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ABSTRACT   

Psychosocial risks among farmers have increasingly been examined because of the ongoing changes 

in agriculture, such as restructuring of the industry, transition from family farming towards 

entrepreneurship, and climate change. The aims of the study were to determine the stressors, 

prevalence of stress and burnout, and variables associated with these symptoms among Finnish 

dairy farmers. In total 265 respondents completed a postal survey; their average age was 48 years, 

44% were females and 56% males. The farms of the survey sample were larger (54 field hectares, 

29 cows) than an average farm in Finland (37 hectares, 24 cows) in 2010. The most common 

stressors were external, such as “agricultural policy of the EU” (European Union) and “the 

treatment of farmers in society and the media.” In addition, common stressors were related to farm 

and work, e.g. “amount of work,” unpredictability, and “animal diseases.” The prevalence of stress 

(42%) was found to have increased compared with earlier studies and was greater than among the 

general working population. All respondents as a group were classified as having slight symptoms 

of burnout, and one tenth (9%) of dairy farmers had experienced severe burnout. Stressors related to 

the workload and health were associated with stress and burnout symptoms. Also, a poor economic 

situation and loneliness were related to stress. Burnout correlated with a tie stall barn type and with 

farm not being involved in the milk production record system. Factors protecting against burnout 

included positive features of the work and living environment. The study revealed changes during 

the past decade and new features of the well-being at work on dairy farms in Finland. 

Keywords: agriculture, burnout, dairy farm, stress, survey 

 

INTRODUCTION   

During recent decades, agriculture has faced significant changes worldwide. Agriculture is 

gradually changing from traditional family farming towards entrepreneurship, including greater 

investments, increased risks, a more structured workplace with employees, and the adoption of new 

technologies.
1
 Ongoing climate change is expected to affect agriculture, and exceptional weather 

conditions have been assessed as the main factor leading to rapid price fluctuations for agricultural 

products worldwide.
2,3

 

 

Probably because of the ongoing changes in agriculture, psychosocial risks among farmers have 

been under increasing international examination during recent decades.
4
 The changes have resulted 
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in new types of stressors, as farming is currently more capital-intensive, industrialized, and isolated
1
 

due to the structural change.
5
 In addition, farmers are affected by increasing regulation, diminishing 

control over their work, intensification of their occupation, and concurrent weakening of the farm 

economy.
6,7

 According to the Fourth European Working Conditions Survey carried out in 31 

European countries, skilled agricultural and fishery workers most often (32%) reported work-related 

stress as affecting their health, compared with the corresponding prevalence (22%) among other 

professional sectors.
8
 Furthermore, the sector of skilled agricultural and fishery workers was the 

only one in which the prevalence of stress had increased compared with an earlier follow-up study 

in 2000.
9
 In the study by Brumby et al.

10
 Australian farm men and women had poorer mental health 

status than urban or other rural populations. Lunner Kolstrup et al.
4
 assessed dairy farming as a 

sector in which a hazardous and mentally straining working environment may elevate stress. In 

addition, it may be difficult to organize work absences, and old farming traditions may create 

invisible barriers to organizing work in a more functional way.
11

  

A dairy farm is defined in Finland as a farm receiving more than two thirds of the farm's total return 

from milk production as calculated using the Standard Output Method.
12

 A farmer is defined as a 

person “who carries the primary responsibility for running the farm,”
13

 and the size of a farm is at 

least 5 hectares of agricultural land.
14

 A farm involved in the milk production record system 

receives advice on production and information about quality and yields of milk. This provides 

possibility to assess the feeding of cows, the health of udders, and the profitability of the 

production. The results are benchmarked against farmers in the same district and the whole country. 

 

Stress is usually defined as a conflict resulting from an imbalance between the possibilities and 

demands of the existing circumstances and a person’s expectations, resources, or capacities.
15

 Stress 

is described as a “harmful and emotional response” to this conflict.
16

 Saarni et al.
17

 determined that 

the farmers survey results indicated the lowest work ability among Finnish farmers compared to 

other population groups, and referred to the theory of Karasek and Theorell
15

, describing the 

situation as “low control, low support, and high demand.” Another stress theory, termed “the effort–

reward imbalance model,” formulates stress as a situation where the efforts and rewards of work are 

not in balance: efforts such as the amount of work and the required physical or mental exertion are 

greater than the rewards, such as the economic situation, the success of an enterprise and work 

security.
18

 The effort-reward imbalance model is based on an understanding of social exchange in 

which the costs and benefits should be more or less even. Griffin & Clarke
19

 defined a stressor as an 

environmental demand, with the concept including both “external stimuli” and the negative reaction 

of the individual. Stress is not an illness, but when long-lasting and with a certain intensity, it may 

lead to a process resulting in the onset of mental or physical disease, such as cardiovascular 

diseases, diabetes, depression, musculoskeletal diseases, lowered immunity, and burnout.
20 

Brumby 

et al.
10

 observed a significant association between psychological distress and obesity among 

Australian farm men and women.  

 

Burnout is defined as a conflict of one’s relationship with the work or a serious disorder of well-

being.
21

 Burnout develops over a long time during stressful conditions, and it includes one to three 

dimensions that vary individually: exhaustion, cynicism, and a collapse in professional self-

esteem.
21

 A person may be completely exhausted and also doubt his or her capacity to perform 
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work tasks.
21

 He or she may have cynical thoughts about meaningfulness of work and the joy of 

work may disappear. For examining burnout, the established inventory method, Maslach Burnout 

Inventory – General Survey, MBI-GS focuses “on the performance of the work in general,”
21

 not 

only on the human service professions.
22 

 

 

A telephone survey among Finnish farm entrepreneurs (N = 1,182) in 2004 indicated that 1 in 4 

(26%) respondents had symptoms of weakness and fatigue. In addition, nearly one-fifth (19%) had 

symptoms of insomnia or difficulties in falling asleep that had been long-lasting during the previous 

month.
23

 These results aroused an interest in investigating well-being at work among Finnish dairy 

farmers. The research questions of this study were the following: 

1. What are the stressors among Finnish dairy farmers? 

2. What is the prevalence of stress and burnout among respondents?  

3. What variables are associated with stress and burnout?   

 

METHODS 

In 2009, a random sample of 400 Finnish dairy farms was selected from the farm register of the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, which contained 11,896 dairy farms out of a total of 64,175 

Finnish farms.
13

 Two similar questionnaires were mailed to each dairy farm. In an attached cover 

letter, the farmer, farming couple, or persons regularly taking care of cattle were asked to complete 

the questionnaires. After two mailing rounds (January and March, 2010) and a reminder postcard, 

265 valid questionnaires were received from 188 (47%) farms in the sample. Altogether, 50% of 

farms responded to the request to participate, but in 12 cases the respondent informed about the 

cessation of dairy farming, about the death of the dairy farmer, or the questionnaire was not valid. 

The reasons why the rest of the sample farmers did not respond are not known. In addition to the 

information about stress and burnout among dairy farmers reported in this article, the questionnaire 

included questions about animal welfare and conditions in the barn and the relationship between the 

animals and the stockperson. 

 

The characteristics of the respondents and farms in the sample and the corresponding figures of all 

Finnish farms are presented in Table 1. The values of average farmer age and the proportion of tie 

stall barns in the study sample were close to the average figures in Finnish agriculture.
13,24

 Over half 

(56%) of the survey respondents were men and 44% were women. The farms of the survey sample 

were larger (54.0 field hectares, 29.0 cows) than an average farm in Finland (36.7 hectares, 24.3 

cows) in 2010 (Table 1).
13

 The farm work was usually carried out by farm family members (83%). 

One quarter (25%) of the farms had only one full-time worker. Most respondents (90%) had worked 

with cattle for over ten years. 

 

Stressors and resource variables 

The questionnaire included a table of 18 stressors and the following instruction: “Estimate your own 

stressors in your current situation in life. Which issues do you experience as strenuous, inconvenient 

or tiring?” The scale of response options was from 1 (“not strenuous at all”) to 7 (“very strenuous”).  

Correspondingly, 26 resource variables were included in table with a question: “Which of the 

following are resource variables that enable you to develop a positive attitude and cope in your 
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everyday life?” The instruction was to assess variables on a scale from 1 (“completely 

meaningless”) to 7 (“very important”). 

 

Table 1. Characteristics of farms and farmers in the survey sample (mean, range, standard deviation, 

and N) and on average in Finland.  
 

Characteristics  

 

Survey sample Finland   

average Mean Range SD N
c
 

The 

respondents 

 

Average age 

(years) 

 

47.8 

 

21-80 

 

10.35 

 

262 

 

50.6
a
 

Share of 

females (%) 

 

44 

 

24-80 

 

10.51 

 

116 

 

35
a
 

Share of men 

(%) 

 

56 

 

21-73 

 

10.26 

 

146 

 

65
a
 

The farms 

 

Number of 

cows 

 

29.0 

 

4-220 

 

26.41 

 

186 

 

24.3
a
 

Field hectares 

(ha) 

 

54.0 

 

7-365 

 

45.33 

 

184 

 

36.7
a
 

The proportion 

of tie stall barns 

(%) 

 

 

78.1 

 

 

- 

 

 

- 

 

 

178 

 

 

74
b
 

Note. No statistically significant differences were observed between female and male ages (P = 

.72). 
a 
  Information Centre of the Agriculture and Forestry (Tike)

13
 

b 
 ProAgria. The share is among farms that take part in the milk production record system. 

c   
N is variable, because all respondents did not give an answer to all questions. 

The stressors included in the questionnaire were selected based on earlier literature references. The 

stressors were such as changes in agriculture policy or new legislation
25-27

, public perception or the 

position of the farmers
26

, future of the farm
27,28

, administrative burden
29

, the amount of paper 

work
26,28

, long hours of work or amount of work
6,26,27

,  machinery breakdown
27

, uncontrollable 

natural forces
25

, animal diseases
26,27

, media criticism
26-28

, finances
25-28

,  health problems
26-28

, 

isolation
25-28

 and family problems
28

.  

 

Stress and burnout 

Stress was measured with the following question: “Stress means a situation in which a person feels 

tense, restless, nervous or anxious, or is unable to sleep because his/her mind is troubled all the 

time. Do you currently feel this type of stress?”
30

 The response alternatives were: (a) not at all, (b) 

only a little, (c) some, (d) quite a lot, (e) a great deal, (f) I am not able to answer, and (g) no answer. 

The validity of this single-item measure of stress has been assessed with a conclusion; the content, 

criteria, and construct validity for group-level analysis is satisfactory when four independent data 

sets were included in the evaluation process.
30

  

 

Burnout symptoms were measured with the MBI-GS, including 16 items and assessing three 

dimensions: exhaustion (5 items), cynicism (5 items) and professional self-esteem (6 items).
21

 The 

scale of alternative responses was from 0 (“never”) to 6 (“daily”). 
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Statistical methods 

The relationships of background variables with stress and work-related burnout were initially 

examined using correlation analysis, analysis of variance and cross tabulation. In addition, the 

information concerning 26 resource variables and 18 stressors was reduced to 9 summary factors (6 

from resource variables and 3 from stressors) by using factor analysis (FA) (Table 2). FA with the 

maximum likelihood method was separately applied to resource variables and stressors. Non-

orthogonal (oblique) promax rotation was used because of the moderately correlated factors. 

However, both rotation methods (orthogonal and oblique) led to very similar structures and 

interpretable solutions. Multiple imputation for missing data was used to obtain the factor scores for 

all respondents. The SAS procedure MI, which uses the multivariate normal approach via the 

Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) method, was used for multiple imputations (SAS Institute, 

Cary NC, USA). The effects of the imputations on the FA structure were examined and found 

negligible. Factor scores were used as continuous predictor variables in logistic regression. 

 

Binary logistic regression was used to model the probability of suffering from stress or work-related 

burnout. The analyses included both background variables and summary factors. Some of the 

continuous variables were classified into two or three classes because of the apparent lack of 

normality. Moreover, some categorical variables were re-classified into two or three classes because 

of scarce class frequencies in some cases. The presence of stress was assumed when the stress level 

was more than 3 (42% of cases), i.e. the respondent reported having some, quite a lot or a great deal 

of stress. Respectively, the presence of burnout was assumed when the burnout level was more than 

1.5 (54% of cases), in which case the respondent was classified as having slight or severe burnout 

symptoms. The stepwise selection method was used in the analysis because of the large number of 

variables and their possible interactions. The appropriateness of the models was assessed by 

analysis of residuals. The normality of dependent variables and the residuals of the models were 

checked using box plots. Statistical analyses were performed with the software package SAS 

Enterprise Guide 4.3. 

 

RESULTS  

Stressors 

On average, the most common stressors (Figure 1) represented external issues: “agricultural policy 

of the EU” [European Union] (average points 5.41), “the treatment of farmers in society and the 

media” (5.08), “the future of the agricultural sector” (5.04) and “administration of the farm” (5.04). 

Stressors related to farm and work were also common, such as “amount of work” (4.92), “lack of 

possibility to predict work situations” (4.87), “animal diseases” (4.87) and “complex responsibilities 

and duties” (4.83). The lowest average points were in the stressors “own or other persons’ alcohol 

or drug usage” (1.75), “lack of a companion” (1.88), “relationships with parents and parents-in-law” 

(2.13) and “family relationships” (2.23). In general, the stressors related to personal issues and 

social relations were not among the most common stressors. The greatest standard deviations were 

in the stressors “finances and economic situation” (SD 1.97), “loneliness” (1.90) and “problems 

with sleeping” (1.85), whereas the lowest standard deviations were in the stressors “own or other 

persons’ alcohol or drug usage” (1.48), “working with animals” and “agricultural policy of the EU” 

(both 1.56). (Figure 1) 
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Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis; included stressors or resource variables, loadings, and 

established summary factors. 

  
  
  
 S

tr
es

so
rs

  
  

Included stressors or resource variables Loading Summary factor  

Agricultural policy of the EU 0.92 Governance and 

responsibilities The treatment of farmers in society and the 

media 

0.83 

Administration of the farm 0.68 

The future of the agricultural sector 0.67 

Complex responsibilities and duties 0.55 

Lack of possibility to predict work situations 0.52 

Physical load of work 0.75 Workload and own 

health Amount of work 0.72 

Own health 0.55 

Loneliness 0.99 Loneliness 

 Lack of companion 0.60 

  
R

es
o
u

rc
e 

v
a

ri
a
b

le
s 

 

Own family 0.98 Family 

Child or children 0.94 

Own spouse or companion 0.79 

Love 0.60 

Work near nature 0.76 Work and living 

environment 

 
Freedom in work 0.71 

Diversified work 0.64 

Living environment 0.59 

Work atmosphere 0.56 

Farming lifestyle 0.52 

Neighbors 0.85 Social relationships 

Relatives 0.73 

Support from other farmers 0.62 

Friends 0.60 

The affection shown by farm animals 0.96 Work with farm 

animals Working with farm animals 0.78 

Follow-up of animal behavior 0.74 

Success of farm enterprise 0.99 Success of farm 

enterprise Sufficient income  0.74 

Sufficient free time 0.81 Free time 

Substitute farm work service or substitute 

during a holiday 

0.79 

Own hobby 0.50 
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Figure 1. Stressors as average points (bars) and standard errors of means (bars ± SE) according to a 

postal survey among Finnish dairy farmers. The scale of the responses is 1–7, in which 1 means 

“not strenuous at all” and 7 “very strenuous”. The number of responses is presented after each 

stressor in parentheses. 

(a) Including subsidy forms and inspections  

(b) For example machine breakdowns, varying weather conditions and animals 

1.88

2.13

2.23

1.75

2.79

2.83

4.11

2.88

3.68

4.38

4.83

4.87

4.87

4.92

5.04

5.04

5.08 

5.41

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Lack of a companion (233)

Relationships with parents and 
parents-in-law (247)

Family relationships (250)

Own or other persons alcohol 
or other drug usage (255)

Problems with sleeping (257)

Loneliness (254)

Own health (258)

Working with animals (260)

Finances and economic 
situation (255)

Physical load of work (254)

Complex responsibilities and 
duties (259)

Animal diseases (260)

Lack of possibility to predict 
work situations (b) (260)

Amount of work (258)

Administration of the farm (a) 
(259)

The future of the agricultural 
sector (257)

The treatment of farmers in 
society and the media (260)

Agricultural policy of the EU 
(258)

Social
relations  

External

Personal 

Farm and 
work 



9 
 

Summary factors 

The nine summary factors established from stressors and resource variables by exploratory factor 

analysis are presented in Table 2. 

  

Prevalence of stress and associated variables 

According to the survey, 42% of the dairy farmers reported having some, quite a lot, or a great deal 

of stress. Over half (55%) of respondents choose the alternatives “not at all” or “only a little” in 

relation to stress symptoms. 

 

In the binary logistic regression analysis, the variable “stress” was used as a binary variable (1 = 

stress, n = 92, including some, quite a lot or a great deal of stress; 0 = no stress, n = 126, including 

not at all or only a little stress). The model interpreted 32% of the reported stress symptoms. The 

variables associated with stress are presented in Table 3. Statistically significant associations with 

stress were detected for the variables “poor economic situation of the farm” (odds ratio [OR] = 

2.43, 95% confidence interval Cl: 1.08−5.50) and summary factor “workload and own health” (OR 

= 1.88, 95% Cl: 1.17−3.02) including the stressors “physical load of work,” “amount of work,” and 

“own health.” Also the summary factor “loneliness” was associated with stress (OR = 1.45, 95% Cl: 

1.02−2.06), including the stressors “loneliness” and “lack of a companion” (Table 3).  

Table 3. The variables associated with stress symptoms according to multivariable logistic 

regression analysis.  

Variable Adjusted OR (95% Cl) 

Gender: female vs. male 1.83 (0.96-3.48) 

Workload and own health (sf; stressors) 1.88 (1.17-3.02) 

Economic situation of farm: poor vs. 

satisfactory 

2.43 (1.08-5.50) 

Economic situation of farm: good vs. 

satisfactory      

0.67 (0.33-1.36) 

Governance and responsibilities (sf; stressors) 1.55 (0.98-2.44) 

Loneliness (sf; stressors) 1.45 (1.02-2.06) 

Note. sf = a summary factor, established from the stressors (Table 2). 

 

Prevalence of burnout and associated variables 

The indicator MBI-GS classified the dairy farmers as follows: 46% of respondents did not have 

burnout symptoms, 45% had slight, and 9% had severe burnout symptoms. As a group, all 

respondents were categorized as having slight burnout symptoms.  

 

The logistic regression analysis (Table 4) included 227 observations (38 observations were lacking). 

The model interpreted 36% of the reported burnout (Nagelkerken, max-rescaled R
2
).  “Work and 

living environment” as a summary factor reduced the probability of burnout (OR = 0.55, 95% Cl: 

0.34−0.88). This summary factor included resource variables “work near nature”, “freedom in 

work,” “diversified work,” “living environment,” “work atmosphere” and “farming lifestyle” (Table 

2). The summary factor “workload and own health” was associated with burnout (OR = 2.43, 95% 

Cl: 1.59-3.73), including the stressors “physical load of work,” “amount of work” and “own 

health.” If the summary factor “workload and own health” (Table 2) increased by one, the 
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probability of burnout increased by 143%.  

 

Table 4. Multivariable logistic regression analysis; the variables associated with burnout symptoms 

(slight or severe burnout).  

Variable Adjusted OR  

(95% Wald Cl) 

The amount of cows 0.98 (0.97-1.00) 

Being involved in the milk production record 

system: yes vs. no  

0.43 (0.18-1.06) 

Work and living environment (sf; resource 

variables) 

0.55 (0.34-0.88) 

Work with farm animals (sf; resource 

variables) 

0.67 (0.44-1.01) 

Loneliness (sf; stressors) 1.35 (0.96-1.91) 

Workload and own health (sf; stressors) 2.43 (1.59-3.73) 

Note: sf = summary factor, established from the stressors or resource variables (Table 2). 

 

The correlations between the background variables and burnout symptoms were also analysed. The 

type of cattle housing had a significant association (P = .0124) with burnout; over half (59%) of 

those respondents having a tie stall barn had slight or severe burnout, whereas the corresponding 

proportion among the respondents having a loose housing barn was only 37%. Being involved in 

the milk production record system also had a significant (P = 0.0362) association with burnout; 

slight burnout symptoms were more prevalent on those farms that were not involved in the milk 

production record system than on the farms belonging to the system. No statistically significant 

associations with burnout were detected for the variables gender, marital status, education, 

production volume or working alone or with several dairy farm workers. 

 

Some variables were observed to have some impact on burnout symptoms. Age may have an 

association (P = 0.0531); the respondents born during the 1950s or earlier more frequently 

experienced slight or severe burnout symptoms compared to the younger respondents. One tenth 

(11%) of the respondents born during the 1960s had severe symptoms of burnout, whereas the 

corresponding proportion among the respondents born in the 1970s was 5%. The number of cows 

also had a trending (P = 0.0813) association with burnout; severe burnout symptoms were more 

prevalent among those respondents who had fewer than 20 or more than 40 cows.  

 

DISCUSSION    

According to the postal survey, all the dairy farmers (N = 265) as a group were classified as having 

slight burnout symptoms, and one tenth (9%) of the respondents experienced severe burnout 

symptoms. Associations with burnout symptoms form a picture of a respondent who is struggling 

with the stressors “physical load of work,” “amount of work,” and “own health”, which form the 

summary factor “workload and own health.” In addition, burnout symptoms had an association with 

a tie stall barn as a cattle barn type, and the farm is not involved in the milk production record 

system, which provides advice on milk yields, quality, and education on production. The farmer is 

more likely to be born during the 1950s or earlier.  
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The symptoms of cynicism among dairy farmers can perhaps be explained by the most commonly 

reported stressors, which were external: “agricultural policy of the EU,” “the treatment of farmers in 

society and the media,” “the future of the agricultural sector,” and “administration of the farm.” 

These issues are mainly in the hands of EU policy makers. The administrative duties of farmers also 

mainly result from subsidy payments. During recent years, the effects of politics on agriculture has 

increased and the rapid changes have been difficult to foresee.
32

 As an example, the subsidies 

(national and from the European union) has been a remarkable share of the agricultural and 

horticultural gross profit, and these payments depend on political negotiations
33

.  The most often 

reported stressors (Figure 1) are impossible to improve or change for farmers and involve decisions 

that are made at a distance.  

 

The burnout and its different dimensions among dairy farmers may be compared with the sample of 

industrial workers in France, Germany, Sweden, and Finland (N = 4,799)
31

. The comparison 

between these two studies has to be considered only as suggestive, since the surveys were not 

carried out during the same year. All differences were statistically significant (P ≤ .001), as dairy 

farmers experienced more burnout in general (1.76 MBI-GS measured rating) than industrial 

workers (1.37).  Dairy farmers reported more cynicism (2.02) than industrial workers (1.23), and 

dairy farmers reported more exhaustion (1.81) than industrial workers (1.16). The survey among the 

industrial workers was conducted in 2000 during a merger.
31  

 

It has been assessed that farms have a tradition of using their own workforce on livestock farms.
34

 

Statistics Finland has carried out a follow-up study focusing on time use among Finnish citizens.
35

 

Results from the latest survey years (2009–2010; N = 3,795) indicate that male farm entrepreneurs 

work the greatest number of hours per year (2,452 h) compared to other socio-economic groups. 

During the past ten years, the number of persons working on farms has decreased by 30%, but the 

number of working hours has only decreased by 13%.
36

 These results support the existence of the 

stressors “amount of work” and “physical load of work” in the present study. While technological 

development is improving the working conditions, the workload among dairy farmers may still be 

considerable. Heavy workload may also be the consequence of the weakening farm economy. 

 

“The treatment of farmers in society and the media” was also assessed as a notable stressor. The 

current societal demands on the agricultural sector are multifunctional, since farms are expected to 

not only produce food but also take care of the environment, animal welfare, food quality and rural 

development.
37

 These expectations may pose a contradictory situation for farmers if, at the same 

time, they face problems with their own health or economic difficulties. Several studies have 

reported that farmers have a declining social status in societies.
1,6,38

 

 

The results concerning the prevalence of stress among dairy farmers may be compared with those of 

earlier surveys that have included the same stress question.
30

 The prevalence of stress (42%) among 

dairy farmers in 2010 had increased compared with an earlier study;  according to the telephone 

survey in 2004, the prevalence of stress was 33% among the dairy farmers (n = 491)
39

, but the 

research methods of the two surveys were not the same. The dairy farmers of this study experienced 

more stress than recorded among the Finnish working age population (N = 2,118), as the prevalence 

of stress among this population group was 34% in 2013, but the survey methods (postal/telephone 
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surveys) differed from each other.
40 

Stress symptoms were associated with poor economic situation 

and summary factors ‘workload and own health’ and ‘loneliness’. The ongoing restructuring of the 

agriculture have increased the isolation
1
, as the amount of Finnish farms has declined by 38% and 

the size of remaining farms has increased by 54% during the first 15 years as a member of the EU, 

1994−2009.
33

 

 

A positive finding in the present study was that stressors related to social relations were not 

common among dairy farmers. In addition, the summary factor “work and living environment” 

reduced the prevalence of burnout. Thus, “work near nature,” “freedom in work,” “diversified 

work,” “living environment,” “work atmosphere,” and “farming lifestyle” as resource variables still 

have the capacity to empower those working on dairy farms.  

 

The results of this study are based on self-reports and personal assessments by the respondents. 

“Negative affectivity,” meaning that the results are responsive to the variation in how much people 

emphasise distress and negative aspects, should be considered when evaluating the validity of the 

study.
41

 Cross-sectional studies can appraise prevalence of outcome
42,43

 and risk factors
43

. Results 

reveal demographic and clinical characteristics of the study group at baseline and sometimes cross-

sectional associations of interest.
44

 The strength of this study is that it was based on a representative 

sample of Finnish dairy farmers. However, the cross-sectional methods do not allow describing the 

causality.
42-45

 In addition, since a cross sectional study is conducted at a certain point in time or over 

a limited time period, the results do not give “an indication of the sequence of events.”
43

 It is also 

possible that ill or not well-being persons do not participate
45

. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The results of the study showed that the most common stressors among Finnish dairy farmers (N = 

265) were external factors, such as “the agricultural policy of the EU,” “the treatment of farmers in 

society and the media,” “the future of the agricultural sector,” and “administration of the farm.” 

Stressors related to farm and work, such as “amount of work” and “lack of possibility to predict 

work situations,” were also common. The prevalence of stress had increased compared to earlier 

studies among dairy farmers and was greater among dairy farmers than among the general Finnish 

working population. All respondents as a group were categorized as having slight symptoms of 

burnout, while 9% experienced severe burnout. Stressors related to workload and own health were 

associated with stress and burnout symptoms. In addition, a poor economic situation and loneliness 

were related to stress and positive assessment of work and living environment reduced the 

probability of burnout. Having a tie stall barn as a cattle barn type and being not involved in the 

milk production record system associated with burnout. 

 

The study revealed changes during the past decade and new features of the well-being at work on 

dairy farms in Finland. The study results indicated increasing of stress and burnout symptoms, 

which may have negative ramifications on the productivity of the farms, farm development, animal 

welfare, and the sustainability of food production. The practical implementation of support may be 

challenging, as the stress and burnout may be out of sight, and stigmatization of mental health 

problems as well as long distances may hinder help seeking. Health care sector, policy makers, 

agronomists, and agribusinesses should be aware of this situation and look for means and act to 
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support farmers. The stressors may start a process, where an earlier stressor worsens the situation, 

leading to a negative, circle which starts to proceed towards stress symptoms and possibly further 

towards burnout. A person suffering from severe burnout may not be able to seek help. On farms 

the negative development may be noticed only when some external outcome related to product 

quality or animal welfare issue emerges. We should have a comprehensive ability to stop the 

negative circle earlier, when problems are easier to solve and the amount of human strain is lower.  
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