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ABSTRACT. Dairy farm operators—farmers, workers, and family members—are faced with many
demands and stressors in their daily work and these appear to be shared across countries and cultures.
Dairy operators experience high psychosocial demands with respect to a hard work and production
ethos, economic influences, and social and environmental responsibility. Furthermore, both traditional
and industrial farms are highly dependent on external conditions, such as weather, fluctuating markets,
and regulations from government authorities. Possible external stressors include disease outbreaks,
taxes related to dairy production, and recent negative societal attitudes to farming in general. Dairy farm
operators may have very few or no opportunities to influence and control these external conditions,
demands, and expectations. High work demands and expectations coupled with low control and lack of
social support can lead to a poor psychosocial work environment, with increased stress levels, ill mental
health, depression, and, in the worst cases, suicide. Internationally, farmers with ill mental health have
different health service options depending on their location. Regardless of location, it is initially the
responsibility of the individual farmer and farm family to handle mental health and stress, which can
be of short- or long-term duration. This paper reviews the literature on the topics of psychosocial
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working conditions, mental health, stress, depression, and suicide among dairy farm operators, farm
workers, and farm family members in an international perspective.

KEYWORDS. Agriculture, burnout, farmers, mental strain, suicide

INTRODUCTION

Farming, especially livestock farming, dif-
fers in many ways from other occupations.
Epidemiologists consider the working envi-
ronment on farms to be especially challeng-
ing, because of the diversity and complexity.1

Globally, dairy farming has undergone exten-
sive structural changes in recent decades. Dairy
farms have become fewer, but herd size larger.
The expansion from a small family business to
a large operation with thousands of dairy cows
means increased investments, greater financial
responsibility, adaptation to new technologies,
and new risks, changed employee-employer
responsibilities, different hours and type of
work, and a transformation from family farmer
to entrepreneur.

Greer2 describes the current role of farming
as multifaceted; in addition to traditional food
production, this sector increasingly has other
responsibilities such as promoting sustainability
related to the environment; development of rural
areas; animal welfare; and quality and safety
of food products. These changes and transitions
may be difficult for most dairy operators and
may put a mental strain on members of the
farming community.3,4

The objective of this paper is to provide a
review of the psychosocial working conditions,
mental health and level of stress, depression,
and suicide among dairy farm operators, farm
workers, and farm family members from an
international perspective.

METHODOLOGY

This review article was a conjoint project with
researchers from Europe, USA, and Australia
and the authors have been working in the
research field of psychosocial work environment
and mental health among farmers, farm workers,

and farm families for several years. In devel-
oping this review, a snowballing and satura-
tion approach was adopted with the following
databases searched: PubMed, Google Scholar,
PsycINFO, Scopus, Ebrary, and Web of Science.
The key words used in the search procedure
were agriculture, farming, livestock farming,
dairy farming, dairy farmer, dairy farm operator,
dairy farm worker, dairy farm family, migrant
workers, rural population, employer, employee,
psychosocial work environment, psychosocial
working conditions, psychosocial factors, stress
factors, stressors, demand, control, social sup-
port, internal factors, external factors, health, ill-
ness, mental health, mental problems, ill mental
health, mental symptoms, mental strain, distress,
anxiety, stress, burn out, exhaustion, fatigue,
depression, alcohol and drug abuse, suicide,
occupational health care, and health services.

Scientific peer-reviewed, English-language
research articles, books, e-books, dissertations,
and reports were included as literature in this
review. The process of selection was (1) reading
the title and abstract of the articles or sum-
mary of other books, dissertations and reports;
(2) reading the full-length articles on the topic
and related to dairy farming or livestock farm-
ing; and (3) complementing with relevant new
references in the found literature.

THE PSYCHOSOCIAL WORK
ENVIRONMENT IN DAIRY FARMING

Webster5 classified the past, current, and
future of livestock farming into four categories:
(a) traditional; (b) industrial; (c) value-led; and
(d) one-planet agriculture. In the present review,
we reduced this classification to two types: tra-
ditional dairy farming with smaller herd size
and manual work; and industrial dairy farming
with automated systems, employed workers, and
larger herd size.
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Traditional Dairy Farming

Dairy farming has unique attributes that
impact on farmers’ health. Within the tradi-
tional dairy farm, the farming family often lives
on the farm, including husband, wife, children,
grandparents, and perhaps grown-up children
and extended family also taking part in the dairy
tasks. A special characteristic of the agricultural
work force in western countries is the larger pro-
portion of older (over 65 years) and younger
(under 16 years) workers compared with other
occupational sectors.1

Operating a dairy farm involves working
early mornings to late evenings, every day,
365 days a year, tending the herd and milk-
ing the cows daily. A case study on women’s
working conditions on 10 dairy farms in Finland
found that the working day started on average
at 6 AM and ended on average at 6.30 PM.6

Small dairy farm operators are especially busy,
running their farm with no employees and lim-
ited opportunities to take a leave or a holiday.
Sudden illness or injury may also be a difficult
situation to cope with.6,7 Furthermore, being a
small dairy operator means having home and
work combined, which leaves little room for
full relaxation away from work. Overall, work
and home, professional life and private life, and
fellow worker and husband/wife may be diffi-
cult to separate on farms.8 Therefore, a personal
or family crisis, e.g., serious disabling injury,
divorce, or bankruptcy, can cause serious con-
cerns for farmers and their families, resulting in
remarkable mental pressure.3,4

Despite the global trend of fewer but larger
dairy operations, there are still many small fam-
ily dairy farms, but the decrease in the number
of farms also implies an increase in the distance
between farms. Many dairy operators work in
daily solitude and have limited social contacts.
The spouse may have a job outside the farm
and not share the same daily work life any-
more. Isolation and loneliness have reemerged
as a social problem in agriculture today.9 In
a 1997–2001 monitoring study among dairy
farmers, the social interaction between family
members and neighbors decreased during the
study period, indicating a change towards more
individualistic values.10 Farmers under these

conditions might be facing and dealing with
farm problems on their own, without nearby
support.3,4

Industrial Dairy Farming

Specialization of livestock production on
industrial dairy farms elevates the risk of dairy
operators doing fewer work tasks, during longer
hours and in adverse working conditions.1 On
the other hand, increased use of automated tech-
nology such as milking and forage distribution
may relieve the physical demands of work and
reduce or alter working times in the dairy. A new
responsibility for operators is to monitor these
new systems (automatic and robotic milking).

Large dairy operations employ a number of
workers. For the farmer, this creates a new kind
of professional role as an employer, including
extended supervision of staff, wider responsi-
bility for occupational safety, and wider overall
management of the farm. The new demands
also require new skills and knowledge,11 such
as good leadership, which has been observed to
be an important element for work motivation in
farm work.12

The trend in many Western countries is to use
foreign/migrant workers in the dairies. These
workers face different psychosocial work envi-
ronments than farmers or domestic workers,
including long work hours in a foreign coun-
try away from their family and friends, and
social isolation caused by linguistic and cul-
tural barriers. These conditions are often found
to be associated with ill mental health, anxiety,
depression, alcohol and drug abuse, and even
suicide.13,14

Multifaceted Psychosocial Demands and
Conditions

The International Labour Organization
(ILO)15 defined psychosocial factors at work as
including the interplay within and among the
work environment. In addition to the content
and organization of work, a worker’s com-
petence, needs, cultural beliefs and practices,
and personal issues may have an effect on
work performance and work satisfaction. Most
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TABLE 1. ILO15 Psychosocial Factors at Work and International Characteristics of Dairy Farming

Psychosocial factors at work (ILO, 1986)15 Characteristics of dairy farming (source)

1. Physical work environment Diverse and complex.1

Traditional vs. industrial farming. Possibly physically demanding and
injury risk tasks.

New technology in use. High cognitive and sensory requirements.16

2. Factors intrinsic to the job; e.g., workload,
repetitive work

Intensification of production and long working days. Meaningful work and
positive features of work supporting mental health.16,17

3. Arrangement of work time Working periods in cattle houses are outside the ordinary 9–5 working
day. Long working days, especially during harvesting/calving.

4. Management and operating practices
a. Worker role
b. Worker participation
c. Relationships at work
d. Implementation of changes

a. A new role as an employer requires new skills.11 Good leadership
important for worker motivation.12 Overlapping roles for farm woman,
combination of farm worker and family responsibilities.6,7 Employed
workers with different ethnic and cultural background.13,14

b. Participation in agricultural decision making may be limited or
impossible.18

c. Private and professional life difficult to separate.8 Isolation and
loneliness.9 Lack of support and control.19

d. Structural change; specialization, increased herd size per farm, and
increased risks.

5. Technological changes
a. Industrialization
b. Introduction of new technologies

a. Industrial dairy farming may decrease human-animal contacts and this
may be contradictory to, e.g., animal welfare.20

b. New technologies may improve work conditions but during breakdowns
the situation may be difficult to balance. Uses of new technologies
often alter the working time and its daily rhythm compared with that on
traditional farms.

6. Other factors Declining economic situation.2 Symptoms of exhaustion21 and burnout.22

importantly, these factors may have an influence
on workers’ physical and mental health. The
internationally reported characteristics of dairy
farming are categorized in Table 1 using the
ILO’s psychosocial factors at work,15 high-
lighting the link to psychosocial influences and
possible ill mental health.

Dairy farm operators—farmers, workers, and
family members—face many demands, expec-
tations, and stressors in their daily work that are
shared across countries and cultures. They may
experience high internal demands with respect
to hard work and production performance, sta-
ble farm income, and social and environmental
responsibility. Furthermore, both traditional and
industrial farms are highly dependent on exter-
nal conditions, for which they have little or no
control. These external factors include weather
conditions, government laws and regulations,
disease outbreaks, taxes and expenses related to
dairy production, and negative societal attitudes

to farming in general. However, farmers have
few or no opportunities to influence and con-
trol those external conditions. Experiencing
a high demand work environment coupled
with low control and low social support19 can
lead to stress and strain, ill mental health, and
depression, as described by Karasek.23

In everyday situations, dairy farmers may
face challenges such as high workload, time
pressure, machinery breakdown, difficulties
understanding new technology, and hazardous
working conditions. Economic factors, such
as irregular and uncertain income, financial
debt, and high interest rates, may elevate
the strain. In addition, personal health prob-
lems, poor work-life balance, working with
multigenerational family members, record keep-
ing, and paper work cause mental strain for
farmers.18,24–27

In the Nordic countries, studies have shown
that young dairy farmers (30–44 years old)
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experienced more conflict situations, worked
longer hours, and were more worried than
older colleagues.28 They were also more con-
cerned about financial problems and lack of
holidays and had difficulties managing the con-
flicting demands of work and family. Swedish
farmers and dairy farmers experienced high
demands at work, but also a high degree of con-
trol and considered their work meaningful.29,30

However, they felt more insecure regarding their
work situation compared with other occupa-
tions. Swedish studies also found that dairy farm
employees experienced less influence over deci-
sions made on the farm and a faster work pace
than dairy farm owners.30 Female dairy work-
ers in particular experienced excessive work
demands, inadequate control and influence, and
few opportunities for development and felt that
leadership, feedback, and social support were
poor on dairy farms.18

Danish farmers (N = 374) found the
psychosocial work environment favorable in
general but experienced high cognitive and
sensory demands.16 Development opportunities
within the profession were valued as good and
the farmers felt that they performed meaning-
ful work. Although a number of Danish farmers
worked alone, they had a large degree of social
support from the surroundings.16 Melberg17

concluded, based on a wide survey (N =
3383) conducted in 1995, that Norwegian farm-
ers also did not experience distress. This lack of
distress may be because their way of living pro-
vided positive features for mental health, e.g.,
freedom, independence, fresh air, and work with
farm animals.

In general, global dairy farming is associated
with small family farms with no employees,
long work hours, and limited possibilities for
relaxation and holidays, home and work at the
same place, spouse often working off farm, and
few social contacts, but global dairy farming
is also associated with large and technically
well-equipped dairy operations with many dairy
cows, several employees, and comprehensive
employer responsibilities. Dairy farm operators,
workers, and family members face a number
of internal and external psychosocial demands
and societal expectations, which they to some
degree are able to control. High demands and

few possibilities for influencing and controlling
these can, however, be mentally straining
and lead to stress and depression, especially
if the farmers have poor social contact and
are forced to deal with the problems on their
own. As shown in Table 1, these psychosocial
demands, expectations, mental strain, and stress
seem to be shared across countries and cultures.

MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS AND
STRESS ASSOCIATED WITH

PSYCHOSOCIAL DEMANDS AND
STRESSORS IN DAIRY FARMING

A review of farming, mental health prob-
lems, and mental illness indicated that farmers,
farm workers, and their families face an array
of stressors related to the physical environment,
the structure of farming families, economic dif-
ficulties, and uncertainties associated with farm-
ing, which may be detrimental to their mental
health.26 In Finland, a study by Saarni et al.19

found that farmers had the lowest rates in all
factors measured concerning work ability, sub-
jective quality of life, and health-related quality
of life, when compared with salary earners and
other entrepreneurs.

Work-related stress is often defined as a con-
flict where the demands of work are higher
than the worker can manage, control, or cope
with.31,32 There are several factors that may
moderate stressful situations, including social
support, control of work, personal efficiency,33 a
relaxed, positive attitude, and a balance between
work and family life.34

The National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH) has listed farming
as one of the ten most stressful occupations in
the world.34 Research in the USA and Australia
has linked stress and mental strain to a vari-
ety of factors, including solitary work, financial
worries, weather dependency, and family prob-
lems. The mental strain can cause sleeping and
concentration problems, psychosomatic disor-
ders, increased injury rates, family problems,
substance abuse, and at worst suicide.26,27,35–37

A recent review of mental health in the
rural sector identified the most common
stressors as being commodity prices; financial
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pressures; debt; climate change; overwork;
seasonal conditions; government regulations;
and compliance.27 Another study added another
factor as an increasing new stressor—the lack of
skilled labor.38 A literature review that gathered
research results from 15 scientific articles
identified the following as the most common
stressors among farm entrepreneurs: (a) the
farm economy; (b) regulations, including farm-
ing bureaucracy, the amount of paperwork, and
the political framework related to agriculture;
(c) the weather and natural conditions of agri-
culture; and (d) dangers in farm work, injuries,
and deficiencies in the work environment.39

A study in England and Wales investigated
sources of stress for farmers in general and
found that they had problems with record keep-
ing and paperwork (62%), difficulty understand-
ing forms (56%), and problems arising from
the effects of new legislation and regulations
(49%).40 Nearly a quarter reported financial
problems and most were worried about money.
Very few were socially isolated, with over 90%
having at least one confidant. Nearly a third
had health problems that interfered with their
work. The farmers most vulnerable to finan-
cial and other problems were those with small
farms and mixed farming operations. The survey
confirmed findings from several regional stud-
ies that many farmers experienced considerable
stress from various causes.40

An Australian study showed that dairy farm-
ers had extremely high distress levels, which
increased significantly over a 12-month study
period, exceeding those of a number of other
Australian occupations.22 Specific measures,
such as globalization, finances, and demands
from society, explained the variance in psycho-
logical distress. The analysis indicated that the
theoretical job demand-control model was not
sufficient to explain the high levels of distress.

In a survey conducted in New Zealand among
dairy farmers (N = 985), the stress level was
reported as moderate.24 The new technology in
use on farms did not increase stress, but the
stress level was higher among older farmers
and among women respondents. Farm women’s
double or triple role as farmer, family member
responsible for family issues, and/or off-farm
worker may increase the prevalence of stress.

In the study by Alpass et al.,24 stress symptoms
were associated with time pressures, machine
breakage, weather conditions, and governance
policies. Berkowitz and Perkins41 concluded,
however, that stress symptoms were not associ-
ated with workload or farm complexity among
dairy farm wives (N = 126) in the USA, and that
family relationships served as a buffer to prevent
stress symptoms. In that study, psychosocial
stress symptoms were nervousness, restlessness,
insomnia, shortness of breath, and fainting. Van
Haaften et al.42 observed that the foot and mouth
disease crisis was associated with differences in
levels of stress, marginalization, and depression
among Dutch dairy farmers.

Kallioniemi et al.21 observed in their study
of Finnish full-time farm entrepreneurs that
34% reported symptoms that could be classi-
fied as exhaustion. In another study on Swedish
dairy farms, female workers reported poorer
mental health and lower vitality and felt more
stressed than male workers.18 Lunner Kolstrup
and Hultgren30 found work-related psychosocial
symptoms such as irritation, fatigue, and insom-
nia in 25% of employed dairy workers. In com-
parison, the dairy farm owners experienced few
work-related psychosocial symptoms except for
irritation and fatigue.

Deary et al.25 compared stress symptoms
among farmers (N = 318) representing dif-
ferent production sectors and found that dairy
farmers had higher levels of stress related to
time pressure. A telephone survey conducted in
2004 reached a total of 1182 full-time farmers in
Finland and found that the prevalence of stress
was about the same (33%) among 491 dairy
farmers and full-time farm entrepreneurs in
general (34%).43 The prevalence of stress was
higher among the working population (44%)
than among the full-time farm entrepreneurs and
dairy farmers.44

A study on possible associations between
worker health and animal health showed that
employed workers felt more stressed or frus-
trated when dairy cows had a high incidence of
disease and mastitis.30 The stress or frustration
was explained by the increased workload due
to the extra physical labor involving in clean-
ing, separating, and treating mastitic cows, or
the increased mental workload due to pressure
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or demands from management to improve dairy
herd health. An alternative explanation was that
workers might have felt empathy and concern
for the unwell cows and thus experienced these
feelings as mentally unsettling.30

Farming has been listed as one of the 10 most
stressful occupations in the world.34 Work-
related stress and ill mental health among
dairy farmers, workers, and family members
have in several international studies been found
associated with high workload, time pressure,
machinery break down, disease outbreaks, haz-
ardous working conditions and dangers in farm
work, difficulties understanding new technol-
ogy, irregular and uncertain income, financial
debt and high interest rates, seasonal condi-
tions, weather dependency, effects of new gov-
ernmental regulations and compliances, bureau-
cracy and huge amount of paper work, cli-
mate change, employer responsibilities, lack
of skilled workers, solitary work and lack of
social support, family problems, poor work-life
balance, and increased environmental demands
and consumer expectations. In addition, studies
report increased stress-related symptoms among
dairy operators such as sleeping and concentra-
tion problems, psychosomatic disorders, irrita-
tion, anxiety, nervousness, restlessness, fatigue,
exhaustion, increased injury rates, alcohol and
drug abuse, depression, and suicide.

SUICIDE AND DEPRESSION IN
DAIRY FARMING

People respond to mental strain or stress
in many different ways. People may develop
physical health problems or they may develop
emotional or mental problems, which could lead
to depression, alcohol and drug abuse, family
violence, or suicide.27

Elevated rates of suicide among farmers com-
pared with other occupational groups and the
general population have been reported in many
Western countries.45–51 Many factors have been
proposed to account for the high rates of suicide
among farmers, including access to firearms,
the prospect of unemployment, financial diffi-
culties and a sense of personal failure when this
involved the loss of a family farm, a functional

attitude toward death, increased psychiatric mor-
bidity, personality factors, isolation, lack of
social support, lack of personal meaning in life,
and high levels of occupational stress. Other
studies have addressed the traditional belief that
farmers do not like to complain or ask for help,
and therefore may be less likely to seek medical
care for physical or psychiatric problems.52

In a South African case study (N = 5) by
Holtman et al.,53 suicide survivors identified
contextual factors that included economic prob-
lems (poverty), low education, childhood within
dysfunctional family environments, alcohol use,
interpersonal conflicts and violence, a sense
of hopelessness, the absence of coping mecha-
nisms, and easy access to pesticides as a means
of self-harm.

Other studies have suggested that exposure
to cholinesterase-inhibiting agents may lead
to anxiety and depression.54,55 This mecha-
nism may be a key to the increased risk of
suicide observed in some studies, as anxi-
ety and depression are established risk fac-
tors for suicidal behavior. Some studies have
reported an increased prevalence of depression
among farmers compared with other occupa-
tional groups,56–58 and the prevalence of depres-
sive symptoms among farmers who have a his-
tory of acute pesticide poisoning is higher than
among farmers who have had no history of acute
poisoning.59–62

Van Wijngaarden63 reported that suicide was
associated with working in occupations exposed
to pesticides among men and women. Despite
the evidence that selected classes of pesticides
may influence mental health, limited work has
been done to assess the impact of these com-
pounds on farmers and farm workers. In fact,
studies targeting highly exposed workers are
rare. Dairy workers are among the farm popula-
tion that might be exposed to organophosphate
chemicals due to the use of these compounds
in controlling insects. More work is needed to
assess this population of exposed workers.

In the study by Canton and Williams,64

hearing problems had serious consequences in
dairy farm communities in New Zealand (N =
74 participants). These hearing problems could
lead to communication difficulties and thus,
e.g., development of coping strategies, social
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isolation, frustration, anxiety, stress, resent-
ment, depression, and fatigue. Peres et al.65

reported on an AMI (Aging Multidisciplinary
Investigation) cohort on France (N = 1002),
focusing on health and aging in elderly farmers
living in rural areas, and found that symptoms
of depression were one of several factors cited.

Clingerman and Brown66 observed that
migrant farm workers (N = 40) in Texas expe-
rienced significant levels of stress during prem-
igration. Arcury et al.,67 in a study focusing on
Latino migrant farm workers (N = 300) in the
USA, observed that although the work safety
climate was considered poor and 27.9% had
elevated depressive symptoms, work safety cli-
mate itself was not associated with depressive
symptoms. However, in the presence of depres-
sion, low safety knowledge may increase the
probability of injuries.68

Mental and physical health is interconnected.
Osborne et al.69 observed in a review that
depression was one risk factor for musculoskele-
tal disorders among farm owners and workers.
Depression was the fifth most common health
problem (7% mentioned it) in a study by Luque
et al.,70 which examined illnesses and work-
related injuries among Latino migrant farm
workers (N = 100) in Georgia, USA. Depression
scores were associated with musculoskeletal
problems, which were the major occupational
health condition for these farm workers.

Several international studies show elevated
rates of depression and suicide among dairy
farmers, farm workers, and migrant workers
compared with other occupations. Many factors
have been proposed to account for these high
rates of depression and suicide such as high
level of occupational stress, easy access to
firearms, pesticides, and medication as a means
of self-harm, prospect of unemployment, finan-
cial difficulties, sense of personal failure, loss
of family farm, lack of social support, lack of
personal meaning of life, sense of hopelessness,
isolation caused by culture or linguistic, absence
of coping strategies, psychiatric morbidity, and
personal attitude towards accepting the situation
and seeking mental counseling. Exposures to
pesticides and acute pesticide poisoning have
also been identified as risk factors for depression
and suicidal behavior among farmers.

HEALTH SERVICE AVAILABILITY
FOR FARMERS, FARM WORKERS,

AND FAMILIES WITH MENTAL
HEALTH PROBLEMS

Farmers with mental health problems have
different possibilities to access health care. To a
great extent, it is up to the individual farmer and
the farm family to handle the stress, which can
be of short- or long-term duration. Besides self-
help, the next step is often to get in touch with
a local health center or general practitioner, who
is often imbued with a high degree of trust by
farmers and their families.71

Many parts of Australia during 2002–2010
have been in drought, causing associated stress
and an increased risk of mental health problems
in farming populations. A study by Gunn et al.72

showed that the most commonly employed
coping strategies were planning, acceptance,
and active coping, and the least used were
alcohol/drug use, denial, behavioral disengage-
ment, and religion. Strong social networks may
help farmers cope with stress.73

There are a number of different self-help
materials available for farmers and farm fam-
ilies, such as resource books for good mental
health74 and guidelines and checklists.75,76

A Swedish study carried out among farmers
to determine whether psychosocial risk fac-
tors were correlated with membership in an
occupational health service program. Thelin
et al.77 found that those with occupational
health care were less often single and had more
education and more social contacts than those
without such care. Eating times were more
regular and meals were better for those with
occupational health care. The Karasek-Theorell
indices for psychological demands and decision
latitude at work were also higher in those
with occupational health care. Better-educated
farmers and those with larger farms were more
often members of an occupational health care
program. In addition, this group had fewer
psychosocial risk factors.77

Brumby et al.78 observed that farmers with
multiple risk factors for chronic disease (car-
diovascular disease, diabetes) benefited from
participating in health education and assess-
ment programs with high levels of individual
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participation. Further, an association between
obesity and higher levels of psychological
distress in farm men and women was found in a
cohort of 1192 farmers.79

Finland is one country with a well-developed
voluntary occupational health service for
farmers.39 An occupational health nurse and
local agricultural advisor visit farms according
to an established schedule to survey work-
ing conditions at least every 4 years. Mental
well-being is assessed by observing the work-
ing conditions and the interaction between
farmers and others who work or live on the
farm. An overview of the mental well-being
of farmers is obtained at least every second
year in health examinations, including tests of
work ability, burnout, depression, and alcohol
consumption. If needed, the farmer will be
directed to contact further medical experts.80

There are also some other systems aiming
to encourage good working conditions and
well-being on farms, e.g., “Resource barn,” a
consultancy service provided by a farm advisory
organization, and the “Support network for the
rural population,” which involves volunteers
providing a phone helpline for farmers.39

Countries around the world have more or less
developed systems or measures aiming to ensure
good psychosocial working conditions and men-
tal well-being on farms. Often it is up to the
individual farmer and farm family to handle and
cope with the stress using self-help material.
Health service centers with counseling are also
provided in several countries and studies show
that farmers benefit from participation in occu-
pational health care programs. Farmers or farm
family members with serious injuries, health
problems, or disabilities, who have severe finan-
cial problems or are having a personal crisis,
might need extra support in assessing risks and
professional help in order to avoid stress and
depression.

CONCLUSION

Globally dairy farmers belong to an occu-
pation facing a large number of multifaceted
psychosocial demands, expectations, and
stressors. Hazardous and mentally straining

working conditions, such as high workload and
time pressure, machinery breakdowns, unfavor-
able weather conditions, and possibly disease
outbreaks may be difficult to balance. Economic
aspects, e.g., irregular and uncertain income,
financial debt, and high interest rates, may also
elevate daily stress. In addition, there may be
social difficulties, e.g., in balancing work and
family and working with multigenerational
family members or migrant workers. Several
studies report increased bureaucracy, record
keeping, and paperwork—and all this seems to
cut across countries and cultures.

Dairy farm operators, workers, and farm fam-
ilies living and working with and under these
demands and stressors on a daily basis are
exposed to mental strain. Research shows evi-
dence of existing and increasing levels of stress
symptoms, ill mental health, depression, sub-
stance abuse, and even suicide among dairy
operators and workers. However, some studies
report a high degree of control, a perception of
meaningful work, and a favorable psychosocial
work environment on dairy farms. A crucial
question is how to achieve and maintain posi-
tive working conditions within this occupational
sector.

This paper highlights the commonality of
psychosocial and mental issues globally across
dairy farmers (traditional and industrial) and
highlights the lack of profound systematic stud-
ies to address the psychosocial working con-
ditions and mental health of dairy farmers.
Several studies have been performed regard-
ing the psychosocial working conditions and
mental health of dairy farmers, farm workers,
and their family members. However, the struc-
tural and technical development in the sector is
rapidly changing and there is a need for fur-
ther research and studies in order to understand
the cause and effect of stress, ill mental health,
depression, and suicide in dairy farming. Health
service centers that offer professional counsel-
ing are available in several countries. However,
future research should investigate the effective-
ness of these programs and if improvements
could be made to these health service centers.
Some potential research questions include the
following: Geographical location—Do farmers
have to travel far to seek help because the health
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service is located in larger urban areas and not in
rural areas? Flexible opening hours—Do farm-
ers work during the day and do the health service
centers provide evening appointments? Rural
knowledge—Do mental practitioners have pro-
found knowledge regarding rural farm lifestyle?

We recommend that research be undertaken
to develop and test self-help measures and fur-
ther develop, implement, and evaluate mental
health programs to assist farmers, workers, and
their families to identify and manage stress and
ill mental health. Given the findings from this
paper and the commonality of these issues glob-
ally, this further work should be undertaken at an
international and collaborative level to provide
economies of scale, robustness of approach, and
universal transferability. Extension of this initial
work and proposed further work should be com-
municated through an international conference
or other forum.
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