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HIGHLIGHTS

e Better control of musculoskeletal workload remains a key factor in improving working
conditions on Finnish farms.

e Orientation and training of workers should be carefully prepared with attention to con-
tent, method, and timing.

o Continued training is needed, especially for foremen and the increasing number of long-
term foreign workers.

ABSTRACT. Foreign workers have become an important part of the workforce on horticul-
ture and livestock farms in Finland. The aim of this study was to investigate the experiences
of foreign workers regarding their working and living conditions. We conducted semi-
structured theme interviews during two time periods: in 2008-2009 (n = 40 workers on
eight farms) and again in 2018-2019 (n = 9 workers on four farms). We found variations
in expectations and goals among workers when they take a job abroad. Compelling factors
in the origin country included unemployment, low wages, and low standards of living, and
enticing factors in the destination country included social relationships and expectations
of better income. Personal networks had a strong role in the recruiting processes. Work
on farms is physically demanding, and being a foreign worker affects social life in many
ways, such as being separated from family and facing pressures from the home community
to arrange jobs for others. New communication technologies have improved possibilities
to stay in contact. Employers could contribute to better working and living conditions for
foreign workers by improving work organization, ergonomics at work, orientation of new
workers, and continued training of supervisors. Worker orientation and training should be
carefully planned, taking into consideration the limited language skills, work competence
requirements, and possibilities for career advancement of the workers.
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land, especially in the horticultural sector. Various aspects of the living and working

circumstances of foreign workers and associated migration policies and farm manage-
ment challenges have been widely discussed in Europe in recent years (Ramos et al., 2020;
Schuh et al., 2019; Dwyer et al., 2019; McNamara et al., 2018). In our study, foreign farm
workers are defined as non-permanent migrants and permanent immigrants who are hired to
work for wages on farms. The Natural Resources Institute Finland (Finnish abbreviation:
Luke) estimated that there were 14,500 foreign farm workers in Finland in 2007. Nine years
later, in 2016, the estimated number of foreign farm workers was 16,000 (Luke, 2019). In
2016, there were altogether 118,000 people working in agriculture or horticulture in Finland;
70% of them were Finnish farmers or their family members. Approximately 80% of farm
work (61,000 full-time equivalent work years in total) was performed by farmers and their
family members, and 6% was performed by foreign workers (Luke, 2019).

The modern history of foreign workers in Finnish agriculture and horticulture began in
the early 2000s when many Estonians became interested in working in Finland. After the
EU enlargement of 2004, the number of Estonian agricultural and horticultural workers
diminished, and more seasonal migrant workers started to come from Russia and other non-
EU countries, such as Ukraine and Thailand (Ovaska et al., 2011). The labor force flow to
Finland still remains stronger from non-EU countries than from countries within the EU.

For a long time, foreign labor was mainly seen as an increase in the labor supply, which
was believed to decrease wage levels over time. More recent studies have underlined the
positive effects of immigrants on labor market outcomes and productivity at the local level.
There are differences between the tasks that foreign and native workers are more likely to
perform, and businesses can adjust their operations in response to immigration (Peri, 2016).
Access to foreign labor brings certainty to businesses and enables risk-taking and increas-
ing production. Foreign workers have an effect on the local economy because they are also
consumers, supporting local businesses and the housing market. Moreover, they need to be
considered in planning of public services, such as healthcare (Rye, 2018). In many rural
areas with declining and aging populations, the local community is actively integrating
immigrants. The involvement of the public sector, companies, and NGOs in the process
has led to progress in local development (Mikkola and Morales, 2017).

While the contribution of foreign workers has been notable on European farms during
the past 20 years, there have been only few studies on the health and safety of foreign farm
workers. In Norway, Rye and Andrzejewska (2010) noted that even if minimum wages and
working conditions are defined by rules and regulations, they are not followed in practice
on farms. This is because of the dissmpowerment and weak negotiating position of foreign
workers and because their baseline for wage level comes from their home countries, where
wages are lower. In the U.K., Cross et al. (2008) found that the self-perceived health status
of foreign farm workers was significantly lower than population norms. In southern Eu-
rope, Ahonen et al. (2009) found many faults in the working conditions of immigrant work-
ers, such as lack of training and personal protective equipment, long working hours, and
hard work with inadequate rest, which caused severe fatigue and difficulties in maintaining
physical and mental health. Their study did not specifically focus on the agricultural sector,

I Voreign workers have become an important part of the agricultural labor force in Fin-
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but some farm workers were included. In Greece, Alexe et al. (2003) found that migrants
are a high-risk group for occupational injuries on farms, and their injuries tend to be more
severe. Hoggart and Mendoza (2000) concluded that the working conditions for immi-
grants in the agricultural sector are not likely to improve because that sector often serves
as an entry point to the labor market of the new country. The workers are satisfied with the
working and living conditions because their employment is only short-term.

Safe and healthy working conditions are an important part of socially sustainable food
production. Good working conditions and physical assets are also attractive factors when
farm employers seek competent workers (Schuh et al., 2019). Ahonen et al. (2009) and
Rye and Andrzejewska (2010) suggested that the working and living situations of foreign
farm workers need to be addressed at the farm and individual levels. From this perspective,
we explored the views of foreign farm workers in Finland regarding their work and life as
employees in the agricultural and horticultural sector.

The objective of this study was to create a multi-faceted picture of the working life of
foreign farm workers. The ultimate aim was to provide information for farm employers
when considering new ideas for developing living and working conditions for their work-
ers. The main research questions were: (1) How do foreign agricultural workers experience
their working and living conditions in Finland? and (2) What are the challenges and oppor-
tunities for improving the working life of foreign farm workers?

Material and Methods

This descriptive study explored the experiences of foreign farm workers in interviews
conducted during 2008-2009 and 2018-2019. While not aiming to compare the two periods,
this approach provided a broader time perspective for gaining a picture of the experiences
of foreign workers on Finnish farms. Our research method was a semi-structured theme
interview. In the first part, the interview themes included background information, acquir-
ing the job, motivation, orientation and training, working on the farm, work strain, mode
of action in the case of injury or illnesses, supporting factors, communication and feedback,
conflicts, leisure time, living on the farm and in the country, information needs, and general
thoughts about the working experience. Each theme was addressed by asking a main ques-
tion (e.g., “Why did you decide to come to Finland and to this farm in particular?”, “Can
you describe the orientation and training for work tasks when you started working on the
farm?” and “Can you describe what you would do in case of illness?”). Further in-depth
questions were asked when needed. In the second part, the focus was on work motivation
and conditions, and the thematic questions covered work tasks, motivation, physical and
social work context, straining factors, and development needs.

Most of the study farms were horticultural operations, while three were animal produc-
tion farms (table 1). Of the horticultural farms, three were greenhouse operations (vegeta-
bles, herbs, flowers) and the rest practiced field production (strawberries, other berries,
apples, potatoes, peas, and other vegetables). The animal farms had dairy cows, calves, and
beef cattle. The study farms were in Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking regions.

Immediately before the interviews, the workers filled out a form with their demographic
information. The interviewer then had an in-depth discussion with each worker. All inter-
views were transcribed for content analysis. The interview was conducted in Russian if that
was the worker’s native or well-understood language. Other interviews were conducted in
English or Finnish. All interviews were conducted on farms because it was not possible to
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Table 1. Study participants.

Part 1 Part 2
(2008-2009)  (2018-2019) Total
Gender Female 22 4 26
Male 18 5 23
Education University 7 2 9
Vocational or military 15 7 22
Senior high school 2 - 2
Elementary school 3 - 3
Student 13 - 13
Citizenship Ukrainian 15 6 21
Russian 14 - 14
Latvian 4 - 4
Bulgarian 3 3
Serbian 2 - 2
Estonian 2 1 3
Bosnian - 1 1
Vietnamese - 1 1
Production sector Horticulture 36 9 45
Animal production 4 - 4
Information about job Friends, relatives, acquaintances 31 4 35
Organization, university 7 4 11
Newspaper 1 - 1
Internet 1 1 2
Age (years) Average 30 35 31
Minimum 18 26 18
Maximum 52 58 58

take workers away from the farms during the workday. To minimize disturbances, we had
flexibility in managing the times for interviews while aiming to have a large enough sample
size for data saturation. There were three interviewers in the first part of the study and one
interviewer in the second part. The workers did not receive payment for taking part in the
study; however, refreshments or snacks were served when needed. Two researchers con-
ducted the main analysis, and the findings were discussed with the research team.

In the first part of the study, data were collected in 2008 and 2009 on eight Finnish
farms. Our aim was to get a diverse sample of workers including both horticultural and
animal production farms, female and male workers, workers with long-term and temporary
employment, and both newcomers and experienced migrant and immigrant workers. We
continued data collection until all the defined criteria were fulfilled and the data started to
saturate. The participating farms were found using networks and contacts among research-
ers and farm organizations. The data consisted of interview material from 40 foreign farm
workers, including 22 females and 18 males (table 1); 13 participants were students, but
only two were trainees (this being their official practical training period). Seven workers
had graduated from a university, and 15 had some vocational (e.g., technician, bricklayer,
baker) or military education. Most of the workers (83%, or 33 workers) mentioned having
earlier experience in farm work on the present farm, at other farms, or at home. However,
the type of farm work experience was not explored further and could have been in very
different circumstances (e.g., ranging from small farms with hand-milking to large collec-
tive farms with 200 to 400 cows). Most of the workers received information about the job
from relatives, friends, or acquaintances. Seven had been hired with the help of a university
or some other organization, one noticed an ad for the job in a newspaper, and one found
information on the internet. The mean age of the workers was 30 years, the minimum age
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was 18 years, and the maximum age was 52 years. Some of the interviewed seasonal work-
ers were working on the farm for the first time (n = 16), but some had been working there
seasonally for more than ten years. Most of the workers lived on the farm. The most com-
mon citizenships were Ukrainian (n = 15) and Russian (n = 14), but there were also workers
from Latvia, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Estonia who participated in our study.

In the second part of the study, data were collected in 2018 and 2019 on four Finnish
farms (table 1). Our aim was to interview foreign workers on horticultural farms to update
and complete the information obtained in the first part of the study. We used several com-
munication channels, including farmer magazines, e-mails, and phone calls to contacts
found on the internet (e.g., direct marketing farms), to find farms willing to participate. In
addition to asking workers about their personal experiences, we interviewed foreign fore-
men on three farms about their views on foreign workers’ life on Finnish farms.

The second part of the study contributed to the data with nine foreign farm workers (five
female and four male). Two workers had graduated from a university, and seven had vo-
cational education. Four of the workers received information about the job from relatives.
Others found information on the internet either directly or via recruitment agencies. The
mean age of the workers was 36 years, the minimum age was 26 years, and the maximum
age was 58 years. All of the interviewed workers had been working on the same farm sea-
sonally for several years. One of them had been working there for more than ten years.
Two of the workers lived on the farm. The other seven had used the opportunity to stay
permanently in Finland after several years of seasonal work. The most common citizenship
was Ukrainian (n = 6), but workers from Bosnia, Estonia, and Vietnam also participated in
the second part of the study.

In the analysis, all the data were read through several times, comments relating to each
topic were collected together, and different themes were identified. The interpretation of
themes aimed to identify factors that can be used when improving the working life of for-
eign workers (Beyer and Holzblatt, 1998; Braun and Clarke, 2006). The elements of the
work ability model created by Ilmarinen (2006) were used as a framework for organizing
the observed themes (tables 2 and 3). This work ability model introduces the main elements
of working life: work (work conditions, work content and demands, work community and
organization, supervisory work and management), human resources (values, attitudes, mo-
tivation, knowledge and skill, health, functional capacity), and social surroundings (family,
close community, society) (Ilmarinen, 2006; Gould et al., 2008).

Further categorizing by motivational factors (e.g., a way of making a living for commit-
ted long-term workers, wandering workers who focus on earning money, trainees, traveling
combined with earning money, workers from nearby areas for whom the job offered an
easy opportunity to earn some extra money) was also tested but was abandoned due to
complex overlaps.

This study was conducted by research staff at the Natural Resources Institute Finland
(Luke), a governmental research institute for agriculture, forestry, and fishing (Finlex,
2014). This research complied with Luke’s research ethics and information confidentiality
rules and was not considered human subjects research.

Results

Motivation
The main motivational factor for taking a job abroad was money, but there were many
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Table 2. Straining and supporting factors of foreign farm workers in relation to work, health, family, and
close community based on interview data.

Straining Factors

Supporting Factors

Work Work conditions ‘Work conditions
Physically hard work. Adequate tools.
Environmental exposures. Diverse tasks.
Work community and management ‘Work community and management
Changing workmates. Well defined tasks.
Supervision of peer workers when language  Possibility for undisturbed working.
and cultural barriers exist. Daily tasks, goals, and timetables are communi-
Language barrier in communication with su- cated.
pervisor or farmer. Open, trustful communication with employer.
Opinions and ideas are not noticed. Good teamwork, common aims.
Operative work organization is unclear. Workers are valued and respected; their opin-
No positive feedback. ions and ideas are noticed.
Positive feedback for work and achievements.
Contracts and compensation Contracts and compensation
Pay too low. Adequate wage level.
Workers cannot know how much money they Regular, on-time payment.
make during the season. Other compensation, e.g., free lunch or inex-
Compensation and other matters of employ- pensive housing.
ment are not openly discussed.
Unaware of rights.
Work disability time compensation is not
known.
Lack of information on pension accrual.
Professional competence Professional competence
Professional competence does not meet work  Progress of work tasks.
requirements.
Health Physically straining, hard work. Keeping fit.
Unaware of availability of and right to Mental rest.
healthcare services.
Avoiding local healthcare services due to bad
experiences and language barrier.
What to do in case of accident is unclear.
Family Homesickness, missing family and friends Possibility to adapt work periods to time spent
back home. with family.
Pressures from home community to arrange Possibility to send money to family.
employment for friends.
Feeling isolated.
Close Housing conditions Housing conditions
community Problems with sharing common facilities. Warm water, warm accommodation, ready
Lack of privacy. lunch in high season.
Limited comfort.
Social relationships Social relationships
Feelings of inequality. Long common working history.
Difficulties in interactions with peer workers  Peer help.
and subgroups.
Dependence on employer in many matters.
Sad to leave when employment ends.
Leisure time Leisure time
Feelings of being isolated in rural area. Enjoying leisure time, nature, and friends.
Communication, e.g., with authorities, work-
mates, and other people, is difficult due to
language barrier.
18 Journal of Agricultural Safety and Health



Table 3. Motivational factors of foreign farm workers based on interviews.

Pushing Factors in Country of Origin Pulling Factors in Destination Country
Unemployment Positive information

Low living standards Peer help

Low wages Curiosity for new earning possibilities

Traveling, new cultures and experiences

Affection for the same farm, long work history

Rewarding work community

Trustworthy employer

Good working comfort

Good working conditions

Welcome change to home circumstances, “mental refreshment”

personal variations in expectations and aims (table 3). Difficult circumstances, such as a
low standard of living, low wages, or unemployment in the home country, encouraged
people to find new opportunities somewhere else. For people from neighboring areas, such
as Karelia, the short distance made it easy to come to Finland, and the wages were better
than at home. Some workers mentioned working abroad and meeting new people as a wel-
come change in their everyday life or as a form of mental refreshment, even though work-
ing in the strawberry fields was physically hard. The experiences of friends and acquaint-
ances made job opportunities attractive. Human relationships, a habit from long experi-
ence, work content, and normal working conditions were also mentioned. The term “nor-
mal working conditions” was described with attributes, such as work tasks are well-de-
fined, workers are allowed to work in peace, the employer provides tools, listens to the
workers’ opinion, and pays wages on time. Feelings of this kind strengthened the workers’
commitment to the workplace. Some of the workers come back repeatedly or have settled
in Finland after receiving permission to stay permanently. In the first part of the study,
most of these workers came from neighboring areas, such as Karelia, St. Petersburg, or
Estonia. In the second part, they came mostly from Ukraine.

Comparing the more experienced foreign workers with younger newcomers, the differ-
ences were easy to notice. The newcomers had not created new networks on the farm or in
the rural community, but they were willing to see the world, meet new people, change their
place of employment, and earn money. Wandering around different countries was also
mentioned:

“I have been twice on this farm. I have also been in Poland, England, and Ireland,
where we picked apples. In Denmark and in Russia, I was working on a pig farm. An op-
portunity to earn money made me come to Finland to pick berries” (male, 27 years old,
graduated from agricultural university in Ukraine, also had farm work experience at home).

Work

A supportive work environment, being well-informed about the day’s work, receiving
positive feedback, and feeling that the employer listens to employees’ opinions and treats
all employees fairly and amicably were important factors when considering job satisfac-
tion. The workers appreciated basic things, such as a ready lunch in high season times,
warm water, warm accommodation, and an employer who can speak at least some words
of their language because that makes communication easier. Receiving no feedback or re-
sponse to their ideas and suggestions, and unclear organization of the work were considered
negative factors:

“Concerning work practices, I wish that we would get to know next day’s work tasks. 1
have had plenty of conflict situations because everybody wants to be a boss” (male, 20
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years old, first time on the present farm, earlier experience in farm work at home).

“The work really is hard and physical. We get help from workmates, particularly in the
beginning. In the beginning it was hard times because we didn’t know the language. The
employer was studying Russian, but she was able to speak only a little. Now she speaks
good Russian. There are always some side issues that we don’t like, such as if there is not
enough water when there are a lot of workers on the farm” (female, 50 years old, education
and experience in agriculture, over ten years of seasonal work on the present farm).

“The employer said thank you for a good job. And a client said the berries are high
quality. I haven’t got any other feedback, but I would like to. I have a feeling that the
employer treats us equally. She divides the work without hurting anybody” (female, 23
years old, agricultural education).

The physical burden of the work emerged clearly in the workers’ comments when dis-
cussing work conditions and straining factors. Inconvenient working positions, repetitive
work, and heavy loads make agricultural and horticultural tasks physically straining. In
addition, weather conditions and long working hours further increase the exposures:

“At the beginning, I found this work horrible. It was really hot. After ten minutes, I
thought I cannot work here, but then I got used to it” (female, 36 years old, six years work-
ing in the present greenhouse, previous farm work experience at home).

“I recommend others to come pick berries in Finland. They can earn money, there are
a lot of farms, and work conditions are normal. The work, picking strawberries, is easier
for girls than for men. For newcomers who want to come to Finland and pick berries, 1
would advise them to be fit and good at sports. The work is hard, especially for the feet
and back” (male, 26 years old, six seasons on the present farm, also worked on a horticul-
tural farm in Denmark).

“In this work, the heaviest thing is the picking of strawberries. The best things that help
me to manage are the warm lunch and the good work team. The most important thing is to
remember that it is seasonal work and you have to work quickly, then you can earn a good
salary. In this work, you have to be persistent and exact” (female, 23 years old, first season,
earlier experience and education in farm work).

Especially in open-field horticultural production, ripening of the yield and the market
situation have impacts on the intensity of the work, and changes in the work situation may
occur on short notice. Workers described short working hours or a total lack of work, which
cut their earnings, and that it was difficult to find alternative work tasks. On one farm, a
group of people departed abruptly because there was no work when they arrived. Some
workers might also have had unrealistic expectations about earnings, or they might have
received inadequate or incorrect information. The work is hard, the season is short, and it
can be difficult to reach the desired earning level:

“Last year, I earned only travel expenses” (female, 20 years old, student, earlier expe-
rience in farm work).

The extent of orientation varied among the farms. On one farm, the employer took only
five minutes to explain the operation and provided the workers with a tractor manual to
read. On another farm, orientation was more of an everyday process of teaching and learn-
ing. The language barrier limited the extent and form of orientation. Showing workers how
to perform tasks and providing feedback were typical, but written instructions, videos, and
internet-based instructions were rare. The use of videos in mentoring and initial orientation
was mentioned on only one of the four farms in the second part of the study. The content
of the teaching was mostly “how to do the job”, such as which lettuces were ready for
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harvesting or how to harvest strawberries, but simple safety instructions were also pro-
vided, e.g., the importance of drinking enough water, using protective clothing to prevent
sunburn, how to handle knives while harvesting, and the local emergency phone number.
Usually, some workers provided or translated information for others, or they all used Rus-
sian (or Ukrainian in 2018-2019) to communicate. Especially in the later interviews, the
need to understand the instructions and an interest in education and advancement came up
among long-term workers:

“It would be great if the farm expanded and I got more responsibilities. I love tractor
work and being a foreman, and I hope to get my family here to stay” (male, 39 years old,
five years of experience on the present farm).

“If I stay at work here, I want to get a promotion” (male, 28 years old, 4.5 years of
experience on the present farm).

Initial orientation of new workers, which was often the duty of experienced workers,
was also mentioned as a straining factor. The worker community on a farm can be quite
unstable. Workers and trainers come and go; some might come back every year, while
others stay for only one season. Changing co-workers and supervision of peer workers were
found straining, especially when language and cultural barriers exist:

“I wish there were fewer new workers, because I have to supervise them. I wish also
that the work team would be permanent” (female, 27 years old, six years of experience on
the present farm, and other farm work experience).

“It is hard to find a common language and try to teach others” (male, 28 years old,
language skills in English, Russian, Ukraine, and Finnish, four years of experience on the
present farm, and other farm work experience).

Work tasks were perceived as demanding, especially in animal production:

“This work has been more difficult than I assumed. For my first time, my wife was also
here, luckily enough, and she advised me. The farmer’s wife gave me advice concerning
the work processes in the cowshed. The farmer told me how to use the machinery” (male,
29 years old, second time on the present farm, no other experience with farm work).

Health and Injuries

In this study, we focused on experiences regarding action in case of injury or illness.
The workers said that they would ask for help from their employer, foremen, or co-workers
if something happened, and they were also ready to help other workers. However, all of
them were not ready to call the emergency number, even if they knew it, because of lan-
guage difficulties and lack of information on how to act. Workers had received medical
help when needed, but there was some confusion about disability time compensation and
about their right to medical services. Some workers avoided going to the doctor because of
language problems or earlier experiences. People from nearby areas preferred to return
home temporarily if they became ill. The workers also tried to handle the situation with
self-care:

“I would call the emergency number, 112. I know when it is okay to call. I can tell the
address” (female, 33 years old, first time on the present farm).

“I had an accident and I suffered burns to my face. Workmates brought me to the farm,
and the employer took me immediately to the hospital. I was three days at home and got
sick leave compensation” (male, 52 years old, over ten years seasonally on the present
farm).

“Last year, I was four days absent from work. I had fever. I didn’t get any sick leave
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compensation” (female, 19 years old, three years on the present farm).

“Last week, I had pain in my side. I visited a doctor in a hospital in Vyborg [Russia].
Here, visiting a local health center is difficult, because even if my employer knows some
Russian, those kinds of words she doesn’t know. If I would meet a doctor here, I wouldn’t
understand anything. Vyborg is a short distance, and I have a car” (female, 41 years old,
over ten years seasonally on the present farm).

Family and Close Community

Working abroad usually means separation from home and family, and many workers
suffered from homesickness:

“I want to go home” (female, 27 years old, six years on the present farm, wants to stay,
works and studies in Finland but misses home).

“I miss my home, my daughter” (female, 28 years old, second season on the present
strawberry farm, intends to stay one month).

However, new technology, such as smart phones and tablets, has become popular (as
noted in the later interviews), which simplified communication with families. Workers who
stay in Finland for long periods have tried to combine family life with working abroad in
different ways, e.g., by taking their family with them or by trying to accommodate their
working periods to the situation at home and to the needs of their children. Bringing a
family to Finland is expensive, and it can be impossible for migrants from non-EU coun-
tries. Migrant workers have to prove to the authorities that they can support their family in
Finland, which is difficult because wages are not high in the agricultural sector. Working
a short distance from home helps; it is easier to visit home, or the family can come to visit
Finland. On the other hand, foreign workers in Finland sometimes had social pressures
from home. Many of their acquaintances would like to work in Finland, and they ask or
even pressure the foreign workers to find a job for them:

“Usually, they ask me to find a job. I already found a job for one of my friends. She
came, worked, and got married. They do not understand that there are no big cities and
not a lot of jobs here. There are only a few jobs, and I cannot help, but they do not under-
stand it. If there is a job, I will tell them about it” (female, 36 years old, six years on the
present farm).

Social life and communication with local people are limited because of language prob-
lems. In addition, finding needed information (e.g., health services, what to do if a child
falls ill, or where to get information about pension records) can be difficult. Limited and
superficial social relations can be frustrating:

“The most inconvenient thing is that I do not understand the language. I cannot chat
with people. I do not know how to explain things” (female, 51 years old, six years of farm
work in Finland, and farm work experience at home).

Working on a farm usually means living deep in the countryside. It can also mean living
with dozens of strangers and sharing facilities, such as the kitchen, sauna, showers, and
toilets, which can be stressful. In addition to the difficulties of living together, other con-
flicts between workers were mentioned, such as stealing of baskets (for berry picking),
disagreement about work tasks, and an unpleasant work atmosphere.

Conflicts between workers and their employers consisted of misunderstandings due to
the language barrier, as well as disagreements about wages, taxes, and weekend or overtime
work compensation. Working as a team leader and messenger between the employer and
the employees can also be awkward:
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“I have had disagreements here with my employer about the salary and taxes. The em-
ployer does not follow the rules. He does not pay overtime and Sunday compensation. On
the farm, I'm also doing other than farm work. Some workers do not do their jobs, and I'm
a team leader. My boss does not understand that I am just translating the comments of
other workers. There have been misunderstandings, because I don’t always understand
things right, because of my Finnish language skills” (male, 26 years old, six seasons on the
present farm).

Discussion

The interview data revealed several motivational, supporting, and straining factors that
can be used in improving the working life of foreign farm workers.

Economic reasons and a low standard of living at home are typical reasons for migration
and were mentioned in our interviews. Hettige et al. (2012) indicated that pushing reasons
can also include other challenges, such as a spouse’s alcohol addiction or violent behavior.
Pulling factors in our data included the strong role of personal networks and earlier expe-
riences, as well as a desire for adventure. The second part of our study revealed some new
aspects, such as the use of recruitment services, but personal networks still had a strong
role in the recruiting and information process. Rogaly (2006) suggested that there may be
a change toward intensification of workplace operations, as workers seeking to maximize
their earnings are willing to work long hours for short periods of time on short notice. This
type of recruitment favors migrant workers whose main motivation is to earn as much as
possible in a short time. From the viewpoint of occupational health and safety, this type of
employment can be dangerous. Piece rate pay, which is commonly used in seasonal work,
also has well-recognized negative effects on health and safety (Johansson et al., 2010).

Work in the horticultural sector is physically hard, which came up in the worker com-
ments. High incidence of musculoskeletal disorders in labor-intensive practices like har-
vesting fresh fruits and vegetables is well known (e.g., Kirkhorn et al., 2010; Fathallah,
2010). Risk factors vary between production sectors, but typical risk factors for musculo-
skeletal disorders in agriculture include prolonged and repetitive stooping, repetitive cut-
ting, lifting, and carrying of heavy loads, climbing ladders with heavy loads, extreme cli-
mate, vibration, and noise (Fathallah, 2010). In horticulture, some improvements have been
established, such as the use of stools and prone carts, but the need for further development
is obvious. Moreover, our findings suggest that psychosocial and personal characteristics
should be also considered when aiming to reduce musculoskeletal symptoms.

There has been criticism that the use of low-paid and willing foreign workers creates a
situation in which no improvements in working conditions are needed to attract more labor
to the sector (Brox, 2006), even though inequitable working conditions affect the well-
being of farmworkers in general, including physical injuries and mental health issues
(Holmes, 2019). However, our results do not fully support that argument. While Finnish
employers have a legal responsibility to take care of their workers and improve their work-
ing conditions, better working conditions may also reduce worker turnover and thus reduce
recruiting costs, improving the overall resilience of the farm. Workers are more eager to
come back if the working conditions and wages are satisfactory to them. Because many of
the workers find work through personal networks, it is important to have a good reputation
as an employer. With better ergonomics and co-operation in occupational safety and health
issues among the employers, the workers, and occupational health personnel, agricultural
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work could improve its attractiveness for both foreign and domestic labor. This could de-
crease the costs of work-related disabilities and improve farm productivity.

A motivated and flexible workforce is needed for hard work during short periods (e.g.,
picking strawberries) as well as for other tasks for which education is not necessarily re-
quired. However, when the work is more complicated, such as in modern animal produc-
tion or when working with machinery, more skills are also needed. Leppéld et al. (2012)
found that larger and more complex farms need more management skills, and the skills
needed may differ by farm production type. Based on our findings, foreign workers per-
form demanding tasks, including work as supervisors, handling exceptional situations, and
taking care of animals. However, the workers’ language skills and qualifications are not
necessarily at the required level. Orientation, training, and vocational education for foreign
workers and foremen should be developed in the future. This could be done in cooperation
with other Nordic countries that have similar on-farm working conditions.

Ahonen et al. (2009) noted that long working hours and limited economic resources
prevented foreign workers from pursuing language studies that could help them get a better
job or a job matching their education. Progress in language skills could also enable progress
in work skills (e.g., understanding animal welfare, operating automated equipment) and
would probably make farm work more attractive. A diversity of work tasks has been found
to improve the self-reported happiness of foreign farm workers (Cross et al., 2008). A sat-
isfactory work environment is at least as important for workers’ health as their socioeco-
nomic status (Gupta and Kristensen, 2008).

A lot can be done with good leadership and communication (Menger-Ogle et al., 2019).
The information needs of workers vary, and the information should be customized to meet
specific needs. The user-centered design approach is recommended for developing safety
training materials for foreign farm workers (Vigoroso et al., 2020).

Based on the worker’s stories concerning injury or illness, there is lack of information
on medical services and the workers’ rights to compensation. Long-term workers need in-
formation on other services as well, such as healthcare for their children (Rye, 2018). Better
information could reduce misunderstandings and conflicts. The workers tended to avoid
using local services, which is important for researchers to consider when using registered
injuries or illnesses in epidemiological studies and when planning the control of infectious
diseases. Under-reporting of work-related injuries to supervisors has been noted in earlier
studies (Liebman et al., 2016; Menger-Ogle et al., 2019). Weaknesses in communication
and cooperation limit the supervisor’s ability to identify work hazards and improve work-
ing conditions (Rautiainen et al., 2012).

Being a foreign worker places an individual in a special social situation. Being separated
from and missing family and friends is probably the most obvious challenge. Shorter geo-
graphic and cultural separation makes life easier in the new country or region (Labrianidis
and Sykas, 2009). As noted in the second part of our study, communication technology has
improved, and the workers and their families were able to interact online, as discussed by
Rye (2018). In the U.S., Latino migrant workers have been widely studied; however, as
Rodrigues (2013) stated, only few studies have focused on social support and the possibil-
ities of using modern technology to reduce psychosocial stressors.

Based on our findings, foreign farm workers face many challenges at home and in their
destination country, such as social pressures from family and friends, isolation, living with
strangers, and lack of privacy. The psychosocial aspects of being a foreign farm worker in
the Nordic countries have not been widely studied, nor have their impacts on the well-being
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and occupational safety of workers. In Norway, Riber (2009) mentioned the uncertainty of
life ahead, rootlessness after a long period of migration, and the importance of meaningful
relationships and as well as relations with the surrounding society, which also emerged in
our findings. However, difficult situations at home or in other aspects of life might have an
even stronger impact on distress than the factors related to migration (Leavey et al., 2007)
or working conditions in the host country. On the other hand, working abroad also affects
a person’s social attitudes and behavior (Akopova and Ruza, 2010).

As noted by Rye (2018), many foreign workers have changed from recent to established
newcomers, which has altered their expectations. They might have planned to work only
for one season but stayed permanently after finding another place of employment (Spencer
et al., 2007) or stayed with the original employer (McAreavey, 2012). In Greece, Kasimis
et al. (2010) pointed out that foreign workers often shift from one employment sector to
another, according to the needs of the local labor market. A recent study in Scotland
showed that migrants’ decisions to stay longer in rural areas are linked to both the material
and emotional aspects of their social security (Flynn and Kay, 2017).

Strengths and Limitations of Study

The strengths of this study include a relatively large sample size representing a diverse
foreign worker population by age, gender, nationality, education, farm type, work experi-
ence, and mode of recruitment. The interviewers were able to communicate with the work-
ers effectively and obtain a great number of straining and supporting factors affecting the
workers’ living and working conditions on Finnish farms. The questions and findings were
organized systematically in themes, and the responses were recorded and analyzed with
attention to factors that can be considered by employers for improving the working and
living conditions of foreign workers.

The limitations of this study include the lack of statistical information about seasonal
foreign farm workers. With limited information on the numbers and characteristics of for-
eign farm workers in Finland, it was not possible to provide a reliable assessment of the
representativeness of our sample during the years of the study. However, we attempted to
carefully select farms to obtain diverse representation by sex, experience, employment
type, and production sector.

Self-selection could have affected our results. The farms and employers interested in
participating may have had greater interest in the well-being of their employees. Farms that
have more problems with their working conditions and job satisfaction would be less likely
to participate. This can create a bias, and the results may not be fully representative of all
farms that hire foreign workers in Finland. However, the aim of this study was to find areas
for development, rather than to measure and document potential problems. In general, de-
velopment activists (change agents) typically improve their operations first, and others fol-
low when they see the results.

Finally, when conducting the face-to-face, on-farm interviews with vulnerable workers,
it is possible that the interviewees were cautious in their comments. However, particularly
in the first part of the study, the workers talked openly about difficult issues and feelings.
In the second part of study, their comments focused more on how to improve their working
conditions and practices.

Conclusions

During the past 20 years, migrant and immigrant labor has become a permanent part of
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Finnish agriculture. Although the number of foreign workers is still relatively small, their
contribution to the Finnish agricultural sector is strong, which has become apparent during
the Covid-19 pandemic. In particular, the horticultural sector is highly dependent on sea-
sonal foreign workers. This study focused on the working and living conditions of foreign
workers. The findings are similar to findings in other parts of Europe; however, in contrast
to other EU countries, the majority of foreign workers in Finland come from non-EU coun-
tries, particularly Russia and Ukraine. The EU citizens working in Finnish agriculture are
mainly Baltic, which emphasizes the role of geographic distance in the recruitment process.
Therefore, the cultural differences between the employers and employees are relatively
small, at least when comparing Finland to countries in southern Europe.

Based on our findings, employers could contribute to better working and living condi-
tions for foreign workers by reducing physical strain and improving training and commu-
nication in the workplace. The supporting and straining factors emphasize the role of su-
pervisors in planning, informing, motivating, rewarding, promoting, teaming up, and sup-
porting the physical and mental well-being of their workers. Enhancing the competence of
supervisors could develop the well-being of foreign farm workers. Further education for
foremen and foreign workers should be developed in the future.
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