 
protected throughout the process was of the utmost importance to the Social Farming Service 
Coordinator and the Rural Support team. 
Social Farming activities by definition take place on a farm, on the farm yard, in the fields, in farm 
buildings and in the farmhouse. The participants are involved in a wide variety of activities and tasks, 
under the care of the Social Farmer. The main risks identified are related to health and safety of all 
persons on the farm yard, and the personal safety and emotional stability of the participants. These 
farmers who have responsibility for the participants have chosen to become Social Farmers because 
they wish to provide support and care and improve the wellbeing of their clients. Most have had past 
personal or professional experience of working with people with disabilities or mental health related 
illnesses and this has led them to become involved in Social Farming. As part of the SoFAB programme 
described in the context section, these farmers received formal training relating to both health and safety 
and the safeguarding of vulnerable adults and all were Access NI verified. A health and safety 
assessment visit was conducted by a Business Advisor from the Health and Safety Works Northern 
Ireland at the two thus far uninitiated Social Farms before service users visited. The health and safety 
assessment was based on advice guidelines by the Health and Safety Executive Northern Ireland 
(HSENI).  Work was carried out on the farms to minimise risk and satisfy current safety requirements. In 
an effort to prevent accidents such as falls safety rails were added and walk ways and paths were 
levelled where necessary. Access to any areas of open water was totally restricted.
The activities chosen by the Social Farmers were deemed as low risk – i.e. participants would not have 
access to large farm machinery such as tractors, and any use of farm equipment would be allowed only 
under the supervision of the farmer. The positive effect of interacting with animals is well known (Beetz 
et al., 2012) and yet again it had to be taken into consideration that despite this, animals can pose a risk 
to anyone involved in their care. The Social Farmers are well aware of these risks and are accustomed 
to working in a way which minimises the risk of injury to the participants, themselves and also the 
animals. The participants were taught about how to interact safely with the animals, to do activities such 
as feeding cattle and sheep or grooming and leading horses without putting themselves in danger. There 
is also a risk of zoonotic diseases when working with farm animals, therefore gloves were provided when 
needed and strict rules of hand washing were adhered to.
The emotional wellbeing of the participants is equally important and so the Social Farmers were given 
training on the safeguarding of vulnerable adults, in order to instruct them on how to act appropriately 
when engaging with the participants. All 15 farmers involved in delivering the sessions were subject to 

7.1 Anticipated Challenges and Risk Management an Enhanced Disclosure check through Access NI. All farms had appropriate insurance cover to include 
Social Farming on their policy.
A Memorandum of Understanding was developed to outline the key responsibility of the stakeholders – 
Rural Support, the Health and Social Care Trusts, and the Social Farmers. Support plans with pertinent 
information for each participant were shared with the Social Farmers.
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under the care of the Social Farmer. The main risks identified are related to health and safety of all 
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(HSENI).  Work was carried out on the farms to minimise risk and satisfy current safety requirements. In 
an effort to prevent accidents such as falls safety rails were added and walk ways and paths were 
levelled where necessary. Access to any areas of open water was totally restricted.
The activities chosen by the Social Farmers were deemed as low risk – i.e. participants would not have 
access to large farm machinery such as tractors, and any use of farm equipment would be allowed only 
under the supervision of the farmer. The positive effect of interacting with animals is well known (Beetz 
et al., 2012) and yet again it had to be taken into consideration that despite this, animals can pose a risk 
to anyone involved in their care. The Social Farmers are well aware of these risks and are accustomed 
to working in a way which minimises the risk of injury to the participants, themselves and also the 
animals. The participants were taught about how to interact safely with the animals, to do activities such 
as feeding cattle and sheep or grooming and leading horses without putting themselves in danger. There 
is also a risk of zoonotic diseases when working with farm animals, therefore gloves were provided when 
needed and strict rules of hand washing were adhered to.
The emotional wellbeing of the participants is equally important and so the Social Farmers were given 
training on the safeguarding of vulnerable adults, in order to instruct them on how to act appropriately 
when engaging with the participants. All 15 farmers involved in delivering the sessions were subject to 

Of the 27 participants who fully engaged in the taster sessions, 25 were male (93%) and 2 were female 
(7%). 24 were referred from a Learning Disability team (89%) and 3 from a Mental Health team (11%).

7.2 Evaluation of the Participant Experience

Aside from enjoying the activities on the farm during the visits it was documented that there was a 
positive change in some of the participants over the period of the project. Hine et al. (2008) present data 
which is statistically significant in terms of positive changes in self-esteem for clients after visiting Social 
Farms. A questionnaire which included internationally recognised standardised tools of measuring 
self-esteem and mood was administered to participants before and immediately after attending a Social 
Farm session. The participants included people with disabilities and mental health needs, people who 
were unemployed, homeless, recovering from addictions and injuries, disaffected young people and the 
vulnerable elderly. 64% of participants experienced an improvement in self-esteem after visiting a Social 
Farm. This study also stated that not only was self-esteem improved, there was also a reduction in 
feelings of anger, confusion, depression and tension among the participants, as evidenced in Figure 7.1.

Naturally, due to the time limited nature of the project and the sample size, it is impractical to claim to 
have found significant results relating to improvements of health and wellbeing among participants on 
the taster sessions. It is still worthwhile to include the testimonies of the key workers and farmers who 
stated that positive changes had been observed among the participants.

7.2.1 Positive Changes in Participants

an Enhanced Disclosure check through Access NI. All farms had appropriate insurance cover to include 
Social Farming on their policy.
A Memorandum of Understanding was developed to outline the key responsibility of the stakeholders – 
Rural Support, the Health and Social Care Trusts, and the Social Farmers. Support plans with pertinent 
information for each participant were shared with the Social Farmers.

Figure 7.1 Improved mood observed after spending time on care farm (Hine et al., 2008)

Three aspects of behaviour in which positive changes were noted related to improved mood, 
increased motivation and increased confidence among the participants. There was also a positive 
change in terms of physical fitness and dexterity among some of the participants over the period of 
the taster sessions. The influence of the Social Farmers on each farm was critical to these positive 
changes, highlighting the valuable role they can play in individual’s lives.

1. Improved mood
Through feedback from the Social Farmer’s log books, responses from the participants and their key 
workers, it was repeatedly mentioned that participants appeared to be happier and more relaxed after 
being on the farm each week. When asked how visiting the Social Farm affected behaviour and moods 
throughout the week following a session one key worker stated that: 

“The experience seems to have had an overall general positive impact on her moods 
and interactions with others throughout the week” 

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

2. Increased motivation
Another key change that was noted in the participants generally was an increase in motivation in regards 
to taking responsibility for themselves. Key workers related that individuals who chose to trial Social 
Farming became more committed to this day opportunity than they had previously for other programmes 
with which they had been involved. This commitment in turn engendered increased motivation to be 
independent and organised. Key workers stated that their service users made sincere efforts to make 
sure that they did not miss any sessions. Others stated that this opportunity has stimulated new interests 
within their service users relating to seeking employment, or at least doing more Social Farming. 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is usually difficult to get him 
up and going in the mornings. So nice to see him animated about an activity”

[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

3. Increased confidence
Another key change that was noted among some participants was the increase in their personal 
confidence. Not only did participants become more confident on the farm, in terms of increased 
communication and improved skills, but this confidence appeared to brim over into the rest of their lives. 
Through the acknowledgement that they were contributing to the work of the farm a real sense of 
satisfaction was felt by the service users.

“Owen is opening up more, he seems to enjoy the ‘craic’, lots of banter and laughter”
[Social Farmer referring to male participant 3, SEHSCT Farm, 10.05.16]

4. Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity
During the 6 sessions it was not anticipated that any physical changes could be observed, however 
entries in the Social Farmer log books repeatedly mentioned that improved levels of fitness were being 
seen. One Social Farmer stated that they had noticed a marked improvement in the mobility of one of 
their participants.

“Denver will carry out tasks without any need for reassurance, better
coordination and gross motor skills”

[Social Farmer of Male participant 3, WHSCT Farm, 18.04.16]

These positive changes observed in the participants can be attributed to all of the activities and 
experiences noted previously. The unique opportunities afforded by Social Farming provide the perfect 
environment in which these participants can begin to experience meaningful changes in their personal 
lives. The novelty of this experience will no doubt have contributed to the initial enjoyment of engaging 
in Social Farming activities, however it must also be considered that if service users where given the 
opportunity to avail of Social Farming services over a longer period of time there would be sustained 
positive changes to be observed. Leck (2013) states that “if care farms are found to provide 
opportunities and experiences for participants to develop improved self-efficacy then Social Cognitive 
Theory theorises that this will also impact on their wider lives” (p.54). 

Social Farming is well documented as being a means of improving wellbeing (Hine et al., 2009). There 
is much anecdotal evidence gathered during this project which concurs with this, however due to the 
time limited nature of the programme, it was not possible to collate significant statistical evidence that 
reflects this. 100% of service users from whom we received feedback had enjoyed their visits to the 
farms. 91% of the participants stated that they had enjoyed all of their visit and 9% stated that they had 
enjoyed most of their visit. One service user stated: 

“This is the best job I have ever done and would love to do it all my life.”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

Based on the evidence in the form of written feedback from Social Farmer log books, testimonies from 
key workers and the participants themselves the positive experience can be categorised into 7 key 
areas. Out of 29 participant feedback logs sent out, 11 responses were received. The comments below 
provide a ‘snap shot’ of the feedback which was received. They were chosen because they were 
deemed to best represent the opinions expressed by the participants.
The elements of the sessions which were mentioned by many of the participants as being particularly 
enjoyable were as follows:

1. Animal Handling 
100% of respondents highlighted this as being very gratifying. Service users engaged in tasks such as 
grooming and learning to lead horses, feeding cattle and sheep and preparing bedding in their quarters. 
Some of the farms also had poultry on site and the service users collected eggs and fed them.

“I love working with the horses, I just love being near them”
[Male participant 1, SHSCT Farm, 12.04.16]

2. Undertaking physical work 
55% of respondents mentioned that they enjoyed partaking in physically challenging and tiring tasks. 
Participants undertook tasks such as mucking out stables and barns, shovelling stones, planting trees 
and wheeling the wheel barrow.

“I love being outside and enjoy working with the animals. I love working hard doing 
something that really interests me.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 06.05.16]

3. General maintenance tasks 
45% of respondents stated that they had enjoyed helping maintain and tidy the farm participating in 
tasks such as fixing fences, helping build a chicken coop, brushing the yard and transplanting fruit and 
vegetable plants. Speaking on behalf of one of the participants a key worker stated the he enjoyed: 

“Helping Robert bring the horses out—walking the horses round the arena and the fields—brushing 
the horses and cleaning their pens; working with the calves – Ryan describes the calves as beautiful 

animals; Also enjoyed tidying up.”
[Key worker of Male participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

4. Learning new skills
45% of respondents talked about how they found satisfaction in being taught something new. 
Participants were introduced to many new concepts including farm animal care, horticulture and wood 
work. Social Farmers all noted that over time the skills and dexterity of the participants improved.

“He talks about the jobs on the farm and gives advice on how to hold the lambs and 
shares his stories with his peer group”

[Key worker of Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16]

5. Forming friendships  
45% of respondents mentioned their pleasure at making connections with other participants and the 
farmers. Many individuals, both the Social Farmers and the participants talked about how they were 
often laughing and joking together, and how they felt like they had become members of the family.

“I like working with Dorothy, she’s a great teacher”
[Male participant 2, SHSCT Farm, 17.05.16]

Many of participants did not know one another previous to this experience and the Social Farmers 
observed that caring relationships were cultivated between them during the session. One of the Social 
Farmers stated: 

“Both Jill and Ryan look out for Eddie. Ryan helps him open his packed 
lunch and makes coffee for him”

[Social Farmer referring to participants 1, 2, and 3 on BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

6. Outdoor environment 
27% of respondents divulged how they enjoyed being outdoors. The rural environment is known for 
having a positive effect on people (Pretty et al., 2007) and the feelings of the participants within this 
study would concur with this. Many of the tasks undertaken on the farm were outside in the open air 
when the weather permitted it. 

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, the peace and quiet”
[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm 14.03.16]

7. Hospitality 
18% of service users talked about the amount and quality of food provided by the Social Farmers. 
Almost all Social Farming sessions commenced with a discussion around the table about the day’s 
activities. This discussion was always accompanied by food and drinks. In some cases participants 

brought lunch with them while others had lunch provided at the farm.

“Jayne is lovely – She makes lovely tea and gives us caramel squares – She spoils us”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 
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Naturally, due to the time limited nature of the project and the sample size, it is impractical to claim to 
have found significant results relating to improvements of health and wellbeing among participants on 
the taster sessions. It is still worthwhile to include the testimonies of the key workers and farmers who 
stated that positive changes had been observed among the participants.

Three aspects of behaviour in which positive changes were noted related to improved mood, 
increased motivation and increased confidence among the participants. There was also a positive 
change in terms of physical fitness and dexterity among some of the participants over the period of 
the taster sessions. The influence of the Social Farmers on each farm was critical to these positive 
changes, highlighting the valuable role they can play in individual’s lives.

1. Improved mood
Through feedback from the Social Farmer’s log books, responses from the participants and their key 
workers, it was repeatedly mentioned that participants appeared to be happier and more relaxed after 
being on the farm each week. When asked how visiting the Social Farm affected behaviour and moods 
throughout the week following a session one key worker stated that: 

“The experience seems to have had an overall general positive impact on her moods 
and interactions with others throughout the week” 

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

2. Increased motivation
Another key change that was noted in the participants generally was an increase in motivation in regards 
to taking responsibility for themselves. Key workers related that individuals who chose to trial Social 
Farming became more committed to this day opportunity than they had previously for other programmes 
with which they had been involved. This commitment in turn engendered increased motivation to be 
independent and organised. Key workers stated that their service users made sincere efforts to make 
sure that they did not miss any sessions. Others stated that this opportunity has stimulated new interests 
within their service users relating to seeking employment, or at least doing more Social Farming. 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is usually difficult to get him 
up and going in the mornings. So nice to see him animated about an activity”

[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

3. Increased confidence
Another key change that was noted among some participants was the increase in their personal 
confidence. Not only did participants become more confident on the farm, in terms of increased 
communication and improved skills, but this confidence appeared to brim over into the rest of their lives. 
Through the acknowledgement that they were contributing to the work of the farm a real sense of 
satisfaction was felt by the service users.

“Owen is opening up more, he seems to enjoy the ‘craic’, lots of banter and laughter”
[Social Farmer referring to male participant 3, SEHSCT Farm, 10.05.16]

4. Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity
During the 6 sessions it was not anticipated that any physical changes could be observed, however 
entries in the Social Farmer log books repeatedly mentioned that improved levels of fitness were being 
seen. One Social Farmer stated that they had noticed a marked improvement in the mobility of one of 
their participants.

“Denver will carry out tasks without any need for reassurance, better
coordination and gross motor skills”

[Social Farmer of Male participant 3, WHSCT Farm, 18.04.16]

These positive changes observed in the participants can be attributed to all of the activities and 
experiences noted previously. The unique opportunities afforded by Social Farming provide the perfect 
environment in which these participants can begin to experience meaningful changes in their personal 
lives. The novelty of this experience will no doubt have contributed to the initial enjoyment of engaging 
in Social Farming activities, however it must also be considered that if service users where given the 
opportunity to avail of Social Farming services over a longer period of time there would be sustained 
positive changes to be observed. Leck (2013) states that “if care farms are found to provide 
opportunities and experiences for participants to develop improved self-efficacy then Social Cognitive 
Theory theorises that this will also impact on their wider lives” (p.54). 

Social Farming is well documented as being a means of improving wellbeing (Hine et al., 2009). There 
is much anecdotal evidence gathered during this project which concurs with this, however due to the 
time limited nature of the programme, it was not possible to collate significant statistical evidence that 
reflects this. 100% of service users from whom we received feedback had enjoyed their visits to the 
farms. 91% of the participants stated that they had enjoyed all of their visit and 9% stated that they had 
enjoyed most of their visit. One service user stated: 

“This is the best job I have ever done and would love to do it all my life.”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

Based on the evidence in the form of written feedback from Social Farmer log books, testimonies from 
key workers and the participants themselves the positive experience can be categorised into 7 key 
areas. Out of 29 participant feedback logs sent out, 11 responses were received. The comments below 
provide a ‘snap shot’ of the feedback which was received. They were chosen because they were 
deemed to best represent the opinions expressed by the participants.
The elements of the sessions which were mentioned by many of the participants as being particularly 
enjoyable were as follows:

1. Animal Handling 
100% of respondents highlighted this as being very gratifying. Service users engaged in tasks such as 
grooming and learning to lead horses, feeding cattle and sheep and preparing bedding in their quarters. 
Some of the farms also had poultry on site and the service users collected eggs and fed them.

“I love working with the horses, I just love being near them”
[Male participant 1, SHSCT Farm, 12.04.16]

2. Undertaking physical work 
55% of respondents mentioned that they enjoyed partaking in physically challenging and tiring tasks. 
Participants undertook tasks such as mucking out stables and barns, shovelling stones, planting trees 
and wheeling the wheel barrow.

“I love being outside and enjoy working with the animals. I love working hard doing 
something that really interests me.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 06.05.16]

3. General maintenance tasks 
45% of respondents stated that they had enjoyed helping maintain and tidy the farm participating in 
tasks such as fixing fences, helping build a chicken coop, brushing the yard and transplanting fruit and 
vegetable plants. Speaking on behalf of one of the participants a key worker stated the he enjoyed: 

“Helping Robert bring the horses out—walking the horses round the arena and the fields—brushing 
the horses and cleaning their pens; working with the calves – Ryan describes the calves as beautiful 

animals; Also enjoyed tidying up.”
[Key worker of Male participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

4. Learning new skills
45% of respondents talked about how they found satisfaction in being taught something new. 
Participants were introduced to many new concepts including farm animal care, horticulture and wood 
work. Social Farmers all noted that over time the skills and dexterity of the participants improved.

“He talks about the jobs on the farm and gives advice on how to hold the lambs and 
shares his stories with his peer group”

[Key worker of Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16]

5. Forming friendships  
45% of respondents mentioned their pleasure at making connections with other participants and the 
farmers. Many individuals, both the Social Farmers and the participants talked about how they were 
often laughing and joking together, and how they felt like they had become members of the family.

“I like working with Dorothy, she’s a great teacher”
[Male participant 2, SHSCT Farm, 17.05.16]

Many of participants did not know one another previous to this experience and the Social Farmers 
observed that caring relationships were cultivated between them during the session. One of the Social 
Farmers stated: 

“Both Jill and Ryan look out for Eddie. Ryan helps him open his packed 
lunch and makes coffee for him”

[Social Farmer referring to participants 1, 2, and 3 on BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

6. Outdoor environment 
27% of respondents divulged how they enjoyed being outdoors. The rural environment is known for 
having a positive effect on people (Pretty et al., 2007) and the feelings of the participants within this 
study would concur with this. Many of the tasks undertaken on the farm were outside in the open air 
when the weather permitted it. 

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, the peace and quiet”
[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm 14.03.16]

7. Hospitality 
18% of service users talked about the amount and quality of food provided by the Social Farmers. 
Almost all Social Farming sessions commenced with a discussion around the table about the day’s 
activities. This discussion was always accompanied by food and drinks. In some cases participants 

brought lunch with them while others had lunch provided at the farm.

“Jayne is lovely – She makes lovely tea and gives us caramel squares – She spoils us”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 
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Naturally, due to the time limited nature of the project and the sample size, it is impractical to claim to 
have found significant results relating to improvements of health and wellbeing among participants on 
the taster sessions. It is still worthwhile to include the testimonies of the key workers and farmers who 
stated that positive changes had been observed among the participants.

7.2.2 Key Elements of the Sessions

Three aspects of behaviour in which positive changes were noted related to improved mood, 
increased motivation and increased confidence among the participants. There was also a positive 
change in terms of physical fitness and dexterity among some of the participants over the period of 
the taster sessions. The influence of the Social Farmers on each farm was critical to these positive 
changes, highlighting the valuable role they can play in individual’s lives.

1. Improved mood
Through feedback from the Social Farmer’s log books, responses from the participants and their key 
workers, it was repeatedly mentioned that participants appeared to be happier and more relaxed after 
being on the farm each week. When asked how visiting the Social Farm affected behaviour and moods 
throughout the week following a session one key worker stated that: 

“The experience seems to have had an overall general positive impact on her moods 
and interactions with others throughout the week” 

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

2. Increased motivation
Another key change that was noted in the participants generally was an increase in motivation in regards 
to taking responsibility for themselves. Key workers related that individuals who chose to trial Social 
Farming became more committed to this day opportunity than they had previously for other programmes 
with which they had been involved. This commitment in turn engendered increased motivation to be 
independent and organised. Key workers stated that their service users made sincere efforts to make 
sure that they did not miss any sessions. Others stated that this opportunity has stimulated new interests 
within their service users relating to seeking employment, or at least doing more Social Farming. 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is usually difficult to get him 
up and going in the mornings. So nice to see him animated about an activity”

[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

3. Increased confidence
Another key change that was noted among some participants was the increase in their personal 
confidence. Not only did participants become more confident on the farm, in terms of increased 
communication and improved skills, but this confidence appeared to brim over into the rest of their lives. 
Through the acknowledgement that they were contributing to the work of the farm a real sense of 
satisfaction was felt by the service users.

“Owen is opening up more, he seems to enjoy the ‘craic’, lots of banter and laughter”
[Social Farmer referring to male participant 3, SEHSCT Farm, 10.05.16]

4. Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity
During the 6 sessions it was not anticipated that any physical changes could be observed, however 
entries in the Social Farmer log books repeatedly mentioned that improved levels of fitness were being 
seen. One Social Farmer stated that they had noticed a marked improvement in the mobility of one of 
their participants.

“Denver will carry out tasks without any need for reassurance, better
coordination and gross motor skills”

[Social Farmer of Male participant 3, WHSCT Farm, 18.04.16]

These positive changes observed in the participants can be attributed to all of the activities and 
experiences noted previously. The unique opportunities afforded by Social Farming provide the perfect 
environment in which these participants can begin to experience meaningful changes in their personal 
lives. The novelty of this experience will no doubt have contributed to the initial enjoyment of engaging 
in Social Farming activities, however it must also be considered that if service users where given the 
opportunity to avail of Social Farming services over a longer period of time there would be sustained 
positive changes to be observed. Leck (2013) states that “if care farms are found to provide 
opportunities and experiences for participants to develop improved self-efficacy then Social Cognitive 
Theory theorises that this will also impact on their wider lives” (p.54). 

Social Farming is well documented as being a means of improving wellbeing (Hine et al., 2009). There 
is much anecdotal evidence gathered during this project which concurs with this, however due to the 
time limited nature of the programme, it was not possible to collate significant statistical evidence that 
reflects this. 100% of service users from whom we received feedback had enjoyed their visits to the 
farms. 91% of the participants stated that they had enjoyed all of their visit and 9% stated that they had 
enjoyed most of their visit. One service user stated: 

“This is the best job I have ever done and would love to do it all my life.”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

Based on the evidence in the form of written feedback from Social Farmer log books, testimonies from 
key workers and the participants themselves the positive experience can be categorised into 7 key 
areas. Out of 29 participant feedback logs sent out, 11 responses were received. The comments below 
provide a ‘snap shot’ of the feedback which was received. They were chosen because they were 
deemed to best represent the opinions expressed by the participants.
The elements of the sessions which were mentioned by many of the participants as being particularly 
enjoyable were as follows:

1. Animal Handling 
100% of respondents highlighted this as being very gratifying. Service users engaged in tasks such as 
grooming and learning to lead horses, feeding cattle and sheep and preparing bedding in their quarters. 
Some of the farms also had poultry on site and the service users collected eggs and fed them.

“I love working with the horses, I just love being near them”
[Male participant 1, SHSCT Farm, 12.04.16]

2. Undertaking physical work 
55% of respondents mentioned that they enjoyed partaking in physically challenging and tiring tasks. 
Participants undertook tasks such as mucking out stables and barns, shovelling stones, planting trees 
and wheeling the wheel barrow.

“I love being outside and enjoy working with the animals. I love working hard doing 
something that really interests me.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 06.05.16]

3. General maintenance tasks 
45% of respondents stated that they had enjoyed helping maintain and tidy the farm participating in 
tasks such as fixing fences, helping build a chicken coop, brushing the yard and transplanting fruit and 
vegetable plants. Speaking on behalf of one of the participants a key worker stated the he enjoyed: 

“Helping Robert bring the horses out—walking the horses round the arena and the fields—brushing 
the horses and cleaning their pens; working with the calves – Ryan describes the calves as beautiful 

animals; Also enjoyed tidying up.”
[Key worker of Male participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

4. Learning new skills
45% of respondents talked about how they found satisfaction in being taught something new. 
Participants were introduced to many new concepts including farm animal care, horticulture and wood 
work. Social Farmers all noted that over time the skills and dexterity of the participants improved.

“He talks about the jobs on the farm and gives advice on how to hold the lambs and 
shares his stories with his peer group”

[Key worker of Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16]

5. Forming friendships  
45% of respondents mentioned their pleasure at making connections with other participants and the 
farmers. Many individuals, both the Social Farmers and the participants talked about how they were 
often laughing and joking together, and how they felt like they had become members of the family.

“I like working with Dorothy, she’s a great teacher”
[Male participant 2, SHSCT Farm, 17.05.16]

Many of participants did not know one another previous to this experience and the Social Farmers 
observed that caring relationships were cultivated between them during the session. One of the Social 
Farmers stated: 

“Both Jill and Ryan look out for Eddie. Ryan helps him open his packed 
lunch and makes coffee for him”

[Social Farmer referring to participants 1, 2, and 3 on BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

6. Outdoor environment 
27% of respondents divulged how they enjoyed being outdoors. The rural environment is known for 
having a positive effect on people (Pretty et al., 2007) and the feelings of the participants within this 
study would concur with this. Many of the tasks undertaken on the farm were outside in the open air 
when the weather permitted it. 

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, the peace and quiet”
[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm 14.03.16]

7. Hospitality 
18% of service users talked about the amount and quality of food provided by the Social Farmers. 
Almost all Social Farming sessions commenced with a discussion around the table about the day’s 
activities. This discussion was always accompanied by food and drinks. In some cases participants 

brought lunch with them while others had lunch provided at the farm.

“Jayne is lovely – She makes lovely tea and gives us caramel squares – She spoils us”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 
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Naturally, due to the time limited nature of the project and the sample size, it is impractical to claim to 
have found significant results relating to improvements of health and wellbeing among participants on 
the taster sessions. It is still worthwhile to include the testimonies of the key workers and farmers who 
stated that positive changes had been observed among the participants.

Three aspects of behaviour in which positive changes were noted related to improved mood, 
increased motivation and increased confidence among the participants. There was also a positive 
change in terms of physical fitness and dexterity among some of the participants over the period of 
the taster sessions. The influence of the Social Farmers on each farm was critical to these positive 
changes, highlighting the valuable role they can play in individual’s lives.

1. Improved mood
Through feedback from the Social Farmer’s log books, responses from the participants and their key 
workers, it was repeatedly mentioned that participants appeared to be happier and more relaxed after 
being on the farm each week. When asked how visiting the Social Farm affected behaviour and moods 
throughout the week following a session one key worker stated that: 

“The experience seems to have had an overall general positive impact on her moods 
and interactions with others throughout the week” 

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

2. Increased motivation
Another key change that was noted in the participants generally was an increase in motivation in regards 
to taking responsibility for themselves. Key workers related that individuals who chose to trial Social 
Farming became more committed to this day opportunity than they had previously for other programmes 
with which they had been involved. This commitment in turn engendered increased motivation to be 
independent and organised. Key workers stated that their service users made sincere efforts to make 
sure that they did not miss any sessions. Others stated that this opportunity has stimulated new interests 
within their service users relating to seeking employment, or at least doing more Social Farming. 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is usually difficult to get him 
up and going in the mornings. So nice to see him animated about an activity”

[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

3. Increased confidence
Another key change that was noted among some participants was the increase in their personal 
confidence. Not only did participants become more confident on the farm, in terms of increased 
communication and improved skills, but this confidence appeared to brim over into the rest of their lives. 
Through the acknowledgement that they were contributing to the work of the farm a real sense of 
satisfaction was felt by the service users.

“Owen is opening up more, he seems to enjoy the ‘craic’, lots of banter and laughter”
[Social Farmer referring to male participant 3, SEHSCT Farm, 10.05.16]

4. Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity
During the 6 sessions it was not anticipated that any physical changes could be observed, however 
entries in the Social Farmer log books repeatedly mentioned that improved levels of fitness were being 
seen. One Social Farmer stated that they had noticed a marked improvement in the mobility of one of 
their participants.

“Denver will carry out tasks without any need for reassurance, better
coordination and gross motor skills”

[Social Farmer of Male participant 3, WHSCT Farm, 18.04.16]

These positive changes observed in the participants can be attributed to all of the activities and 
experiences noted previously. The unique opportunities afforded by Social Farming provide the perfect 
environment in which these participants can begin to experience meaningful changes in their personal 
lives. The novelty of this experience will no doubt have contributed to the initial enjoyment of engaging 
in Social Farming activities, however it must also be considered that if service users where given the 
opportunity to avail of Social Farming services over a longer period of time there would be sustained 
positive changes to be observed. Leck (2013) states that “if care farms are found to provide 
opportunities and experiences for participants to develop improved self-efficacy then Social Cognitive 
Theory theorises that this will also impact on their wider lives” (p.54). 

Social Farming is well documented as being a means of improving wellbeing (Hine et al., 2009). There 
is much anecdotal evidence gathered during this project which concurs with this, however due to the 
time limited nature of the programme, it was not possible to collate significant statistical evidence that 
reflects this. 100% of service users from whom we received feedback had enjoyed their visits to the 
farms. 91% of the participants stated that they had enjoyed all of their visit and 9% stated that they had 
enjoyed most of their visit. One service user stated: 

“This is the best job I have ever done and would love to do it all my life.”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

Based on the evidence in the form of written feedback from Social Farmer log books, testimonies from 
key workers and the participants themselves the positive experience can be categorised into 7 key 
areas. Out of 29 participant feedback logs sent out, 11 responses were received. The comments below 
provide a ‘snap shot’ of the feedback which was received. They were chosen because they were 
deemed to best represent the opinions expressed by the participants.
The elements of the sessions which were mentioned by many of the participants as being particularly 
enjoyable were as follows:

1. Animal Handling 
100% of respondents highlighted this as being very gratifying. Service users engaged in tasks such as 
grooming and learning to lead horses, feeding cattle and sheep and preparing bedding in their quarters. 
Some of the farms also had poultry on site and the service users collected eggs and fed them.

“I love working with the horses, I just love being near them”
[Male participant 1, SHSCT Farm, 12.04.16]

2. Undertaking physical work 
55% of respondents mentioned that they enjoyed partaking in physically challenging and tiring tasks. 
Participants undertook tasks such as mucking out stables and barns, shovelling stones, planting trees 
and wheeling the wheel barrow.

“I love being outside and enjoy working with the animals. I love working hard doing 
something that really interests me.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 06.05.16]

3. General maintenance tasks 
45% of respondents stated that they had enjoyed helping maintain and tidy the farm participating in 
tasks such as fixing fences, helping build a chicken coop, brushing the yard and transplanting fruit and 
vegetable plants. Speaking on behalf of one of the participants a key worker stated the he enjoyed: 

“Helping Robert bring the horses out—walking the horses round the arena and the fields—brushing 
the horses and cleaning their pens; working with the calves – Ryan describes the calves as beautiful 

animals; Also enjoyed tidying up.”
[Key worker of Male participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

4. Learning new skills
45% of respondents talked about how they found satisfaction in being taught something new. 
Participants were introduced to many new concepts including farm animal care, horticulture and wood 
work. Social Farmers all noted that over time the skills and dexterity of the participants improved.

“He talks about the jobs on the farm and gives advice on how to hold the lambs and 
shares his stories with his peer group”

[Key worker of Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16]

5. Forming friendships  
45% of respondents mentioned their pleasure at making connections with other participants and the 
farmers. Many individuals, both the Social Farmers and the participants talked about how they were 
often laughing and joking together, and how they felt like they had become members of the family.

“I like working with Dorothy, she’s a great teacher”
[Male participant 2, SHSCT Farm, 17.05.16]

Many of participants did not know one another previous to this experience and the Social Farmers 
observed that caring relationships were cultivated between them during the session. One of the Social 
Farmers stated: 

“Both Jill and Ryan look out for Eddie. Ryan helps him open his packed 
lunch and makes coffee for him”

[Social Farmer referring to participants 1, 2, and 3 on BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

6. Outdoor environment 
27% of respondents divulged how they enjoyed being outdoors. The rural environment is known for 
having a positive effect on people (Pretty et al., 2007) and the feelings of the participants within this 
study would concur with this. Many of the tasks undertaken on the farm were outside in the open air 
when the weather permitted it. 

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, the peace and quiet”
[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm 14.03.16]

7. Hospitality 
18% of service users talked about the amount and quality of food provided by the Social Farmers. 
Almost all Social Farming sessions commenced with a discussion around the table about the day’s 
activities. This discussion was always accompanied by food and drinks. In some cases participants 

brought lunch with them while others had lunch provided at the farm.

“Jayne is lovely – She makes lovely tea and gives us caramel squares – She spoils us”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 
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One of the participants, Jill, is an excellent example of a participant who engaged particularly well with 
the Social Farming taster sessions. Her key worker had this to say about her involvement in the 
process:

“Jill has taken a great pride in the fact that she is participating in the project. It is the first time that she 
has availed of a day opportunity independent of family or Belfast Trust Carers. She has travelled with 

the other participants via taxi, and would probably feel more confident now using this mode of 
transport in future. She is keen to talk about the experience in detail and without prompting, with her 
peers and the staff in her day care service. Her comments about it are very positive, and I think it has 
improved her self-esteem, as she is involved in work in which she feels capable. She was initially very 
nervous about participating and nearly pulled out a few times, but as the weeks have passed she has 
built confidence in her abilities, and now looks forward to each week, I think she will gain a sense of 
achievement from the fact that she saw it through to the end. The experience seems to have had an 

overall general positive impact on her moods and interactions with others throughout the week. I think 
the experience may make her more open to trying other new day opportunities”

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

7.2.3 Case Study

Challenges related to transport, the timescale of the programme, and the farm environment were 
experienced by the participants.

1. Transport
No issues arose relating to health and safety on the farms, although during transportation to one of the 
farms 3 of the participants were distressed due the behaviour of their driver on one occasion. The Social 
Farmer and the Social Farming Service Coordinator liaised with staff from the Health and Social Care 
Trust about the issue which was quickly resolved. The healthcare worker responsible for these 
participants reported that they felt their concerns had been treated properly by all involved and wanted 
it to be known that this had not marred their enjoyment of the overall Social Farming experience. Of 
approximately 190 journeys undertaken this was the sole incident reported. 

2. Timescale of the programme
The participants were asked if there was anything they did not enjoy about the project and the only 
negative comment directly expressed was that there were not enough sessions and that they would 
have preferred the programme to delivered on a long term basis. 45% of participants specifically stated 
that they would have preferred their Social Farming activities to continue long term.

7.2.4 Challenges 

Naturally, due to the time limited nature of the project and the sample size, it is impractical to claim to 
have found significant results relating to improvements of health and wellbeing among participants on 
the taster sessions. It is still worthwhile to include the testimonies of the key workers and farmers who 
stated that positive changes had been observed among the participants.

Three aspects of behaviour in which positive changes were noted related to improved mood, 
increased motivation and increased confidence among the participants. There was also a positive 
change in terms of physical fitness and dexterity among some of the participants over the period of 
the taster sessions. The influence of the Social Farmers on each farm was critical to these positive 
changes, highlighting the valuable role they can play in individual’s lives.

1. Improved mood
Through feedback from the Social Farmer’s log books, responses from the participants and their key 
workers, it was repeatedly mentioned that participants appeared to be happier and more relaxed after 
being on the farm each week. When asked how visiting the Social Farm affected behaviour and moods 
throughout the week following a session one key worker stated that: 

“The experience seems to have had an overall general positive impact on her moods 
and interactions with others throughout the week” 

[Key worker of Female participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 28.04.16]

2. Increased motivation
Another key change that was noted in the participants generally was an increase in motivation in regards 
to taking responsibility for themselves. Key workers related that individuals who chose to trial Social 
Farming became more committed to this day opportunity than they had previously for other programmes 
with which they had been involved. This commitment in turn engendered increased motivation to be 
independent and organised. Key workers stated that their service users made sincere efforts to make 
sure that they did not miss any sessions. Others stated that this opportunity has stimulated new interests 
within their service users relating to seeking employment, or at least doing more Social Farming. 

“Ryan gets out of bed readily on farm mornings—whereas it is usually difficult to get him 
up and going in the mornings. So nice to see him animated about an activity”

[Key worker of Male Participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

3. Increased confidence
Another key change that was noted among some participants was the increase in their personal 
confidence. Not only did participants become more confident on the farm, in terms of increased 
communication and improved skills, but this confidence appeared to brim over into the rest of their lives. 
Through the acknowledgement that they were contributing to the work of the farm a real sense of 
satisfaction was felt by the service users.

“Owen is opening up more, he seems to enjoy the ‘craic’, lots of banter and laughter”
[Social Farmer referring to male participant 3, SEHSCT Farm, 10.05.16]

4. Increased physical fitness and improved dexterity
During the 6 sessions it was not anticipated that any physical changes could be observed, however 
entries in the Social Farmer log books repeatedly mentioned that improved levels of fitness were being 
seen. One Social Farmer stated that they had noticed a marked improvement in the mobility of one of 
their participants.

“Denver will carry out tasks without any need for reassurance, better
coordination and gross motor skills”

[Social Farmer of Male participant 3, WHSCT Farm, 18.04.16]

These positive changes observed in the participants can be attributed to all of the activities and 
experiences noted previously. The unique opportunities afforded by Social Farming provide the perfect 
environment in which these participants can begin to experience meaningful changes in their personal 
lives. The novelty of this experience will no doubt have contributed to the initial enjoyment of engaging 
in Social Farming activities, however it must also be considered that if service users where given the 
opportunity to avail of Social Farming services over a longer period of time there would be sustained 
positive changes to be observed. Leck (2013) states that “if care farms are found to provide 
opportunities and experiences for participants to develop improved self-efficacy then Social Cognitive 
Theory theorises that this will also impact on their wider lives” (p.54). 

Social Farming is well documented as being a means of improving wellbeing (Hine et al., 2009). There 
is much anecdotal evidence gathered during this project which concurs with this, however due to the 
time limited nature of the programme, it was not possible to collate significant statistical evidence that 
reflects this. 100% of service users from whom we received feedback had enjoyed their visits to the 
farms. 91% of the participants stated that they had enjoyed all of their visit and 9% stated that they had 
enjoyed most of their visit. One service user stated: 

“This is the best job I have ever done and would love to do it all my life.”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

Based on the evidence in the form of written feedback from Social Farmer log books, testimonies from 
key workers and the participants themselves the positive experience can be categorised into 7 key 
areas. Out of 29 participant feedback logs sent out, 11 responses were received. The comments below 
provide a ‘snap shot’ of the feedback which was received. They were chosen because they were 
deemed to best represent the opinions expressed by the participants.
The elements of the sessions which were mentioned by many of the participants as being particularly 
enjoyable were as follows:

1. Animal Handling 
100% of respondents highlighted this as being very gratifying. Service users engaged in tasks such as 
grooming and learning to lead horses, feeding cattle and sheep and preparing bedding in their quarters. 
Some of the farms also had poultry on site and the service users collected eggs and fed them.

“I love working with the horses, I just love being near them”
[Male participant 1, SHSCT Farm, 12.04.16]

2. Undertaking physical work 
55% of respondents mentioned that they enjoyed partaking in physically challenging and tiring tasks. 
Participants undertook tasks such as mucking out stables and barns, shovelling stones, planting trees 
and wheeling the wheel barrow.

“I love being outside and enjoy working with the animals. I love working hard doing 
something that really interests me.”

[Male participant 2, BHSCT Farm, 06.05.16]

3. General maintenance tasks 
45% of respondents stated that they had enjoyed helping maintain and tidy the farm participating in 
tasks such as fixing fences, helping build a chicken coop, brushing the yard and transplanting fruit and 
vegetable plants. Speaking on behalf of one of the participants a key worker stated the he enjoyed: 

“Helping Robert bring the horses out—walking the horses round the arena and the fields—brushing 
the horses and cleaning their pens; working with the calves – Ryan describes the calves as beautiful 

animals; Also enjoyed tidying up.”
[Key worker of Male participant 1, BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

4. Learning new skills
45% of respondents talked about how they found satisfaction in being taught something new. 
Participants were introduced to many new concepts including farm animal care, horticulture and wood 
work. Social Farmers all noted that over time the skills and dexterity of the participants improved.

“He talks about the jobs on the farm and gives advice on how to hold the lambs and 
shares his stories with his peer group”

[Key worker of Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16]

5. Forming friendships  
45% of respondents mentioned their pleasure at making connections with other participants and the 
farmers. Many individuals, both the Social Farmers and the participants talked about how they were 
often laughing and joking together, and how they felt like they had become members of the family.

“I like working with Dorothy, she’s a great teacher”
[Male participant 2, SHSCT Farm, 17.05.16]

Many of participants did not know one another previous to this experience and the Social Farmers 
observed that caring relationships were cultivated between them during the session. One of the Social 
Farmers stated: 

“Both Jill and Ryan look out for Eddie. Ryan helps him open his packed 
lunch and makes coffee for him”

[Social Farmer referring to participants 1, 2, and 3 on BHSCT Farm, 20.05.16]

6. Outdoor environment 
27% of respondents divulged how they enjoyed being outdoors. The rural environment is known for 
having a positive effect on people (Pretty et al., 2007) and the feelings of the participants within this 
study would concur with this. Many of the tasks undertaken on the farm were outside in the open air 
when the weather permitted it. 

“Looking forward to the fresh air, the scenery, the peace and quiet”
[Female participant 1, WHSCT Farm 14.03.16]

7. Hospitality 
18% of service users talked about the amount and quality of food provided by the Social Farmers. 
Almost all Social Farming sessions commenced with a discussion around the table about the day’s 
activities. This discussion was always accompanied by food and drinks. In some cases participants 

brought lunch with them while others had lunch provided at the farm.

“Jayne is lovely – She makes lovely tea and gives us caramel squares – She spoils us”
[Male participant 1, SEHSCT Farm, 26.04.16] 

3. Farm environment
Feedback was received from 2 participants (19%) that they did not enjoy the mud and smells associated 
with the farmyard.
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Challenges related to transport, the timescale of the programme, and the farm environment were 
experienced by the participants.

1. Transport
No issues arose relating to health and safety on the farms, although during transportation to one of the 
farms 3 of the participants were distressed due the behaviour of their driver on one occasion. The Social 
Farmer and the Social Farming Service Coordinator liaised with staff from the Health and Social Care 
Trust about the issue which was quickly resolved. The healthcare worker responsible for these 
participants reported that they felt their concerns had been treated properly by all involved and wanted 
it to be known that this had not marred their enjoyment of the overall Social Farming experience. Of 
approximately 190 journeys undertaken this was the sole incident reported. 

2. Timescale of the programme
The participants were asked if there was anything they did not enjoy about the project and the only 
negative comment directly expressed was that there were not enough sessions and that they would 
have preferred the programme to delivered on a long term basis. 45% of participants specifically stated 
that they would have preferred their Social Farming activities to continue long term.

1. Communication
29% of Social Farmers felt that they had not had sufficient contact with members of staff from their 
Health and Social Care Trust, while 50% felt that they had not been provided with enough information 
about the participants that visited their establishment. This lack of information obviously could have 
inhibited the delivery of a truly person centred programme for the participants users under the joint care 
of the Health and Social Care Trust and the Social Farmer. As a result of this failing there were 2 
participants (6.9%) who did not wish to complete the full 6 weeks. This appears to be due to the fact that 
there was a lack of communication about what Social Farming actually involves and also about the 
individual desires and aims of these service users. It is to be surmised that if more information gathering 
and sharing had taken place at the beginning of the process the Social Farming experience could have 
been tailored more scrupulously to the needs and requirements of these individuals.

   7.3.1 Positives

1. Personal Satisfaction 
Each of the Social Farmers who agreed to become part of this process felt that it had been an edifying 
experience. 100% of the sample stated that they would like to do more Social Farming in future. They 
had relished knowing that they were assisting their participants to have enriching and meaningful 
experiences.  Individuals also stated that they had enjoyed forming relationships with people they may 
not have engaged with outside of this process. 

“I have found it very personally rewarding. I didn’t think when I started that I would have 
enjoyed being involved as much as I have. It has been good for me”

[Social Farmer, BHSCT Farm, 29.04.16]

2. Satisfactory Session Rate
All of the farmers were also satisfied with the remuneration they received for their efforts, with 100% 
agreeing that the amount of £180 per session was equitable to the costs they incurred. It must be noted 
that no respondent stated that this amount was in excess of costs incurred.  To become a Social Farmer 
is an altruistic act, yet financial compensation should be awarded to the individuals that provide this 
activity in the community. The instability and difficulty related to long term referrals and funding within the 
Health and Social Care Trusts is an obvious concern of the Social Farmers who took part in this project. 
100% of the sample stated that funding was essential, and 85.7% said that the funding received during 
the PHA funded sessions had contributed a significant amount towards the farm income. The Social 
Farmers remain hopeful about the future of Social Farming in this country, and this pilot project has only 
increased their enthusiasm.

7.3 Evaluation of the Social Farmer Experience

7.3.2 Challenges 

2. Awareness
A number of the farmers (57.1%) felt that their local Health and Social Care Trust still does not have 
enough knowledge or understanding about Social Farming, therefore this is an ongoing challenge for 
Rural Support and the Social Farmers. 

3. Farm environment
Feedback was received from 2 participants (19%) that they did not enjoy the mud and smells associated 
with the farmyard.
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1. Communication
29% of Social Farmers felt that they had not had sufficient contact with members of staff from their 
Health and Social Care Trust, while 50% felt that they had not been provided with enough information 
about the participants that visited their establishment. This lack of information obviously could have 
inhibited the delivery of a truly person centred programme for the participants users under the joint care 
of the Health and Social Care Trust and the Social Farmer. As a result of this failing there were 2 
participants (6.9%) who did not wish to complete the full 6 weeks. This appears to be due to the fact that 
there was a lack of communication about what Social Farming actually involves and also about the 
individual desires and aims of these service users. It is to be surmised that if more information gathering 
and sharing had taken place at the beginning of the process the Social Farming experience could have 
been tailored more scrupulously to the needs and requirements of these individuals.

Through effectively coordinating the Social Farming taster sessions project Rural Support demonstrated 
its ability to be a point of focus for all those involved in the sessions. From recruiting and providing initial 
set-up support to the Social Farmers, liaising with staff within the five Health and Social Care Trusts to 
identify service users to participate, and then providing ongoing support throughout the period of the 
sessions, Rural Support played a key role that contributed to the project’s success. Through Rural 
Support and the funding received from the PHA, Social Farming taster sessions were facilitated in each 
of the five Health and Social Care Trust areas. This is a particularly significant development and one 
which highlights the scope for further engagements with Rural Support as a regional organisation acting 
as a facilitator between the key stakeholders. 

“The PHA funded taster sessions offered Rural Support the opportunity to promote the development of 
Social Farming in Northern Ireland through engaging with new participants and Social Farmers and all 

five Health and Social Care Trusts”
[Aoibeann Walsh, Social Farming Service Coordinator, 26.05.16]

It is envisioned that the DAERA funded Social Farming Service Coordinator within Rural Support can 
offer support for the development of Social Farming through facilitating funding for taster sessions, 
training and networking opportunities, and awareness raising. This support is available for both new 
Social Farmers and those existing Social Farmers who have Service Level Agreements such as those 
operating in the Southern Health and Social Care Trust; those who have successfully received other 
funding to provide a service; and those with experience in delivery but who are not currently funded to 
provide a service.

7.4 Evaluation of the Rural Support Experience

The Social Farmers appeared to be satisfied by the efforts and input of Rural Support as the nominated 
Social Farming coordinator. 71.4% stated that they saw Rural Support as being best positioned to offer 
assistance to social farmers and all praised the efforts of the Social Farming Service Coordinator. The 
farmers also felt that whilst DAERA and the Health Trusts have a role to play in ensuring there are Social 
Farming opportunities in future Rural Support should be the mediator between these departments.
We do not have a large amount of feedback from the Health Trusts regarding their opinion on the role of 
Rural Support, although one interviewee stated that they saw the need for Rural Support to provide 
quality assurance and standardise Social Farming practices.

7.4.1 Positive Perception of Rural Support’s Role

2. Awareness
A number of the farmers (57.1%) felt that their local Health and Social Care Trust still does not have 
enough knowledge or understanding about Social Farming, therefore this is an ongoing challenge for 
Rural Support and the Social Farmers. 
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1. Communication
Throughout the active research phase of this piece of work, there appeared to be a lack of engagement 
by a moderate proportion of the five Health Trusts. This is not to say that there was not a considerable 
amount of cooperation, however it must be noted that 59.7% of key workers did not provide feedback 
about the sessions on behalf of their service users.

2. Transport
It must also be mentioned that transport posed a logistical challenge, as there were often issues with 
disorganisation. Transport was arranged by collaboration between the Social Farming Services 
coordinator and the Health and Social Care Trusts. For the purpose of these taster sessions £10 per 
journey was allocated per person. In some areas this was underspent while in others there was an 
overspend.

7.4.2 Challenges

The feedback from Health and Social Care Trust employees who had referred service users and also 
visited the farms was overwhelmingly positive. Of the 10 feedback forms received, which represents 
34.4% of the total number of participants, all comments from key workers praised the project. They 
commended the efforts of the farmers and stated that they could recognise the benefits of Social 
Farming for their clients, specifically how their specific needs could be met by long term engagement in 
Social Farming as a day opportunity.

“All 3 men have advised me that they really enjoyed their placement and would love for it to continue 
indefinitely. I am very supportive of the opportunity that Social Farming provides for our service users 
in relation to their educational, psychological, physical, social and mental wellbeing. I believe that the 

farmers providing this placement have shown a very clear understanding of the needs of service users 
and provide a meaningful yet fun environment for them to work in.”

[Patricia Griffith, Day Services Manager, Killadeas Day Centre, WHSCT, 13.05.16]

The Belfast Health and Social Care Trust published an article on their Internet and Intranet pages 
entitled ‘New Day Opportunities Social Farming’ (see Appendix 5). As noted previously, this was the first 
opportunity the BHSCT had to refer service users to a Social Farm. The article states, 

“This Project reflects the commitment of the service users, their parents & carers, staff and all the 
organisations involved working in partnership to develop bespoke individualized day opportunities for 

people with learning disabilities”
[BHSCT article, 26.05.16]

7.5 Evaluation of the Health and Social Care Trust Experience
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It has been suggested that by investing in Social Farming initially as a day opportunity for adults in the 
Health and Social Care system (Dessein and Bock, 2010), with specific needs relating to learning 
disabilities or mental ill health, that in turn money could be saved in other areas of the Health and Social 
Care Trust. Feedback from health care workers relate that this period of 6 weeks was of too brief a 
duration to judge if this is the case. The argument is that by increasing self-esteem, confidence and 
self-worth and by also improving physical health, by lowering BMI, increasing physical activity and 
improving food choices through engaging in Social Farming that financial pressure may be taken off 
other areas of the health care system.  Leck (2013) completed a Social Return on Investment research 
piece on an English Social Farm, conducted over the period of 2 years. This study provided evidence 
that Social Farming activities can actually save money in the National Health Service (NHS) by 
lessening the likelihood that individuals will need to engage with acute mental health services, and will 
have less reliance on social workers, occupational therapists and have less stays in hospital. In a 
section of the study which measured wellbeing and health changes in participants with mental health 
problems and learning disabilities it was noted that only 1 out of 14 participants had been readmitted to 
hospital since attending the farm for 6 months. It was also stated that many participants lost weight and 
therefore their need on NHS services related to obesity was also less likely. The Social Return on 
Investment study calculated that for £1 invested in Social Farming there was a return of £3.50, 
confirming that Social Farming is a cost effective day activity which offers many benefits. It would be in 
the best interests of the Northern Ireland Health and Social Care Trusts to investigate if a similar saving 
potential exists in the Northern Ireland context.

8. Recommendations

This research report is further evidence of the important role Rural Support can play in the development 
of Social Farming in Northern Ireland. By conducting research alongside the facilitation and delivery of 
the project, recommendations can be made for future development. 

1. Recommendations for the Regional Day Opportunities Cross Departmental  
 Group
 1.1 Cooperate with Rural Support to disseminate information about the provision of Social 

Farming in all 5 Health and Social Care Trust areas throughout all staff levels to 
increase awareness and value of this opportunity.

 1.2 Consolidate a regional country wide approach to the provision of Social Farming as a 
day opportunity to avoid geographical discrimination.

 1.3 Identify options for funding Social Farming as a long term component of care plans for 
individuals in receipt of health and social care services. 

 1.4 Support a range of funding arrangements – Service Level Agreements (SLAs) with 
Social Farmers; Direct Payments from service users; GP referrals to Social Farms; 
budget  allocation for taster sessions – to enable long term Social Farming 
opportunities for service users. 

7.6  Value for Money  1.5  Collaborate with Rural Support and Social Farmers to effectively coordinate Social 
Farming activity.

 1.6 Take a cross departmental approach to secure sustainable transport options for Social 
Farming to ensure that all individuals wanting to participate can do so in a cost effective 
manner. 

 1.7   Support further longer term research that focuses on measurable changes for Social 
Farming participants, involves participants in data collection, and conducts a Social 
Return on Investment (SROI) analysis to calculate the value of Social Farming.

2. Recommendations for Rural Support
 2.1   Develop a Code of Practice for all Social Farmers to promote professionalism and good  

governance.
 2.2   Provide training for all future Social Farmers to include first aid, dealing with specific           

medical issues such as epilepsy and diabetes, food safety and safeguarding vulnerable 
adults.

 2.3 Liaise with insurance companies to assist Social Farmers in obtaining the correct 
coverage.

 2.4 Cooperate with Health and Social Care Trusts to ensure that sufficient information is 
provided by the key worker about the service user so that the Social Farming 
experience can be designed with their aims, goals and desires in mind.

 2.5 Collaborate with Social Farming Ireland and Care Farming UK to share information.
 2.6 Engage with stakeholders across all relevant government departments to further the 

development of Social Farming and consider the formation of a steering committee to 
enable this.

3. Recommendations for DAERA
 3.1 Explore options regarding offering grants to cover capital costs/improvement costs for 

Social Farmers.
 3.2 Collaborate with and leverage support from other government departments e.g. the 

Department of Justice to resource Social Farming, and to identify other suitable Social 
Farming participants. 

 3.3 Offer long term adequately resourced support to the Social Farming Support Service 
within Rural Support.
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Appendix 2

Research Methods

Participant/Key worker Log

Name:  

Name of key worker: 

Contact email address of key worker: 

Date:   

Farm attended: 

Date farm was visited (if different to day of recording log): 

Questions for participant

How did you enjoy visiting the farm?
□ Not at all 
□ I enjoyed some of the visit  
□ I enjoyed most of the visit
□ I enjoyed all of the visit

What did you enjoy most?

What did you enjoy least?
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Would you like to go back next week?
□ Yes     □ No 
If Yes, what are you looking forward to?

Other comments

Questions for care giver/case worker
Does the participant seem to enjoy the visit to the farm?
□Yes      □No
Does visiting the farm have any effect on the behaviour/demeanour of the participant?

Additional comments
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CONFIDENTIAL QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SOCIAL FARMERS

The following questions relate to the financial costs incurred in order to provide Social Farming 

sessions. The aim of this research is to define a ‘unit cost’ for Social Farming and as the 

provider of the service your thoughts on this are crucial. We would also like to know your 

opinions on how the ‘salary’ being paid to farmers for delivering Social Farming may influence 

its future potential to become more widespread.

1.  What are the costs incurred by you in order to deliver a day of Social Farming? (Please include  

 details of utilities, insurance, sundries)?

2.  How much time (in hours) does it take to prepare for and clear up after a session?

3.  How long do the participants spend at the farm in one session during this taster period?

4.  If you were given the amount currently paid to you by the PHA during this taster session on a  

 long term basis how sustainable would this be?

5.  Do you feel that the price being paid to you during this taster session is a fair representation of  

 the costs you incur (including the cost of your time)?

 □ current funding exceeds the costs incurred and allows for profit

 □ current funding equates to the costs incurred 

 □ current funding does not adequately cover costs

6.  Would the current level of funding provided to you during the taster session encourage you to  

 do this again?

7.  How important is the funding provided by the PHA or Health Trusts in making it possible for you  

 to deliver Social Farming?

8.  Do Social Farming activities make a significant financial contribution to the farm’s income?

 □ it makes an essential contribution to farm income

  □ it makes a significant contribution to farm income

  □ it makes a small contribution to farm income

  □ it makes little to no contribution to the farm income

9.  Without financial contribution from the PHA/other funding body would you be able to continue  

 delivering Social Farming sessions?

 □ Yes   □ No

The following questions relate to your opinions on the future for Social Farming, based on your  

experiences so far.

10.  Do you think that Social Farming could become more widely available based on your   

 experience of interacting with the health trusts?

11.  If you were going to deliver Social Farming long term what kind of support would you like to  

 have? 

12.  Who do you feel is best positioned to provide support?

13.  What kind of interactions have you had with the Health and Social Care Trust since SoFAB and  

 before this taster session, if any?

14.  What kind of interaction have you had with DARD, regarding Social Farming?

15.  In your opinion, is there anything that DARD could do better relating to Social Farming?

16.  What information are you given about the service users you are hosting before the sessions  

 begin?

17.  Do you feel you were given enough information about the service users before the taster  

 sessions began?

18.  What kind of information would you like to have about each client at the outset?

19.  In your opinion, is there anything the Health and Social Care Trusts could do better relating to  

 Social Farming?

20.  If you have had much contact with a HSCT staff member i.e. a support worker, do you think  

 they have been encouraged to refer future clients?

21.  Do you think the HSCTs have enough knowledge of Social Farming?

22.  Would you like to do more Social Farming in the future?

23.  What have been the challenges for you to overcome in order to deliver this taster session?

24.  What would the conditions have to be for you to host more sessions of Social Farming?

25. In your opinion, is there anything that Rural Support could do better relating to Social Farming?

26.  What would you like to see Rural Support do in future to support Social Farming, and for what  

 purpose?
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Cost Verification Exercise with Social Farmers
Price list 

Equipment
I have taken average prices from local hardware stores for these estimates- if they do not match up to 
what you have spent please correct my figures and add your own costs (including VAT). If you agree with 
the cost I have estimated please tick the box. 
If you have personally purchased any of the equipment please note down the number of pieces bought.
If you have not bought the equipment this time, but would in future (if funding was available) please fill 
in the number you would purchase for social farming activities.
Any additional equipment/material purchased can be added below.

How many Social Farmers helped out during each session? _________
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Insurance
�  Employee liability insurance
Price 

  
�  This fee is for a full year
�  This fee covered the 6 taster sessions

�  Public liability insurance
Price 

  
�  This fee is for a full year
�  This fee covered the 6 taster sessions

�  Social Farming insurance
Price 

□ This fee is for a full year
□ This fee covered the 6 taster sessions

Additional Projects
If there are any additional costs relating to larger projects you would like to complete in future, to make 
the farm more suitable for Social Farming activities please list these below.
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Interview questions for Health Care Workers
 
1.  How does a facility/activity come to be included in the Day Opportunities directory? i.e. Is there  
 a common evaluation system?

2.  How are programmes usually priced? i.e. Is there a framework for estimating the comparable  
 costs of activities, including visits to buildings based centres for individuals per hour?
 i.e. Is there a cost analysis for each activity in the directory?
 i.e. Are activities costed in terms of the level of support required by individual service users?

3.  Is the financial cost of each activity measured against the benefits? 
 i.e. is the social value of the activity taken into account when calculating the cost of providing  
 an activity? 

4.  What mode of evaluation is commonly used to assess the benefits (i.e. improved wellbeing) of  
 Day Opportunities? 

5.  Does a maximum cost for activities exist or would the inclusion of an opportunity in the   
 directory depend on the proven benefits? 

6.  Is the wellbeing of service users assessed during their participation in their chosen day   
 activity?

7.  How are clients assessed in order to be deemed suitable to receive support in terms of Day  
 Opportunities?

8.  What is your opinion of Social Farming in general?

9.  What are the obvious challenges to Social Farming being included in the directory of Day  
 Opportunities within the Trusts?

10.  What needs to be in place to facilitate commissioning of Social Farming? – i.e. How can   
 commissioning Social Farming be made easier?

11.  Are there common activities available across day centres which provide benefits also offered  
 by Social Farming? 

12.  How would potential users of Social Farms be identified?

The following questions relate to how direct payments and personal care budgets 
are allocated.

13.  Is each individual’s allowance based on the outcomes to be achieved by their chosen activity –   
 i.e. Could a larger payment be made if the outcome of the activity is considered to be ‘worth it’?

14.  Are there limits to the amount that an individual could receive according to their needs/abilities?

15.  Does the amount of the personal budget vary greatly amongst those who receive it?

16.  Would it be possible to see a template of a support plan, with intended outcomes – if this  
 exists?
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Appendix 3

Sample Social Farmer Log Book Entries
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Appendix 4
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Appendix 5

Article published on the Belfast Health and Social Care Trust Internet and Intranet pages, 26/05/2016. 
Article available at: http://www.belfasttrust.hscni.net/2889.htm 
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