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Executive Summary 

 

The global agricultural sector is striving to produce enough food to meet the needs of a 

growing population all while trying to improve its carbon footprint. As the conversations 

around sustainability in agriculture continue to progress and topics such as biodiversity, water 

quality, fossil fuel usage, amongst many others are being highlighted there is one key factor 

that is crucial to supporting farms on their sustainability journey, ensuring that there is a talent 

pipeline for the agricultural sector.  

 

The overall aim of this study is to look at the attraction, engagement and retention of people 

employed in the agricultural sector in Ireland. As the Irish jobs market becomes increasingly 

competitive it is imperative that the agricultural sector remains a desirable one to work in.  

Thus, steps must be put in place to ensure that it remains appealing whilst also ensuring 

farmers are equipped with the right supports to successfully manage those employed on farm.  

 

Visiting farms and agri-businesses across the world has highlighted that people challenges are 

a significant threat to the agricultural sector globally. In Chile, for example, as it goes through 

a period of economic growth, fewer nationals are living and working in rural areas. As a result, 

farms in Chile are now becoming more reliant on attracting workers from other South 

American countries such as Uruguay and Paraguay. Similar people challenges are also at the 

forefront of the agricultural sector in the UK, where migrant workers are heavily relied upon 

due to a lack of interest from the domestic workforce. Furthermore, Brexit has made it 

exceedingly difficult to attract and retain these necessary workers and farmers are now having 

to identify new ways in which they can attract this talent, while engaging and retaining the 

people they already have employed. New UK initiatives include the roll out of a module in 

diversity and inclusion delivered to the farming community with the aim of educating farmers 

and empowering them when hiring people from more diverse backgrounds.  

 

The main findings of this study are that whilst Irish farmers are aware of the people challenges 

that are facing them, they are not best prepared to deal with them. The support infrastructure 

for farmers in Ireland is very strong, it takes the form of dedicated food and agricultural bodies, 

universities and farming lobby groups who all have the ability to provide farmers with the right 

supports and framework to manage these challenges. To future proof agriculture in Ireland, it 

needs to be equipped with an adequate workforce that is equally supported by farmers who 

are appropriately skilled and empowered to manage those employees.  

 

From this study a number of key recommendations for the industry have been identified. 

There is a requirement for the educational body Teagasc to create a suite of people 

management courses to be made available to farmers to support them in upskilling in this 

area. In addition, Teagasc should consider upskilling its own advisors in the area of people 

management to have more informed conversations with farmers. Bord Bia, with over 77,000 
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members in its Quality Assurance programme have a unique opportunity to capture data to 

inform future people orientated decisions for the sector. 

   

As a whole, to ensure the future proofing of people management in Irish agriculture it is key 

that the right provisions are put in place to support farmers in attracting, engaging, and 

retaining the right people to work in their farming enterprises.  
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Foreword      
 

Having grown up on a mixed farming enterprise in Ballon Co.Carlow, farming has always been 

a key part of my life. Lambing season in particular is a time when I’m heavily involved in day-

to-day life on the farm and know that having many ‘hands-on deck’ leads to the success of the 

season. Farming is heavily rooted in our family and community life, and it was this connection 

that inspired me to study Agricultural Science at university. 

 

My career so far has seen me exposed to various elements of the agricultural supply chain. 

Starting my career in Burger King overseas, I had the opportunity to see how sourcing food of 

the highest possible standard was of utmost importance and how highly valued the food from 

Irish suppliers is viewed on the global market.  Moving to Bord Bia then allowed me to see 

food production from another perspective and the dedication and hard work that Irish 

producers put into producing food for the global market and again how renowned Irish food 

is globally.  My recent career move to ifac as Graduate Development Manager has given me 

the opportunity to work with and nurture the next generation of talent in the wider agri food 

industry.  

 

Throughout my career to date one of my main passions has been people. No matter what the 

organisation is I truly believe that the people are their most important asset. Regardless of the 

role or the location, I thoroughly enjoy building relationships with colleagues and 

stakeholders, and I believe trust and respect within any organisation is fundamental to its 

success.  

 

As conversations began about succession on our own family farm, I was struck by one thing: if 

in the future we want to employ a farm manager onto the farm, what is the process? How do 

we ensure we protect ourselves as an employer? Where does one start this journey?  This 

thought process regarding succession along with my passion for people was what led me to 

focus my Nuffield research topic on people management in the agri-food sector. I believe it is 

a topic that we are not talking enough about: without good people ultimately some 

enterprises will fail. Identifying what initiatives other organisations are implementing 

successfully in this area around the world and bringing these learnings back to Ireland, I 

believe, will help to improve our capabilities within this ever-evolving sector.  
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Travel Overview 
 

The following is an overview of travels undertaken during my Nuffield in 2023 and 2024. 

 

Contemporary Scholars Conference and Global Focus Programme  
 

March 2023: Contemporary Scholars Conference, Vancouver Canada  

The Contemporary Scholars Conference (CSC) provides the opportunity for the Nuffield class 

of that year, from all corners of the globe, to come together to immerse themselves in the 

‘’Nuffield way’’. In Vancouver over ninety scholars from fifteen countries engaged in a busy 

itinerary of speakers, local visits and networking. The foundations of the Nuffield family were 

firmly established during this week.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nuffield Ireland delegation at the CSC in Vancouver 
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March – April 2023: Global Focus Programme, New Zealand, Kenya, Chile 

All Irish Nuffield scholars partake in a four/five-week Global Focus Programme (GFP) to 

develop a greater understanding of local and global agriculture practises meeting with 

farmers, stakeholders and industry experts along the way. The first stop on the GFP was New 

Zealand where the 2023 Nuffield triennial was being hosted. The Nuffield triennial is a study 

tour which takes place every three years to give Nuffield alumni the opportunity to come 

together to learn more about agriculture in the host country. The nine-day tour comprised of 

visits to farms of various production types, agribusinesses and cultural experiences. The main 

take-away from the triennial tour is how vast the global Nuffield network is and the 

opportunities that Nuffield provides to connect with global leaders in agriculture.  

 

Next on the GFP tour was a visit to Kenya, where a particular stand out was the innovation 

and scale of agriculture taking place, particularly in horticulture and science. The final leg of 

the tour was to Chile, where scale was also a topic of conversation. However, progression 

around sustainability in agriculture seemed much less of a priority. One interesting 

observation was the challenge that both Kenya and Chile have in maintaining a constructive 

dialogue with Indigenous peoples. Indigenous land rights pose challenges in the 

aforementioned countries for a range of reasons such as religious significance, identity and 

spiritual meaning. For local farmers maintaining positive relationships can be extremely 

challenging however, it is imperative to the success of their businesses. 

 

 

 
 

 
GFP Group visiting a dairy farm in Chile and a camel farm in Kenya 
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Personal Travel 
 
October 2023: Prince Edward Island Canada 
A chance encounter on the triennial in New Zealand, with 2004 Canadian scholar Barry 

Cudmore, led to a kind invitation to visit him and his family in Prince Edward Island (PEI), 

Canada’s smallest province. With over 40% of the land area on the island in agriculture, the 

province holds many similarities to Ireland. The main one being its historic tie to the humble 

potato. Whilst it might be Canada’s smallest province it is the largest potato producing 

province producing over 25% of Canada’s potatoes annually.  

 

A dedicated potato board, the PEI Potato Board, is devoted to supporting farmers on the island 

and marketing potatoes to the consumer using activations such as recipe booklets and it’s 

annual ‘’Farm Day in the City’’ event. Another notable visit was to Atlantic Beef who process 

beef on the island. This facility, established in 2003, was much needed as prior to this farmers 

had to ship their livestock off the island for processing. This resulted in high costs for the 

farmers and little to no financial return.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
Visiting Ellen and Barry Cudmore in PEI, visiting the Canadian Potato Museum with Canadian 

scholars Mark Phillips, Barry Cudmore and Greg Donald  
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November 2023: Netherlands and UK 
Maximising the Nuffield network further a visit also took place to the Netherlands in 

November 2023. Dutch farmers are coming under increasing pressure due to an uncertain 

domestic political climate however, they continue to remain one of the most progressive agri 

sectors in the world and leaders in innovation. A visit to 2023 Nuffield scholar Edwin Smits’s 

farm shop saw how the business’s recent diversification into producing pumpkin seeds was 

increasing its viability. Maud Tomesen, 2022 scholar, has expanded to add an egg vending 

machine to her family poultry farm to generate a growing income stream for the farm.  

 

2022 UK Nuffield scholar Chris Manly co-ordinated a visit to the farm of Paddy and Bridie 

Denny, outside Bristol, who are leasing a dairy farm and setting about establishing themselves 

as first generation farmers. This was followed by a visit to the farm of Mike and Chris King, 

award winning dairy farmers near Bristol to sit in on a visit by leading people management 

expert Paul Harris, of REAL Success, to understand how his management practices have helped 

the farm achieve success. REAL Success, an agricultural and people management company, 

has supported the King farm and many others across the UK in achieving success by developing 

a people centric approach to how their farms are operated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paul Harris, REAL Success, Chris Manly, 2022 UK Nuffield Scholar, Gillian Willis, Mike King, 

King farms and new recruit Trish on the King family farm in Bristol 
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January 2024: Australia  
A three-and-a-half-week trip to Australia provided an opportunity to visit a variety of farming 

enterprises across multiple locations.  

 

A trip to South Australia and Kangaroo Island included a visit to the Heinrich family’s large 

sheep farm where they highlighted the importance of understanding the principles of people 

management. They are particularly strong on hiring people with a diverse range of skills to 

support the viability of their growing farm.  

 

Tasmania offered the opportunity to visit multiple farming enterprises including Nuffield 

alumni Richard Gardner and Matthew Gunningham to learn more about their passion for 

people management in agriculture. Both Richard and Matthew recognised the importance of 

growing employee numbers on their farms, as well as positioning themselves as people 

managers, in order to successfully expand their farming enterprises.  

 

The trip concluded with a visit to former Nuffield International CEO Jim Geltch in Moama and 

meeting with more of the Nuffield network to learn about various farming operations in New 

South Wales.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Gillian, Joanna Mendes, 2023 Australian Nuffield Scholar and Emily Ford, 2023 Canadian 

Nuffield Scholar, visiting an aquaculture site in Tasmania.  
Spotting Koala’s on Kangaroo Island 
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Rationale 

 
The agri-food sector is Ireland’s largest indigenous industry.  With agri exports to over 180 

markets, worth a value of €16.3 billion in 2024 (Bord Bia, 2024), a figure which has grown by 

over €6 billion in the last 10 years alone it is an invaluable sector to the domestic economy.  

As the global population continues to grow, expecting to reach over 9 billion by 2050, global 

demand for quality Irish food and drink products will continue to increase.  

 

However, there are many challenges facing the agricultural sector in Ireland. Increasing input 

costs, erratic weather patterns and policy changes to name but a few. However, the 

agricultural sector has always been and continues to be resilient and agile in responding to 

these changing demands. Irish farmers are world class operators, and across the country there 

are loyal, trustworthy and hardworking people employed by these farmers who contribute to 

the overall success of the individual farms and Irish agriculture.  

 

Yet one of the greatest obstacles facing the sector is the shortage of such suitable employees. 

Finding the right people to employ is a challenge for farmers with Irish Farm Accounts Co-

Operative’s, (ifac), 2024 Farm Report identifying that “30% of farmers will not have sufficient 

staff and/or cover throughout 2024”. (ifac, 2024)  

  

To be able to sustain Ireland’s growing export figures while meeting its global sustainability 

commitments, the sector must stay resilient and ensuring that the right people are in place is 

crucial to this.  

 

According to the latest figures from the central statistics office (CSO), Irish agriculture has a 

total labour force of 278,600 persons – one of the most significant employers in Ireland. The 

male to female ration is 73% to 23% respectively, (CSO, 2020).  
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Overview of Agricultural Labour Force according to CSO figures from 2020 (www.cso.ie, 2022) 

 

However, even as one of Ireland’s most important indigenous industries it fails to focus 

adequately on attracting and nurturing talent.  

 

In its Q1 outlook for 2024 the Irish Business and Employers Confederation, (IBEC), identified 

that “the labour force was growing at 3.5% annually and with numbers employed increasing 

by 3.4%, the additional labour supply was being absorbed as quickly as it can be added to the 

labour market” (IBEC, 2024).  

 

This highlights the competitive nature of the employment market in Ireland. With a growing 

number of young people emigrating the question must be asked: is agriculture doing enough 

to attract, engage and retain people within the sector to continue to be a world renown 

exporter of quality food and drink? 
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Aim and Objectives   
 

The overall aim of the study was to identify what the Irish agricultural sector can do to better 

attract, engage and retain employees working in agriculture to future proof the sector long 

term.   

 

The objectives of this study were to:  

 

• Review the Irish and global agricultural landscape and identify the challenges 

surrounding people management on farms  

 

• Investigate what people management practices are undertaken globally to attract, 

engage and retain people in the agricultural sector and other sectors which could be 

transferred to the industry here in Ireland. 

 

• Identify key learnings for Irish agricultural stakeholders and farmers and how they can 

be shared to enhance people management practises at farm level to future proof the 

sector  
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Agricultural Evolution  
 

The Irish agricultural sector has seen significant modernisation and mechanisation particularly 

over the last one hundred years. This shift in ways of working has greatly impacted the size of 

the workforce required on farms. In previous centuries farming was a labour-intensive 

industry with many people needed to complete tasks such as feeding, weeding, planting and 

harvesting and much more. Farmers were used to having the traditional ‘farm hand’ working 

on farm to support them with these duties, thus making people management a part of the 

farmers day to day role.  

 

The rise of mechanisation has been welcomed across the sector in making farming practises 

more efficient and reducing the number of people required by simplifying once labour-

intensive roles. However, it has also enabled some farms to scale up, resulting in an increased 

people requirement, albeit in different roles than those of the last century. With this shift 

towards larger farms and changing people requirements, the sector needs to ensure the role 

of ‘people manager’ is successfully re-incorporated into the role of the farmer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

GFP group visiting Ancali dairy farm in Chile, the worlds largest robotic dairy farm 
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The Irish Agri-Food Sector  
 
Overview  
One of the truly unique things about the wider agricultural sector in Ireland is the number of 

support bodies that are available to farmers. From semi state bodies to voluntary 

organisations and discussion groups, the landscape for networking and knowledge transfer is 

remarkable. There is a substantial support network for all farming disciplines to tap into and 

as agricultural enterprises in Ireland continue to grow and diversify the support industry itself 

is continuously adapting to nurture this.  

 

The Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine (DAFM) alone has twelve state bodies 

within its remit supporting everything from fisheries, research, marketing, forestry to name 

just a few. Other agencies not directly linked to the Department of Agriculture also provide 

support to the wider-agri food sector including Enterprise Ireland, Údarás na Gaeltachta and 

The Local Enterprise Office.  

 

Teagasc  
Teagasc is the Irish state body with responsibility for “providing integrated research, advisory 

and training services to the agriculture and food industry and rural communities” (Teagasc, 

2024). Teagasc provides a multitude of supports to both industry and individual farmers in the 

form of farm advisory services, research, education, research trials and much more.  

 

Teagasc’s farm advisory services give farmers the opportunity to avail of support from an 

experienced and individualised farm advisor. From herd and flock management, to breeding, 

cost control and future planning there are many expectations on the shoulders of the farm 

advisors. Often the conversation around people management is a topic left to last and as a 

result doesn’t get much airtime, even though one could argue it is fundamental to the success 

of all aspects of the farm business. One of the challenges surrounding the provision of people 

management support is that agri-advisors are often of a pure agricultural science background 

with limited people management expertise. They have limited experience to give expert 

advice on the diverse range of people related topics that farmers face. To counter this, Teagasc 

does have a handful of experts who specialise in people management and to whom specific 

queries of this nature can be directed. However, with growing farm sizes one wonders if these 

people-based advisory services should grow as farm workforces expand. Teagasc also uses a 

number of qualified external people experts and with a lot of reliance on these people one 

wonders should they consider introducing a more focused in-house people management 

division.   

 

Teagasc is also Ireland’s primary provider of accredited further education and training in the 

agricultural sector.  People management is included as a topic in many of these courses 

however, as policy and other elements of agriculture change and courses are updated, it is 

important to ensure that the people modules continue to be prioritised in a changing working 
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world.  Teagasc also plays an important role in managing discussion groups around the country 

where often the topic of people management is discussed, and this serves as an important 

opportunity to educate farmers on best practises.  

 
 
 

Bord Bia   
Bord Bia is Irelands semi state agency with responsibility for the promotion of Irish food, drink 

and horticulture both in Ireland and abroad. Their vision is to have “customers around the 

globe recognise that Irish food and drink is world class; that it is high quality, distinctive, and 

made by a diverse range of creative producers from a unique and fortuitous island location” 

(Bord Bia, 2024). With fifteen global office locations the organisation offers a variety of 

different supports to food and drink producers from branding, capability and insights 

alongside its role in identifying market opportunities for producers to export across retail and 

foodservice.  

Bord Bia also runs Origin Green a “national food and drink sustainability programme with a 

global ambition to make Irish food and drink the first choice internationally because it is 

trusted as sustainably produced by people who care “(Origin Green, 2019). As part of the 

Origin Green programme Bord Bia “operates a series of quality assurance schemes across the 

industry with these schemes built on best practise in farming and processing, current 

legislation, relevant industry guidelines and international standards” (Bord Bia,2024). The 

programme sees participation from all areas of the supply chain from farmers, producers, 

manufacturers, retailers and foodservice companies.  

The farm focused area of Origin Green, known as Quality Assurance, sees auditors from across 

the country conduct on farm assessments on over 77,000 farms every 18 months. These 

assessments gather data across areas including grazing season, fertiliser, feed, manure, 

housing, chemicals, energy, water and biodiversity in order to assess the farms sustainability 

and overall compliance with its quality assurance standard.  

Specifically relating to people on farm, currently the only data that the assessment captures 

is in the ‘Farm Personnel’ section that looks at health, safety and social sustainability. This 

standard is focused on health and safety ensuring risks are minimised on farm providing a safe 

working location for employees. Whilst this is an important aspect there are other important 

people related elements that should be considered.  

As the industry prepares for the future Bord Bia have a pivotal role to play in terms of gathering 

people-related data on farms. Capturing data such as the number of employees working on 

farm, employee retention, employment processes, working conditions and procedures among 

others will ensure that the wider industry is prepared to support farms accordingly. Bord Bia 

is in a unique position to utilise its existing data collection methods to collect this people data 

from farms and agribusinesses across the country to inform future policy, strategy and 

supports. 
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Sample of the data points captured during Bord Bia Quality Assurance Audits. (Origin Green, 2019) 
 
 

 
Lakeland Dairies  
Lakeland Dairies is one of Ireland’s largest dairy co-operatives sourcing milk from over 3,000 

grass-based farms. As a co-operative, “farmers are at the centre of everything they do” 

(Lakeland Dairies, 2023). One example of this farmer centred ethos is in the service they offer 

to their suppliers called ‘Practical People Management Skills for Dairy Farmers’. This two-day 

course, run in collaboration with Teagasc and Skillnet Ireland is aimed at dairy farmers or farm 

managers who are currently employing people. The course is run by leading independent 

management consultant Dr. Nollaig Heffernan and Martina Gormley, Dairy Specialist with 

Teagasc, and covers a wide range of topics from employment law, to what to look for on a CV, 

effective communication, time management and much more.  

  

Lakeland Dairies Member Relations manager Eamon Duignan highlighted how they have seen 

the course evolve over the last number of years: ‘’Lakeland have added new modules to the 

course, and we now also ensure that we bring in a dairy farmer who is managing people to 

give some working examples from their own experience.’’ This is all in an effort to better equip 

the farmer with the proper people management skills to foster successful working 

relationships on farm. 
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Advert for Lakelands Practical People Management Skills for Dairy Farms course (Lakeland, 2023) 
 

 

 

Irish Farmers Association  
The Irish Farmers Association (IFA) is Ireland’s largest farmer representative organisation 

providing representation, support and advice to its members. “The IFA represents Irish 

farmers at home and in Europe, lobbying and campaigning for improved conditions and 

incomes for farm families” (IFA, 2024). As the IFA is a democratic association, the IFA president 

and deputy president are voted in by its farmer members, with county chairs elected to 

represent at local level.   

 

The IFA regularly lobbies the Irish government on behalf of the farmers on important issues 

such as climate action, rural security, farm safety and much more. With an office based in 

Brussels the organisation ensures the voice of the farmer is also represented at EU level.  

 

As well as representing and advising farmers, IFA also offers its members several member 

benefits. These benefits include discounts on energy, insurance and phone services provided 

by certain third parties, as well as member discounts with certain ferry, hotel and rental car 

companies.  

 

Another benefit that members can avail of is the IFA’s employment resources available on 

their website, which provide details on farmer’s legal obligations and employer rights. 

Furthermore, members can avail of an IFA discount rate with HR Duo, a leading workplace 

management agency who can provide one on one support to farmers to help them in comply 

with employee legislation.   
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The IFA has a long running association with Farm Business Skillnet, a subdivision of Skillnet 

Ireland, a government-run business support agency. ‘’Farm Business Skillnet provides 

subsidised upskilling to farm businesses and smallholders across the Irish agriculture sector to 

enhance farm productivity and efficiency through the provision of targeted talent 

development programmes’’ (Skillnet, 2024). Farming organisations or discussion groups can 

avail of the subsidised resources through Farm Business Skillnet to focus on areas such as 

identifying future skills needs, the learning and development needs of employees, 

communication training and much more.  

 

Overall, the IFA provides a number of valuable resources to farmers on the area of 

employment support. However, there is an opportunity for these to be better promoted to its 

members to encourage better uptake.  

 

 

Farm Recruitment Services  
There are a number of agencies in Ireland such as Farm Relief Services (FRS) and Farm 

Solutions that support farmers in finding suitable employees for their farms. Such agencies 

charge a management fee in order to assist farmers by recruiting and screening prospective 

candidates, managing employment contracts and dealing with HR queries such as holiday pay, 

contract termination and sick cover to name a few.  Services such as these provide a good 

opportunity for farmers to upskill in an area of people management in that they can learn 

directly from HR professionals. At the same time, those organisations protect the farmer by 

ensuring that these issues are dealt with correctly and in line with Irish employment law. 

 

These agencies play an important role in attracting people to work in farming who may not 

have much exposure to the sector previously. One such initiative is that of the Farm 

Traineeship programme run in collaboration with FRS and the Laois/Offaly Education Training 

Board. This training programme provides “an invaluable opportunity to individuals who are 

keen to enter the farming sector, regardless of their previous agricultural work experience” 

(FRS, 2024). Programmes such as these ensure individuals feel confident to pursue a career 

working on farms whilst also reassuring potential employers that the employees have got 

some basic training.  
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Food Vision 2030 
The Department of Agriculture’s current ten-year strategy for the Irish agri sector is referred 

to as Food Vision 2030.  

Its ambition is that Ireland will become a world leader in sustainable food systems over the 

next decade. The Strategy consists of 22 goals, grouped into four high-level missions for the 

sector to work toward. (DAFM, 2024)  

DAFM has identified several people and talent actions within the strategy that need to be 

actioned in order to enable the overall vision to be achieved including the following.  

 

• Employers in the agri - food industry will develop an education, skills and talent 

attraction and retention strategy 

• Address labour issues facing the sector including implementation of the ‘People in 

Dairy Action Plan’ 

• Promote and develop initiatives to improve diversity and inclusion  

• Promote the diversity of careers in agriculture and seafood and address the 
negative perceptions of farming and fishing 

 

There are a number of initiatives ongoing in industry to support the achievement of these 

actions. These include the introduction of the Agri- Food diversity & inclusion (D&I) Forum, a 

collaborative initiative with industry focused on advancing the D&I agenda within the Irish 

food and drink sector, as well as continued investment in Farm Business Skillnet, the 

development of ‘The People in Dairy Action Plan’ among others.   

 

The Vision also highlights a need to map out how roles in the sector will change over the next 

10 – 20 years. It states this as an area that must be prioritised, not only in the current strategy 

but when considering the next strategy development, in order for the sector to be able to 

respond and prepare for change. 
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Trends in Global Human Resource Management  
 

Trends emerge and evolve, and Human Resource Management (HRM), is in constant 

evolution. Consequently, companies must be aware of these trends and identify how their 

organisation can evolve accordingly.  

 

The top three trends in human resource management in 2024 are:  

1. Artificial intelligence in the workplace 

2. Hybrid working  

3. Upskilling and training  

 

You don’t have to be a large multi-national to embrace or respond to these trends. There are 

opportunities for Irish farmers to successfully include all three trends into their farm’s people 

management practices.   With employees needs continuing to evolve it is important for 

farmers to adapt to attract and retain the right talent.  

 

Artificial intelligence in the workplace 
The adoption of artificial intelligence (AI) into everyday life in the past twelve months alone 

has been phenomenal, in particular the use of generative AI tools such as Chat GPT.  However, 

it has been noted that some “HR leaders are struggling with how to keep pace with rapid 

adoption in the workplace” (Forbes, 2024).   Companies are now, in some cases, seeing 

prospective employees submitting CV’s written by Chat GPT and incorrect information 

appearing in reports due to inaccuracies from search engines.  

 

That being said, in the workplace in general, AI is also providing opportunities, from reducing 

administration to providing more detailed analysis.  There is no doubt that AI is going to drive 

change in ways of working in global workplace cultures with companies who are faster to 

embrace and adopt it more likely to succeed that those who don’t.  

 

Artificial intelligence can support farmers in incorporating more efficient people practises, 

from helping farmers to write job descriptions, analysing CV’s and automating payroll all of 

which can help farmers to save time. Where farmers have employees who use online tools for 

herd or accounts management empowering them to use AI to further maximise the data 

gathered can also be hugely beneficial. For farmers the main thing is not to fear AI but to 

identify opportunities of how it can help in people management and thus support overall farm 

productivity.  
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Hybrid Working  
There is no doubt that the onset of the Covid 19 Pandemic in 2020 drove the hybrid working 

trend to be established faster than one could have imagined, and now, four years on, the trend 

remains and is continuing to evolve. It is now an expectation of employees that there is 

flexibility in where and when they work. While it is not a one size-fits all, employers must 

identify how their business model can adapt to get the balance right between on-site business 

requirements and employee preferences.   

 

While hybrid working comes with the risk of lower engagement and connection, the benefits 

far out-weigh the risks with increased productivity and superior employee well-being all being 

proven factors. Therefore, businesses are more likely to be able to attract, engage and retain 

the best talent where such hybrid working policies are adopted.  

 

While agriculture is one of the industries most challenged to provide hybrid working 

conditions, farm managers must still consider hybrid working and offer employees some agility 

where possible. Clear communication is key in terms of identifying and expressing employer 

and employees’ expectations.  It is through this communication that opportunities for 

flexibility can be identified such as to facilitate school pick up times or an individual’s own farm 

or study obligations. Also identifying what works best for the farm can benefit all involved 

such as introducing split shifts on dairy farms to work around milkings, a weekend rotation 

scheme or even just day to day flexibility. In addition, there are remote working options that 

can provide solutions to employment requirements too in the form of more specialist roles 

such as bookkeepers or data analysts who work from home and don’t necessarily need to be 

present on farm.  

 

By offering such work life balance, farm managers and owners have the opportunity to attract 

the right people, increase employee engagement and promote long term retention.   

 

 

Upskilling and Training  
While upskilling and training is not a new phenomenon in the business world it remains of 

integral importance, particularly the increasing reliance on digitalisation. Providing 

opportunities for employees to upskill in the workplace is crucial for both the employee and 

the employer. Whether upskilling in their current area of work or shifting laterally within an 

organisation ambitious employees are always seeking to learn and can flourish from it.  

 

Training methodology has changed in recent years too, with employers considering different 

ways in which training can be offered, whether that be face to face or online. Continuous 

development is vital to ensure employee engagement and retention, as well as in the 

attraction of new talent who want to ensure they will be supported in this area during their 

time with an organisation.  
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Providing ongoing training opportunities on farm is key, but it is often an area where farms lag 

behind versus other sectors. When new recruits start a job in the corporate world onboarding 

plans are created and regular check-ins are carried out. In some cases, a person can be in a 

job several months before they actually start the job they are employed to do, as a thorough 

onboarding must first be completed.  On farm, often times once the person has worked on a 

farm previously a quick farm tour is completed and then the keys to the tractor are handed 

over and off they go, that is their training complete.  

 

Creating a checklist of things that any new employee on the farm should be taught when they 

start and identifying standard operating procedures for routine tasks is a simple first step to 

ensure farmers maximise initial knowledge transfer. Furthermore, ensuring that at regular 

intervals, refresher trainings or conversations take place between the farmer and employees 

is invaluable to employee efficiency and effectiveness.  

 

Providing ongoing opportunities to employees to upskill and learn is also important. Perhaps 

there are other areas that employees would like to upskill in that will not only benefit the 

individual but the farm overall.  Having regular conversations with the employee and giving 

them the flexibility to attend courses or complete exams/assignments is important and gives 

a great sense of value to the employee.  

 

Such upskilling and training not only support employee engagement and retention it can also 

support ongoing health and safety practises on farm. For example, employees who complete 

a pesticide training course will not only improve their own knowledge but may come back and 

implement new procedures on farm improving the overall process.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

GFP Group at Garces Fruits in Chile who employ over six hundred employees in their fruit processing 
plant in Chile 
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The importance of communication in finding the 
right talent 
 

The competitive nature of the labour market not only in Ireland but globally is making finding 

suitable employees increasingly challenging. Thus, the agriculture industry must ask itself if it 

is doing enough to promote the sector as a desirable place to work? As the corporate world 

works hard to keep up with the pace of change around attracting, engaging and retaining 

talent online one must again ask is the agri-sector keeping up with the race? 

 

The way in which people of all demographics engage with information and seek jobs has 

changed massively in recent years with social media, in particular, playing a greater role. Not 

only do people seek out job opportunities online, they also research potential employers’ 

online brand to see if their values align.  

 

Hence, the choice of where farmers advertise job listings is crucial to ensure that they are 

reaching the right target audience. Also, how they showcase themselves online whether it be 

through their own personal social media accounts, or any business accounts is integral to 

success.  

 

Farmers and farm managers must make a conscious effort to manage their brand online by 

sharing positive feedback from previous employees or featured articles. They must remember 

that potential future employees may use this information in their decision making.  

 

A growing number of people are now coming to Ireland to get experience in the agricultural 

industry. Without having the opportunity to meet the farmer face to face or visit the farm, this 

online image can often be the defining factor in choosing one farm over another.  

 

Agri-media plays an important role in promoting jobs and potential employers, but one 

wonders if it is doing enough. Ensuring that the industry is highlighted and promoted positively 

is important, yet agri-media can often amplify the negative and challenging elements facing 

the industry that could put potential employees to the agri-sector off. Ireland hosts several 

agri-events throughout the year which further provide an excellent opportunity to boast about 

the positives of working in the sector.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 28 

 
Case Study – The South Australia Police Force  
 

In March 2024 a ‘Down Under Live’ Expo came to Ireland to encourage members of An Garda 

Síochána (the Irish police force) to consider a move to the police force in Southern Australia. 

Providing very clear information on the role, the salary and the experience required, the 

campaign also sold the benefits of living in Australia and the work life balance. With both print 

and social media marketing campaigns to promote the initiative members of the Soth 

Australian police force also travelled across Ireland to meet with prospective candidates, while 

also taking the time to undertake radio and television interviews to spread their message 

further amongst their target audience.  

 

One wonders is a more joined up and targeted approach, such as that undertaken by the 

Australian police force, required to promote the agri-sector as a desirable place to work to 

prospective domestic and overseas candidates? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rounding up sheep in Kangaroo Island South Australia  
 



 

 

 29 

Broadening farmers approach to acquiring 

agricultural talent 
 

As the agricultural sector develops, alongside diversified employee requirements, farmers 

must look at ways to generate new roles on farms to attract talent that can help them to 

increase their productivity. It is no longer only roles involving physical tasks that can be of 

benefit but also more strategic and management roles.  

 

Often when a farmer looks at taking on more talent, they focus on the labour-intensive roles 

such as managing stock or tractor driving. However, before identifying if additional resources 

are required on the farm the farmer must first analyse their own role and what does that role 

consist of - farm manager, stock manager, tractor driver, people manager, admin manager? 

Furthermore, they must evaluate their own skillset and where their strengths and weaknesses 

lie to help them to identify where a new employee can make the greatest impact.  

 

Farmers should first ask the question do I need extra employees on farm or will people off 

farm allow me to do my role more effectively? In a world of hybrid working, farmers should 

consider where employees working off farm could benefit them. One area is data analysis 

where the gathering of targeted data can empower farmers to make more informed 

management decisions for their farm and use their time more efficiently and effectively.  

 

Hiring someone with a data background one day a month, for example, to conduct 

performance analysis of the farm can help farmers to better identify underperforming stock, 

yield prediction, breeding success and much more. Information such as this can then help the 

farmer to spend their time in areas of the business that are more productive and profitable.  

 

Similarly, the growing amount of paperwork on farms can be time consuming and 

monotonous for farmers however, it is fundamental to the success of a farm. Perhaps it is not 

a farmer’s strong point or they do not like to be away from the day to day running of the farm. 

Creating a part time role for a bookkeeper or admin can be a welcome solution. Farmers 

should also consider how this talent resource could be shared with other farmers to provide 

a more structured role for an employee.  
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Getting the essentials right 
Ensuring your farm is seen as an attractive place to work is key when trying to attract new 

employees, as well as engaging and retaining those you already have employed. Ensuring that 

dedicated employee facilities are available on a farm is key. Simple things such as bathrooms, 

fridges, seating areas and lockers are important for employees to feel that they have a 

dedicated rest space and that their welfare is valued by their employer.  These spaces should 

be warm, clean and welcoming and somewhere the farmer themselves would feel 

comfortable spending time.  

 

A current challenge in both urban and rural Ireland is finding homes to buy and rent.  Providing 

suitable accommodation can be a determining factor in attracting new employees particularly 

in a competitive jobs market. Many Irish farms have more than one property on farm and 

investing in this additional property to make it a comfortable home for employees can be a 

gamechanger in attracting potential employees and their family to the farm and retaining 

them long term. Whilst Irish farms are not at the same scale as those of Australia and New 

Zealand, Irish farmers can learn a lot from the facilities being provided to employees by 

employers in these countries.  

 

 

 

 
Images of Kenya’s cut-flower industry where numerous flights per week see flowers delivered to 

Rotterdam’s flower market 
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Global Agri People Initiatives  
 

UK - Nuffield Reputation and Public Outreach Group  
In the UK a newly formed Nuffield Reputation and Public Outreach group has identified that 

there is a need and an opportunity to promote diversity and inclusion in farming across the 

UK. This group is being spearheaded by Amy Jackson (2021, UK Nuffield Scholar) With a 

growing ethnic population in the UK the future farming workforce will look very different. The 

aim of this working group is to improve farmer confidence around the topic of diversity and 

inclusion and to help them to be better placed to communicate with people from diverse 

backgrounds and welcome them as employees on to their farms.  

 

The two main actions that this group are taking are: 

1. Education: Identifying ways to educate the farmer on the topic of diversity and 

inclusion. The group are working to create an online learning module that will be 

available for farmers to learn at their own pace. 

2. Action: As well as increasing knowledge, taking part in the course will also indicate that 

the participant welcomes diversity, and their business is one where underrepresented 

backgrounds can feel safe and comfortable working. The group are currently looking 

into creating a new register of participating farms that prospective candidates can view 

and know that they are welcome there.  

 

Tasmania – Primary Employers Tasmania  
Primary Employers Tasmania (PET) is Tasmania’s provider of professional, personalised, 

practical and prompt workplace relations solutions to employers in the agricultural sector. The 

role of this organisation is “to be the first point of call for all primary industries employment 

concerns and issues, alleviating any industrial relations stress” (PET, 2024). PET recognises that 

navigating the complexities of the industrial and employment relations landscape is one of the 

biggest challenges for farmers. They provide practical advice to farmers on HR related issues 

as well as offering learning and training development opportunities for employees within the 

sector.  

 

Andrew Cameron, Executive Officer and Workplace Relations Director at PET, stated that the 

organisation currently has five-hundred-member farms. This comprises of approximately 65% 

of farms in Tasmania which have employees.  

 

The structure is relatively simple with farmers paying an annual membership fee of between 

$480 - $950 dollars. The fee differs depending on the number of people employed on farm. 

Membership gives access to one-to-one advice with Andrew and to a suite of online services 

including a bi-monthly newsletter with all the latest updates on employee relations issues. 

Additional services and direct support can be availed of, by member farms, when they require 

support in relation to a specific case of unfair dismissal or any mediation. Tasmanian farmers 
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Rob and Jo Bradley highlighted that the support that PET has provided them on their farm has 

been important to ensure they manage all employee matters correctly and successfully.  

 

Member farmers and their employees can also access AgCard. Set up by PET in 2020, AgCard 

is an online training portal for farm employees to access and complete various training 

modules. The focus of the platform is to improve health, safety and wellbeing on farm by 

offering modules in areas such as farm safety, financial wellbeing and livestock management, 

among others.  

 

 

Netherlands – Farmers Union 
The role of the Dutch farmers union, LTO, is to “support and connect entrepreneurs in the 

agricultural and horticultural sector” (LTO, 2024). 

 

The LTO recognises the need for their farmer members to have access to the right supports to 

allow them to successfully employ people on their various farm types. Included in farmer’s 

annual membership fees is access to a telephone service where they can speak to trained 

employment experts on matters such as employment contracts, holiday entitlements and 

dismissal procedures. The LTO also provides training programmes, both for new employees 

on farms and the farmers themselves across a variety of different areas.  

 

Lobbying the local government and the EU is also a fundamental role of the LTO and in an 

increasingly challenging labour market they recognise the importance and reliance of 

employees on farm to sustain the industry. A 2024 European position paper published by the 

LTO sees them advocating for areas such as: 

 

• A level playing field when it comes to wages and labour costs for employees and 

employers 

• European labour law that remains committed to equal working conditions for all  

• European labour law that does justice to the single market, ensuring that companies 

compete on a level playing field  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 33 

UK - REAL Success - Paul Harris  
REAL Success is a company set up and run by Paul Harris in the UK. The mission of the 

organisation “is to influence and inspire business leaders and employees working in the agri-

sector to improve their people management skills creating a more attractive, effective and 

sustainable industry in which to work” (REAL Success, 2024).  

 

Paul identified a gap in the market to support farmers in becoming people managers and 

improving overall ways of working on farms. Paul specialises in meeting farmers and their 

teams and using simple personality tests to identify the personality and behavioural traits of 

all team members. He shares and discusses the results in a group environment to help them 

to better understand how to communicate with each other based on their individual profiles.  

 

Mike King of Laddensfield Farm near Bristol was one of REAL Success’ first clients. Mike spoke 

of how Paul’s profiling is now an essential element for all new recruits joining his family farm, 

so that the farm managers can understand and support their ways of working to ensure the 

farm performs effectively and efficiently overall.  

 

Paul not only works with large farming enterprises but also with individual farming families, 

where often the communication dynamic is even more complex. Such is the demand from 

farmers seeking support in the areas of people recruitment and management that Paul has 

grown from a one-man business to a team of more than ten. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 34 

STAR Framework  
 

Attraction, engagement and retention are three fundamental elements that contribute to the 

success of people management.  

 

Attraction is the attraction of suitable candidates with the right skills for a vacant position.  

Engagement involves ensuring that employees remain engaged and enthused by the job they 

are doing.   

Retention is limiting employee turnover and retaining employees in a business.  

 

Overall, it is important that farmers are provided with the right information and knowledge to 

ensure they can successfully manage people on their farm. The ‘STAR’ framework has been 

developed to provide guiding principles around attraction, retention and engagement.  

 

SUITABILITY  

TRUST  

ACHIEVEMENT  

REWARD   

 

Suitability (Attraction)  
When attracting talent, one wants to ensure they are attracting a suitable fit from the offset. 

Initially identifying what skills and experience level are required on farm is key to writing a 

clear and targeted job description for prospective candidates. Furthermore, candidates have 

choices and do not want to waste their time applying for roles that are not suited to them. 

Finally in an effort to attract suitable applicants one must publish the role across the correct 

mediums and with the right target audience in mind.  

 
Trust (Engagement)  
Trusting employees on farm will make them feel valued and empowered. Successful people 

managers give their employees a clear task outline and trust them to complete it. Often the 

biggest challenge for farmers is that their employees might approach and complete a task in 

a different way to them which can result in trust issues.  Ensuring micro-management doesn’t 

creep in at this stage and letting employees complete the task as they see fit will allow the 

team member to feel trusted by that manager and to feel a sense of pride and ownership 

within their role.  

 
Achievement (Engagement)  
By trusting their employees’ farmers can foster a sense of accomplishment within their role.  

Recognising the achievements of employees is key to keeping them engaged. They may have 

approached a task in a new way or successfully tried out a new process and it is important to 

acknowledge this achievement. Sharing the success and achievements of the farm overall is 

also important so that employees can feel part of the wider business and understand what 
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they are contributing to. Achievement recognition relies on good communication by the 

farmer/farm manager.  

 

Reward (Retention)  
When employees are doing a good job and contributing to the overall success of the farm 

offering a reward is key. Employees will remain loyal to a job when they are being recognised 

and rewarded accordingly. Introducing formal appraisals can provide the opportunity not only 

for financial reward but also to identify what tasks the employee needs to focus on for the 

period ahead to support the farm in reaching its goals. Reward doesn’t always have to be 

monetary and can come in different forms such as holidays or education. Identifying what 

reward is right for the employee at a certain stage in their life and rewarding appropriately is 

important.  

 

For the STAR framework approach to be a success it is fundamental that Irish farmers have a 

good understanding of communication and different communication styles. Whilst the STAR 

approach should be considered with all employees it should be individualised based on the 

employee’s personality type.  A farmer who excels in people management is not only setting 

themselves and their own farm up for success but also their team members.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 With Australian Scholars Nicole Logg, Sammy McIntyre and Regan Lynch at the triennial in New 

Zealand  
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Conclusions  
 

The overall aim of this study was to identify what the Irish agricultural sector can do to better 

attract, engage and retain employees working in agriculture to future proof the sector long 

term. This scholarship has provided me with an incredible opportunity to travel, expand my 

knowledge, challenge my thinking and meet many amazing people from all corners of the 

world. As a result, I’ve gained valuable knowledge in relation to my topic on people 

management practices.   

 

Below are the main conclusions from my study: 

 

• Ireland has an impressive support network for the wider agri-sector which plays a 

significant role in ensuring the right supports are provided  

• Globally, Irish farmers are seen as trailblazers in farming sustainably. However, the 

term sustainability has come to mean different things in different contexts. With 

people at the core of a profitable and productive farming enterprise Ireland needs to 

ensure it keeps up with the latest trends in people management to keep this 

‘trailblazer’ title 

• Given the importance of agricultural exports to the Irish market there is not enough 

focus being placed on future proofing the talent pipeline for the sector  

• The industry has a lot of opportunity to leverage learnings from what other industries 

are doing in Ireland and abroad and more opportunity for knowledge sharing should 

be sought  

• The pace of change in the sector is rapid and the industry needs to ensure it is keeps 

up with these transformations to stay relevant and position itself as an attractive 

sector to work in  

• Ireland is a global leader in areas such as sustainability and innovation, but it lags 

behind in providing farmers the right supports to perform optimally as an employer 

• The current DAFM strategy, Food Vision 2030, has identified a number of focus areas 

around people in agriculture and it is imperative that continued action is taken in this 

area particularly in preparation for the next strategy   
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Recommendations  
 

• Both Teagasc and independent agricultural advisors should be further upskilled in 

people management to ensure more focused and constructive conversations can 

happen with their farmer clients 

• Bord Bia should introduce a people pillar to their Quality Assurance Programme to 

gather data around people management practises on farm. This pillar will be closely 

aligned to the corporate social responsibility element of sustainability. The data 

collected will also be a reliable source providing an overview of people management 

practices currently in place and those that are lacking giving the industry the 

opportunity to create targeted supports   

• Co-ops should recommend farmers to partake in people management courses once 

their cow numbers reach a certain size to ensure they have the right employment 

structures and systems in place to support a sustainable enterprise  

• Farm organisations need to expand their communications plan to better promote 

existing people management resources to its farmer members. This is a valuable 

resource to have available to farmer members and all farm organisations should 

ensure that it is forms part of its member benefits  

• Continued investment in people management courses is required in agricultural 

colleges and universities to ensure the information is kept up to date and best practise 

in agricultural employment remains a core learning focus 

• Stronger collaboration between industry, government bodies and media needs to be 

developed to promote the agri-sector positively as an enticing sector to work with key 

actions and measurable data points being identified 

• Agricultural media could introduce ‘Meet the Employee’ profiles across their platforms 

to promote positive conversations around working on farm and to highlight the diverse 

jobs that are available in the sector 

• Talent development must be prioritised in the creation of the next DAFM future Agri 

strategy with the inclusion of a dedicated people mission. We need to look now to 

ensure that the people challenge in agriculture is being given the attention it deserves 

to ensure that it is not an issue that gets amplified overtime but in fact gets spotlighted 

and prioritised. Working groups should be established at an early stage to ensure 

constructive conversations take place and detailed research and data collection can be 

completed  

• Further research needs to be done in the area of how artificial intelligence can benefit 

people management practises on farm and a knowledge transfer plan created 
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Objectives 

 
The objectives of this study were to:  

• Review the Irish and global agricultural landscape and identify 
the challenges surrounding people management on farms  

• Investigate what people management practices are 
undertaken globally to attract, engage and retain people in 
the agricultural sector and beyond  

• Identify key considerations for Irish agricultural stakeholders 
and farmers to enhance people management practises at farm 
level to future proof the sector  

 
Background 
 
 
 
 
Research 
 
 

Agriculture in Ireland continues to evolve and be faced with a growing 
number of challenges including the shortage of suitable employees. It 
is therefore important for the sector to consider how to future proof 
people management.   
 
This study looked at what stakeholders in industry in Ireland are 
currently doing in the people management space as well as what 
initiatives are happening internationally that should be considered in 
Ireland.   
 

Outcomes There is a responsibility for stakeholders in the Irish agri sector to 
collaborate to future proof the attraction, engagement and retention 
of talent in the agri-sector. Data collection is a key next step to gain a 
deeper understanding of the people landscape on farms in terms of 
number of people employed, people processes, facilities and much 
more.  
 

Implications The sector needs to work together to promote the Irish agricultural 
sector in a positive way to attract the right talent. Furthermore, 
ensuring that people management is at the forefront of the next 
Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine’s Agri strategy is 
fundamental to supporting the industry long term.  
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