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1. Introduction 
 
There have been significant changes in the NZ economy, as well as reforms made since the mid-1980s, 
which have redesigned farming to accommodate the vagaries of the global market. This has led to a 
changing character and structure of the family farming household, traditionally combining family, farm 
and commercial activity, to corporate farming based on a pure agribusiness model.  
 
Family farms are well positioned to meet the growing number of customers who value modern food 
culture, focusing on environmental sustainability, community & social justice, and anti-corporate 
influences (Derby et al, 2017). This kind of farming has been considered the backbone of the world’s 
agricultural sector.  Although family farming is viewed as the base for better and sustainable agro-
food systems, there is limited research on the importance and impact of family farming on women.  
 
Previous research has highlighted the changing roles of men and women in modern farming. 
Traditionally, the women’s role in agriculture has been cast as farmers’ wives and ‘super-housewives’ 
(Forney, 2012).  Emerging gender inequalities such as invisibility, lack of recognition, and unpaid 
labour has led to unequal decision-making, power and autonomy (Contzen and Forney, 2017) which 
are evident within this sector. However, these roles are believed to be changing with increased legal 
status for women, increasing number of women-owned farms and mutual recognition within the 
family. This mutual recognition can partially be attributed to increasing gender equality within urban 
New Zealand, which is filtering in to rural regions, though there is progress still to be made. Contzen 
and Forney (2017) argued that existing research on family farming is gender-blind; more attention is 
needed to explore how family farming has evolved in NZ and the changes that can impact on women’s 
roles and their quality of life.  
 
Rural Women New Zealand (RWNZ) is dedicated to promoting gender equality, decision making and 
autonomy for rural women in New Zealand by increasing involvement with the co-design of the 
resources, facilities and the services they value. RWNZ in an authoritative voice on health services, 
education, environment and social issues in the rural sector, and began as the Women’s Division of 
the Farmer’s Union in 1925.  The original Quality of Life and Family Farming Survey was conducted in 
2020, after RWNZ was contacted by Associated Country Women of the World (ACWW), who sought 
support and participation in a survey in relation to the UN ‘Decade of Family Farming’ paper.  The 
purpose of the survey was to explore quality of life and factors that contribute to sustainable family 
farming among rural residents in Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ). This survey helped establish the relevant 
next steps in order to effectively advocate for women within rural communities, challenging 
adversities which significantly impact on their lifestyle and quality of life. 
 
The original survey produced a great deal of useful information and insight into quality of life within 
the rural farming sector for women. Key findings were that across all ages, health was considered the 
most important factor for quality of life, followed by housing. Poor internet access, changes to farming 
regulations and inadequate road maintenance were common issues but overall family farming was 
found to be a very busy but rewarding lifestyle. While the quantitative survey provided some broad 
issues identified that are relevant to rural farming, a follow up project, using a qualitative approach 
with semi-structured interviews, was conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the current 
situation.  Building on the results from the survey, interview questions were developed to focus more 
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on sustainable farming, gender roles, occupational safety and the impact of regulations and support 
systems, to capture the sentiments of participants who had shown an interest in discussing these 
areas further, post the initial survey. This method allowed RWNZ to further explore the key survey 
findings from the participants’ perspectives, gaining a deeper insight into how farming impacts their 
lifestyle through their experiences and opinions. 
 
 
2. Executive Summary 
 
Family farms can be considered an instrumental part of New Zealand’s economy, pro ducing 
exports and providing food security, as well as promoting community bonds, local & 
intergenerational traditions and culture which spans back hundreds of years.  Signs of financial 
hardship for family farms started appearing from the mid 1980’s after agricultural restructuring, 
(Johnson, 2003) and family farms are still facing financial instability today. Rural Women New 
Zealand has become an authoritative voice on health services, education, environment and the 
social sector within the rural sector. RWNZ has worked towards strengthening, supporting and 
growing rural communities whilst advocating gender equality and women’s rights.  
 
To support the goals of RWNZ, a study into the quality of life for rural New Zealand residents 
was conducted. The purpose of the quality of life study was to determine how rural residents 
determine their current quality of life, what factors they value, identifying challenges they face 
and promoting positive change, based on the findings and recommendations. A focus on family 
farms was incorporated into the study, as well as the role of women in agriculture, 
entrepreneurship and leadership opportunities, in order to assess the current situation. 
 
Initially, a survey of 117 participants was conducted to gain quantitative data on family farming, 
and to identify factors which participants rated as contributing to or diminishing their quality 
of life in rural areas such as education, health, housing and connectivity. Broad issues with 
respect to the sustainability of farming and into their quality of life were identified. The second 
stage of the quality of life project was to conduct semi-structured interviews with willing 
participants from the survey, who had given permission to be contacted again for a follow up 
interview. The chosen method for analysis was content and thematic analysis, with a feminist 
lens which focused on the lives and lived experiences of women (Leavy, P. L and Hesse-Biber, S. N, 
2007). This allowed the qualitative data to be categorised, ranked and placed into themes similar 
to the results of the survey, with the added layer of lived experiences and associated meaning 
incorporated into the analysis. This allowed for in-depth understanding to be gained from the 
17 interviews, to understand the experiences which have caused dissatisfaction, pressure and 
stress within the daily lives of rural communities, and the aspects which make rural and family  
farming life enjoyable and desirable.  
 
The findings produced 18 different categories; within each category there were positive and 
negative experiences and opinions from the participants. The number of occurrences of each 
category were totalled, so the categories could be ranked in order of importance. The higher 
the number of occurrences, the more significant the category was from either a positive or 
negative viewpoint. Connectivity, lifestyle and women were the highest ranking categories and 
global, workplace and health and safety were the lowest ranking. Five key themes were 
identified which were: connectivity and technology advancement is a large and divisive issue within 
rural communities; farming and rural lifestyle is unique, community focused and challenging; changing 
rules and regulations for farmers is problematic; assumption of gender equality and changing roles for 
women; and changes within global economy and climate change contribute to farming financial 
instability. 
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Recommendations from the findings included the urgent need to improve connectivity on 
farms, in rural communities and on rural roads. This is because local support systems, reducing 
isolation and mental health impacts, risk of harm to women and improving the quality of 
education rely on connecting to others via the internet and cell phones. Furthermore, increasing 
communication between policy makers, farmers, and rural residents to discuss regulations, the 
placement of cell phone towers and infrastructure improvements is crucial , as the current one-
size-fits-all policy, including recent freshwater regulations, have been considered ineffective, 
out of touch and expensive to implement.  
 
Due to increasing financial instability, more Government incentives are required to financially 
assist farms to implement policy and regulations, ease the pressure of demands to produce high 
yields and the required technological advancements within farming practices. Increasing 
educational opportunities for computer skills, numeracy and literacy skil ls would contribute 
towards improving the quality of life for residents by assisting with the day to day requirements 
of farming and improving skills and knowledge. Women’s roles , while improving, could benefit 
from increased support groups in areas such as isolation, increased leadership opportunities for 
agriculture and policy making due, to the current underrepresentation and increased share of 
household duties and child rearing between partners. This would allow women more time to 
explore economic and entrepreneurship opportunities, thus improving their quality of life. 
 
3. Methods 
 
Study design 
 
A qualitative approach with the use of structured interviews was the chosen design for this study. 
Qualitative research focuses on interpretation and contextualisation (Davidson and Tolich, 2003) and 
using a qualitative approach allows for detailed insights and understanding. Theoretical frameworks 
have been incorporated from feminist writers, such as Levesque-Lopman (2000) who believed many 
conventional theoretical frameworks of analysis are essentially at odds with or exclude the 
examination of the multiple realities of women's lived experiences, partially due to preconceived 
notions of lived experiences, researcher bias and interview techniques which alienate participants. To 
overcome this, a “listen in stereo” framework was produced, ensuring that interviewers give close 
attention to meaning and understanding that is personal to the participant (Levesque-Lopman, 2000). 
This refers to listening to the participant without restraint to understand the meanings behind the 
experiences. It also means applying to the interview situation a feminist framework that fosters 
connections and avoids alienating the participants from the researcher (Levesque-Lopman, 2000).  
 
Building on this theoretical feminist framework is the work of Leavy, P. L and Hesse-Biber, S. N (2007); 
who believe interviews are a powerful tool to gaining in depth insight into, and a greater 
understanding of, the perspective of women, whilst allowing the interviewer to focus on their lives, 
particularly for those living in a particular community or society. Feminist research focuses on 
women’s experiences, empowerment, subordinate status and liberation, particularly for those in 
marginalized communities (Leavy, P. L and Hesse-Biber, S. N, 2007). Both of these feminist 
frameworks were selected due to the specific focus of this research which concentrates on the 
opinions and lived experiences of women living in rural areas, working within the family farming sector 
and aiming to assess their quality of life and address the challenges they face. 
 
The interview questions were designed to gain knowledge of: the lived experiences of women; what 
they perceive to be the biggest issues facing their farms or rural community; and how they would 
recommend overcoming these challenges. Research from RWNZ climate change survey was also 
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incorporated into the questions, as results indicated climate change had a strong impact on the 
livelihoods of women and farmers in rural communities. The role of women in the farming sector and 
the issues faced is discussed from the women’s perspective, as well as from their partners, providing 
a wider understanding of the environmental factors, quality of life and community connectedness, as 
well as the division of labour within households and the role of women within the farming sector. 
 
Interview participants and recruitment 

The original 116 participants of the survey were members of RWNZ and submitted their survey 
through our website, via a link to Surveymonkey. The survey was targeted towards anyone living in 
rural New Zealand- particularly those providing food for their family, goods and services to the food 
producers in their community, or exporting their produce, from a quarter acre section, lifestyle block, 
one farm or an agribusiness with several farms and businesses. While surveying people in the rural 
community, many were found to be either a farmer or connected to farming in some capacity. 
 
In conducting the follow up interview questions to the survey in February 2021, participants from the 
original survey who had consented to being interviewed further were contacted to confirm if they 
would still be willing to participate in the follow up interviews. From the original 116 survey 
participants, 17 were willing to participate in the interview. Despite the smaller sample size, the socio-
demographic characteristics varied between participants which allows for in depth insight into 
individual quality of lives with validity and reliability of results.  
 
Data collection 
 
Due to the current Covid-19 pandemic, interviews could not be conducted in person and so they were 
conducted primarily via Zoom. If a person was unable to access Zoom, but could use a different online 
resource, we facilitated this at suitable times to allow for minimal disruption.  
 
Consent was gained by each participant for the audio of the interviews to be recorded. The audio was 
later transcribed. The audio recordings are of high quality and were conducted in a quiet setting, 
resulting in recordings that are clear. To ensure full transparency and to avoid any potential future 
disagreement between interviewer and participant, all of the audio transcript was transcribed with no 
words omitted or paraphrased. 
 
Data analysis 
 
The data analysis method selected for the Quality of Life interviews is content and thematic analysis.  

Content analysis is the process of establishing categories and then counting the number of instances 

in which they occur (Marks and Yardley, 2003). Content analysis provides a systematic method for 

analysing qualitative data, however this method alone has been criticized for reducing the meaning of 

the content. Therefore, by combining content with thematic analysis, these issues are overcome. 

Thematic analysis combines the systematic characteristics of content analysis while also analysing the 

frequency of the codes and identifying themes (Marks and Yardley, 2003). By incorporating this data 

analysis method, it will allow the qualitative data to be analysed in a way which allows for comparison, 

identification of key themes, categories and recommendations based on the findings. Structural, open 

ended questions were used by the interviewers to fit a survey format which allows for comparison 

with the previous written Quality of Life survey, as well as enabling the data from the interviews to be 

categorised and ranked in order of most common to least common, to see where the key issues and 

areas of importance are.   
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A feminist evaluation method is centred within the analysis, helping to determine how women in 

particular are impacted, how they view their quality of life and what they consider to be the most 

important challenges facing them. To incorporate a feminist perspective, “a special focus is placed on 

understanding and acknowledging who knows what, who shares what, and who hears what, with a 

particular emphasis on women” (Podems, 2010, p.5).  By asking participants to talk about their 

opinions, role within the family farm, their experiences and the issues they face, we can determine 

the differences between the male and female participants and identify common occurrences and 

themes. Furthermore, interpreting the meaning impartially behind the lived experiences of women 

and how it varies with each participant whilst focusing on their rural lives and their perspectives 

(Levesque-Lopman, 2000), will provide a deeper insight into gender equality levels and understanding 

towards what is considered the cultural norm in rural family farms within New Zealand.  

Results 

In order to determine the key themes, categories and rankings, the results have been divided into 

socio-demographic factors such as: gender, farming and non-farming groups. This allows for a variety 

of different perspectives within the range of participants to be categorised and compared, to assess 

at what stage the needs and wishes within socio-demographic groupings change and what each 

grouping prioritizes and experiences. 

      
4. Key Findings 
 
The interviews comprised of 17 participants ranging in age, ethnicity and occupation. One participant 
was male and one interview was joint between husband and wife, however only the wife spoke. Most 
of the participants (76.47%) came from a family farming background, mainly dairy, cattle and sheep. 
The farms are run in partnership with their partners and children. Participant 13’s son has taken over 
their family farm now she has retired. A small portion of participants are not farmers (23.53%), but 
live within a rural, farming community often with close connection to local farmers through IT, 
voluntary education work and maintenance.  
 
Table 1. 
 
Socio-demographic details of participants 

Participant Age 
groupings 

Gender Occupation Ethnicity 

PO1 50s Female Family farmer New Zealand 

PO2 50s Female Non farmer British 

PO3 50s Female Family farmer New Zealand 

PO4 60s Female Family farmer New Zealand/European 

PO5   Farmer  

PO6 40s Female IT Manager New Zealand/European 

PO7 40s Female Non farmer European 

PO8 40s Female Farmer New Zealand/European 

PO9 60s Female Farmer New Zealand 

PO10 60s Female Farmer New Zealand 

PO11 70s Female Farmer  

PO12  Female Farmer European 

PO13 70s Female Ex farmer Australian 

PO14 60s Male Non farmer New Zealand 

PO15 60s Female Farmer New Zealand 
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PO16 20s Female Farmer New Zealand/European 

PO17 50s Female Farmer New Zealand 

 
Across the interviews, five key themes were identified:  
 

1.Connectivity and technology advancement is a large and divisive issue within rural communities. 

2.Farming and rural lifestyle is unique, community-focused and challenging. 

3.Changing rules and regulations for farmers is problematic. 

4.Assumption of gender equality and changing roles for women. 
  5.Changes within global economy and climate change contribute to farming financial instability. 
 
Within these five themes, eighteen categories were identified which incorporated the opinions, lived 
experiences and challenges faced within the rural communities of all the participants. The categories 
have been ranked in order of the highest number of occurrences, to determine which had the most 
significance to the participants. Opinions and experiences vary within categories, particularly 
IT/technology, women, education and infrastructure.  
 
The categories have been split between the themes as follows: 
Theme 1- connectivity, infrastructure and IT/technology 
Theme 2- lifestyle, community, environment, travel, mental health and support 
Theme 3- regulations, knowledge and skills and health & safety 
Theme 4- women and education 
Theme 5- financial capability, economy, global and workplace 
 
Table 2. 
 
Findings- total number of occurrences and ranking across 17 interviews 

Categories (ranked 1 highest to 18 lowest) Number of occurrences 

Connectivity (1)  
 

112 

Lifestyle (2) 103 

Women (3) 99 

Community (4) 94 

Environment (5) 79 

Financial capability (6) 68 

Support (7) 61 

Regulations (8) 59 

Economy (9) 58 

Knowledge and skills (10) 53 

Mental health (11) 46 

Education (12) 28 

Travel (13) 23 

Infrastructure (14) 21 

IT/Technology (15) 20 

Global (16) 9 

Workplace (17) 8 

Health and safety (18) 4 

 

Connectivity and technology advancement is a large and divisive issue within rural communities. 
Connectivity, infrastructure and IT/technology. 
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Connectivity was identified as the most prevalent concern across all interviews ranking 1st; nearly all 
rural areas had limited cell phone reception and internet connection. Rural roads do not have 
emergency service coverage, placing residents at risk if there is an accident. Missed emails and faulty 
landline connection is a common occurrence and an urban/rural divide due to difference in expenses, 
difficulty with attending doctors’ appointments and a general lack of understanding by urban residents 
that they may not be able to contact the rural participant was evident. The importance of the internet 
varied across participants; not all felt it was necessary and some noted that there is an age divide in 
terms of appetite for improved connectivity and the use of technology. Landlines were considered 
essential in case of emergency. However, four out of seven of the participants within the 60s and 70s 
age category believed the internet to be an important tool and connectivity an important aspect for 
the farm to progress. 
 
Infrastructure ranked 14th with 21 occurrences. It was believed that in some areas the population total 
is too low for cell phone towers to be installed and a general acceptance that the areas the participants 
live in is too hilly or geographically unsuitable to allow for adequate signals. The Government is 
committed to improving connectivity in rural areas and has begun an initiative into achieving this, 
however it is felt the target audience benefiting the most is in tourist areas rather than in farming/rural 
communities. There is also disagreement over where to place cell phone towers within communities. 
Additionally, poor upkeep of roads and limited funds available for repairs was noted, as well as slow 
response times when roads were damaged or blocked by a land slide.  
 
The use of technology similarly varied between participants, IT/technology ranked 15th.  Forty-one 
percent of participants believe children and young people who are familiar with technology and smart 
phones will be better prepared to integrate technology into farming practices, improve farming 
practices and generally require more frequent use of their phones and streaming services such as 
Netflix. Despite the difficulty in gaining consistent access to the internet, Wi fi and streaming services, 
the usage has increased over the years. The use of technology was advocated for more so by the 
younger participants, and more commonly dismissed by the older participants as ineffective due to 
lack of computer training and creating an additional burden of tasks to complete.  
 
Farming and rural lifestyle is unique, community focused and challenging. 
Lifestyle, community, environment, travel, mental health and support. 
 
A strong community focus (4th) and love of the land was significant across all interviews and was seen 
to be a key attribute to rural life. However, tensions have emerged within communities due to 
increasing pressure from environmentalist and vegan groups who challenge farming practices. 
Support groups (7th) are an integrated aspect of local communities. Rural Support Trust was the most 
well-known formal group and friends, family and Facebook groups such as gin groups are enjoyed by 
many. However, there is little support felt from the Government with outside interference into their 
work which is considered to be out of touch with rural life and farming practices, there is no financial 
support and one participant is a strong advocate for lobbying policy changes and promoting better 
communication between agencies.  
 
Despite floods damaging farm land and blocking roads, participants still considered the countryside to 
be a beautiful and wonderful place to live, much preferring rural lifestyle to city life. The environment 
ranked 5th, concerning climate changes, the increase of natural disasters in recent years as well as love 
for the land and a desire to protect and care for the environment by increasing soil biodiversity and 
planting more native trees. Lifestyle ranked 2nd and all participants enjoyed living in the countryside, 
with an active, outdoor lifestyle and away from city life. Despite the logistical challenges, the natural 
beauty of the land was more important. Depending on the need, the travel distances had varying levels 
of importance. Concern for the elderly and disabled in particular were high due to the fear of not being 
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able to receive medical attention quickly and traveling for two hours in some cases to reach the 
nearest hospital.  
 
Mental health issues resulting from isolation (11th) were identified as a strong concern, including by 
two participants who discussed high suicide rates and hospitalization from stress and pressure, and 
who believed there is not enough awareness of rising mental health issues. In the rural community, 
mental health was thought to occur due to the long hours worked, limited connectivity, pressure from 
frequently changing regulations and long travel distances (13th) which stopped regular socialising, 
impacted childcare and limited access to support groups.  
 
 
Changing rules and regulations for farmers is problematic. 
Regulations, knowledge and skills and health and safety. 
 
Regulations ranked 8th and are a large concern to 76.5% of the participants. Freshwater policy, IT 
compliance and one size fits all blanket approaches are considered ineffective and add considerable 
pressure and strain mentally and financially to farmers; who are already exasperated by a lack of 
Governmental financial support or training on how to implement these policies. The need for better 
communication between policy makers, councillors, farmers and local people in rural areas was 
discussed by forty-seven percent of participants, in order to address concerns, make policies more 
efficient and enable better collaboration between agencies. 
 
Knowledge and skills ranked 10th ; thirty five percent of the participants expressed a preference for 
adapting to climate change, environmental and farming policies and informally sharing farming skills, 
experience, and knowledge through their family and within the local farming community, in order to 
learn and adapt. Health and safety ranked 18th. There was some concern regarding children living and 
playing on farm due to the risk of accidents, and a belief that sharing of knowledge and being vigilant 
is required to overcome these health and safety risks. 
 
 
Assumption of gender equality and changing roles for women. 
Women and education. 
 
Women ranked 3rd; four of the interview questions were tailored specifically towards the role of 
women in agriculture, the motivating factors attracting women to agriculture, how they manage day 
to day lives and the connection between female entrepreneurship and farming business. Participants 
indicated a belief that women have always been an integral aspect of family farming. Women are well 
organized, adaptable and are attracted to the financial benefits of farming, looking after the land and 
often marry into farming. However, while participants discussed the ways in which women’s 
entrepreneurship opportunities have progressed, forty-seven percent of participants described the 
triple burden of women working, child rearing and housework but considered it progressive and 
acknowledged the work was valued. Husbands were not mentioned as helping with children or 
housework; it was the wife’s role to support the husband. One participant mentioned strong sexism 
experienced as the wife of a farmer, targeted and verbally abused by male farmers within the local 
community and the common belief that women should not be allowed to make decisions. 
 
Education ranked 12th; there were differing opinions towards the importance of education. Education 
was believed to be critical for providing leadership opportunities for women and increasing 
opportunities generally, as well as enabling farming practices to become modernized with children 
returning from University to help educate their parents and take over the family farm. A criticism of 
this view point emerged as some participants believed formal education would not benefit farming 
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practices without practical experience, and the knowledge shared locally is far more beneficial, 
including an understanding of how to use the land. 
 
 

  Changes within global economy and climate change contribute to farming financial instability. 
  Financial capability, economy, global and workplace. 
 
Global interference (16th) from countries such as Britain and China was discussed as negatively 
influencing policy and regulations, as well as taking profit and stock away from New Zealand. Stopping 
overseas buyers purchasing New Zealand farms has provided more stability for farmers. Economy 
ranked 9th; two participants discussed the financial impact felt when banks withdraw their support for 
farms, including the difficulty in obtaining a loan for livestock which can then make it difficult to enter 
agriculture as a profession. Without financial support from family, neighbouring farms or elsewhere, 
it has become increasingly difficult to set up a new farm without being born into farming or marrying 
into it. Food security has been highlighted as a concern, including limited supply of food in 
supermarkets despite farms contributing to supermarkets. 
 
Financial capability (6th) is under a great deal of strain in the rural sector. Financial instability is 
impacted by: the expense of internet which for those on minimum wage or holding part time positions 
is unaffordable; affording transport due to travelling long distances to reach cities; and the costs of 
implementing changes to farming practices as a result of regulations. The rising cost of mortgages, 
cost of living and cost of goods and services is placing rural residents under additional strain.  
 
Findings across occupation grouping 
 
Table 3. 
 
Findings- total number of occurrences and ranking across farmer and non-farmer groupings 

Categories- farming grouping 
(ranked 1 highest to 18 lowest) 

No of 
occurrences 

Categories- non-farming No of 
occurrences 

Connectivity (1)  
 

82 Connectivity (1)  
 

30 

Lifestyle (2) 81 Community (2) 25 

Women (3) 80 Lifestyle (3) 22 

Community (4) 69 Environment (4) 21 

Financial capability (5) 61 Women (5) 19 

Environment (6) 58 Mental health (6) 16 

Support (7) 53 Education (7) 15 

Regulations (8) 49 IT/technology (8) 13 

Knowledge and skills (9) 47 Economy (9) 13 

Economy (10) 45 Travel (10) 10 

Mental health (11) 30 Regulations (11) 10 

Travel (12) 13 Infrastructure (12) 9 

Education (13) 13 Support (13) 8 

Infrastructure (14) 12 Financial capability (14) 7 

Workplace (15) 8 Knowledge and skills (15) 6 

IT/Technology (16) 7 Global (16) 3 

Global (17) 6 Health and safety (17) 1 

Health and safety (18) 3 Workplace (18) 0 

Participants 1, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16 and 17 farming grouping 
Participants 2, 6, 7 and 14 non-farming grouping 

 



July 2021 Quality of Life 10 

 

Ongoing digital divide within rural communities 
 
IT/technology showed the highest disparity, ranking 16th with 8 occurrences between farmers and 
rising to 8th and 13 occurrences between non farming groups. Non farmers push for technology, with 
the belief that it will improve productivity and modernize work practices whereas farmers showed 
more resentment towards the use of technology, making work harder and doubling workloads. Many 
of the participants felt additional training was needed so the use of technology could become more 
effective. IT/technology has become a mandatory aspect of farming life at short notice, but insufficient 
knowledge and training has been provided which has caused it to become a burden instead of an 
asset. Use of technology for monitoring and recording, and use of drones has increased significantly 
in recent years but without additional training or financial assistance it has caused financial difficulties. 
In one case, technology was largely the reason a participant had to sell the majority of the family farm. 
While technological advancements can be beneficial to individuals in rural areas, without quality 
internet connections or computer literacy skills, it is unlikely to improve quality of life for residents. 
The male participant advocated for the use of technology and believed gaining digital access was 
essential to livelihoods.  
 
Infrastructure ranked closely between the two groups, but considering the different sample size it 
indicates a much higher concern within the non-farming group. The farming group had 12 occurrences 
concerning infrastructure between the 13 participants, whereas the non-farming group with 4 
participants had 9 occurrences. Non farmers want more infrastructure to help connectivity which 
would improve many aspects of their quality of life but many farmers do not want cell phone towers 
on their land, ruining natural beauty and reducing the amount of land they have. This has caused 
tension and pressure within some communities, due to the unpopular location of cell phone towers. 
A conflict between the love of nature and the natural land has emerged with the need for improved 
infrastructure and cell phone towers which are unsightly. Rural areas depend on local community 
support and good relationships with their neighbours, so if tensions run high and relationships become 
strained, isolation and a reduced social support structure could result, significantly impacting on 
mental health.  
 
Connectivity ranked number one for both groups. Both groups acknowledged the poor cell phone 
coverage, internet connection, inconsistent landlines and how emergency services cannot be 
contacted on certain rural roads. This is of particular concern to women; protecting them from 
domestic violence or assault in dimly lit and quiet public areas, or along roads if a vehicle breaks down, 
where they may not be able to contact emergency services or friends or family to assist them, places 
them at risk. The issue of connectivity was felt strongly by farmers who may struggle to attract young 
or migrant workers due to lack of internet, as well as having to pay for their access which is a significant 
financial strain due to the high price of internet in rural areas. Non-farmers were more fortunate in 
that often their business covered the costs of internet, so they were more likely to have adequate 
connections. If farms are unable to attract workers, this could impact on productivity under the 
increasing demand for higher yields, resulting from the urban/rural divide with technology, 
connectivity and associated costs which are significantly higher for rural residents despite the poor 
connections. 
 
Support to sustain farming practices 

Lifestyle and environment were discussed more frequently with farmers due to the what they often 
considered to be their whole lifestyle, including the long hours worked, inability to leave the farm for 
holidays and the stressful nature of the role, however it was still considered an enjoyable and desirable 
lifestyle. Lifestyle, community and environment varied slightly within the rankings. Community and 
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environment ranked higher within the non-farming group while lifestyle ranked higher for farmers. 
Lifestyle and community ranked highly due to the feeling of independence and self-reliance learned 
through living in rural areas. Family farm owners considered their livelihood and lifestyle as 
contributing towards the community, as their families stay for generations and often give back to the 
community. This was considered by participants to be one of the main highlights for rural lifestyle and 
family farming; it attracts like-minded individuals and the enjoyment that comes from having the 
ability to have an active, outdoor lifestyle with close connections to family, friends and the local 
community was more important that the challenges they face. 
 
Despite the impacts of climate change, droughts and floods which have had a significant impact on 
farming practices and have damaged crops and land, a love of the land still remains with the desire to 
look after it and use the correct products when farming it. Regenerative farming, understanding the 
land, changing practices to be organic in order to reduce chemicals used, advocating renewable 
products and an increase in wool production were all considered important aspects of caring for the 
environment by farmers. Non-farmers shared the love of the land and community engagement, but 
discussed more the natural beauty and outdoor lifestyle which they had the freedom to enjoy. Maori 
culture and values influence these beliefs as an appreciation for the land seems to have been passed 
down.  
 
Mental health and support were the largest differences between groups, mental health ranking 6th for 
non-farmers and 11th for farmers. The male participant discussed how awareness of mental health is 
increasing but due to stress from regulations, increased pressure to farm and isolation, mental health 
is a rising issue. Farmers considered mental health and travel distances more of an issue than non-
farmers. This may be as farmers form a close group who often socialize together and due to the long 
hours worked, do not have as much spare time to travel to and from the nearest town as non-farmers 
do, so the distance is felt more. Travel, while similar in ranking, also presented as a higher concern 
amongst the non-farming group due to the difference in occurrence rates and participant sizes; the 
non-farming participants mentioned travel on 10 occasions but the 13 farming participants mentioned 
it 13 times. Access to schools and medical centres is limited due to the long travel distance which is a 
concern for both groups, but the desire to travel more frequently seemed to be felt more by the non-
farming group. This places an additional burden on women taking their children to school or to medical 
appointments; it may take hours out of the day to get to and from these locations, which has a financial 
impact on the time not spent working, as well as the cost of travel.  
 
Support ranked 7th for farmers and 13th for non-farmers. Both groups were aware that there are lots 
of support groups available including Rural Women NZ, Federated Farmers and the Rural Support 
Trusts as well as other support offered within the community, via neighbours and through social 
networks - a lot of support is aimed at farmers. Many in the non-farming group commented on the 
need for more support to enable women to work and have a family, with childcare being an issue in 
rural communities. Female participants discussed the desire for more women-centred support groups 
for isolation. Access to mental health services is increasing but without adequate internet access, 
opportunities for online counselling are limited, as is access to informal support groups. Due to non-
farmers often working remotely, isolation and fewer support systems may be more predominant. 
Improving digital communication is critical to reducing isolation, as is successful community 
engagement towards improving the quality of life for rural residents. As women are typically expected 
to be the main child rearer and complete domestic tasks as well as work, the need for support from 
outside groups to cope with the daily pressures from their lifestyles, particularly if their husbands work 
long hours on the family farm or elsewhere, is needed. 
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Policy changes affecting rural sector 

Regulations (8th) were a stronger concern for farmers compared to non-farmers (11th). The issues 
caused by the freshwater policy in particular are widely known within both the farming and non-
farming community. Policy and regulations are considered to be ineffective, illogical, too frequently 
changed and with too little time to implement. While one participant believed the regulations are 
targeted towards corporate farms, the rest of the participants felt negatively impacted and in some 
cases, targeted by unfair and expensive changes. Without financial assistance, improved 
communication between locals and policy makers, sufficient time to prepare for and implement 
changes to farming practices, regulations will continue to cause mental health issues, financial 
instability and resentment within farming communities. 
 
Large or corporate farms draining the water from lakes during droughts, claiming not to have been 
informed due to missed emails from poor coverage, providing environmental plans to outside agencies 
and having to provide water to others within the rural area are all becoming increasing challenges to 
farmers. Methods of adapting to these changes are debateable between the groups: knowledge and 
skills (9th) was much higher for farmers than for non-farmers (15th). Non-farmers were found to push 
more for formal education such as University for Agritech and food production methods. The male 
participant in particular vouched for the importance of advancing food tech production through 
formal training. By comparison, farmers strongly preferred sharing knowledge and skills through their 
local community and family, often intergenerationally, which may be due to cultural and lifestyle 
differences. Family farms are intergenerational, so an important aspect is passing on the family 
traditions and farming methods learned through their parents and grandparents which are unique to 
them. Formal University education is a logical and widely approved form of education to modernize 
practices which may be why non-farming residents vouch for it, but they cannot teach the family 
traditions and may lack valued work experience and knowledge specific to their land and soil. Health 
and safety was a minimum concern for both groups, coming in last. The health and safety theme 
emerged regarding safety conditions for children on farms and ensuring they play safely and 
understand the land and area. This was discussed by female participants who may have younger 
children and have the strong desire to protect their children with preventative measures. 
 
 
Women in agriculture. 

Women ranked 3rd for farmers and 5th for non-farmers. Farmers had more to say about improving 
women's roles and the number of leadership and entrepreneurship opportunities available to women. 
Women are considered an integral part of family farms, in the role of supporting their husbands as 
well as to complete the books and also manual farm tasks. Dairy farms in particular are considered to 
be promoting women. The typical role for women in agriculture is hands-on farming work, often 
combined with childcare and household tasks and being able to own farms. Opportunities for non-
farming women are considered to have “broken the glass ceiling” and there are no gender-based 
restrictions. Though some participants commented that they would like to see more women on 
agricultural boards and in policy making, where it is felt they are currently under represented.  
 
Improvements in gender equality are widely accepted within society and many believe women have 
equal rights and opportunities. However, while women are still expected to be the primary child carer 
and to attend to household domestic tasks, there is an unequal division of labour between partners, 
and women often experience higher rates of unpaid labour and increasing pressure to meet these 
expectations whilst working. In farms, it is becoming increasingly common for a second income to be 
secured to financially support the family. From the participants, it was the expectation that the female 
partner would secure an additional job off farm, and the husband and children would work hands-on 
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at the family farm. This indicates that while women are accepted as manual farm workers, work in 
partnership with their husbands and have increased recognition for their contributions, they are not 
the primary worker and the manual tasks still follow gender typical roles and assumptions.  
 
Education was 7th for non-farmers and down to 13th for farmers. This is largely due to farmers 
indicating a preference towards informally sharing knowledge and skills. A non-farmer believed 
education to be a much wider concern in her village, impacting opportunities and quality of life which 
sharing local knowledge and skills would not help to overcome. Issues highlighted: widespread 
dyslexia, literacy and numeration illiteracy of farmers, poor communication skills in locals, and 
teachers who are not able to update their training in rural schools due to travel distances. This is an 
important concern due to the need for better communication with policy makers and lobbying for 
change, to supervise farms and workers and increase the usage of technology, all of which require 
these skills for effective management. An additional factor is that pay for teachers and midwives is 
much lower in rural areas than in urban locations, which makes it harder to attract professionals who 
are better trained to rural areas. While it is believed women are able to participate in anything they 
desire and have the opportunities to do so, this may not be the case if their location restricts their 
ability to learn and enhance their opportunities. Education is further strained by connectivity issues, 
as children are unable to complete homework and during Covid-19 lockdown, attend lessons via zoom. 
While some rural areas of New Zealand may have better connection than others, it is vital that no child 
is denied the opportunity of quality education which would improve their quality of life and future 
potential. 
 
 

Farming sustainability for the future 

Financial capability was a much wider concern for farmers, ranking 5th for farmers and 14th for non-
farmers. Farmers have often experienced debt, economic decline in prices for goods, pressure to 
produce a higher yield resulting in higher costs and reduced support from banks for loans, as well as 
financial costs resulting from an increasing number of regulations. Family farms are not considered to 
be as financially stable as they used to be.  This factor ranked lower in the non-farmer categories due 
to the type of work, for instance IT work which is often higher paid with no additional expenditure. As 
non-farmers are not restricted by the cost of farming properties, they are able to relocate for work 
and are not restricted in professions, so they have more financial opportunities than farmers. If there 
are no improvements to assist family farms, there may be an increase in the number of family farmers 
forced to sell and corporate farming take over.  
 
Only farmers discussed workplace environment as they personally employed staff to work on their 
farms, although many farmers are not in a financial position to do so. The farmers who were able to, 
valued the importance of effective working relationships and communication, a positive work 
environment and sufficient training/sharing of knowledge to ensure the smooth running of the farm. 
This is an important aspect for migrant or part time/seasonal workers, as working relations with 
employers have a strong impact on mental health if this is negative. The use of additional staff also 
allowed the owners to have days off and work shorter, more flexible hours which greatly improved 
their quality of life. None of the non-farmers employed staff members, so were not able to comment 
on this category.  
 
Economy and global both ranked low with similar ratings for both occupation groups; in non-farming 
groups, global ranked 16th with 3 occurrences and in the farming group, there were double the number 
of occurrences and ranked 17th. A desire to trade overseas to boost economic opportunities and have 
access to overseas markets is considered beneficial while prices for goods are lower in New Zealand. 
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However, a criticism of exports to the US was raised due to millions benefiting international companies 
rather than New Zealand, which does not help the local economy. While local prices for goods and 
services are declining, it would be advantageous for farmers to expand their distribution to overseas 
markets which could provide more financial security for farmers. The need to sell animals to others 
for additional income, sell parts of the farm or understaff the farm have been experienced by 2 of the 
participants.   
 
Economy ranked 9th for non-farmers and 10th for farmers. The tourism sector especially received 
financial support from the Government during Covid-19, however the farming sector did not receive 
any help. An increase in demand and pressure to give away donations during the pandemic was felt 
by the farming community. Two farming participants discussed how they were asked for donations 
during Covid-19 and to provide resources for the local school and community. Farms are considered 
the backbone of New Zealand economy, but there may be a lack of awareness for the financial 
difficulties some farms face. Strong community values may fuel the desire to help when requested, 
but some may not be in a position to help without difficulty which could lead to unintentional 
resentment and strain. If awareness for the challenges facing family farms was raised, the community 
may be able to increase support for family farms, locally grown produce and financial assistance from 
outside agencies and the Government. 
 
5. Recommendations 
 
Based on the findings of this report, recommendations to improve the quality of life for rural residents 
and family farmers in New Zealand are as follows: 
 
Regulations- financial support and incentives from the Government- to assist with implementing new 
regulations and farming rules; allowing adequate time for regulations to be adapted within farming 
practices and increasing communication between farmers, rural communities and policy makers to 
ensure the policies are effective and influenced by local community knowledge, specific to their 
environment. 
 
Infrastructure- Improve the quality of roads and response times for repairs after natural disasters or 
landslides have blocked roads. Increase the number of cell phone towers, discussion with local 
communities before approaching farmers to ensure the rural residents will benefit, ensure the 
proposed location of the cell phone towers is acceptable and no that undue pressure is placed on the 
farmers to provide their land. 
 
Connectivity- Improving the quality of internet access and cell phone coverage within farms, rural 
homes and on the roads. This needs to be a high priority for the Government to provide consistent 
access across rural areas, prioritizing these above tourist areas. Due to the tensions between farming 
communities rising from internet related miscommunication with larger farms, local relationships 
need improved connectivity. Improved connectivity could also facilitate increased awareness of 
mental health concerns within rural areas, promoting the availability and use of formal and informal 
support groups to reduce isolation for women, farmers and non-farmers, both in-person and online. 
 
Education- Stricter enforcements to ensure rural teacher training is fully up to date, either improving 
online training opportunities or providing fully paid travel and days, allowing teachers to travel to the 
required city to complete training courses. Providing adult numeracy, literacy and computer courses 
in rural areas to challenge dyslexia and computer illiteracy, which will reduce stress and pressure of 
managing staff members, farm work and implementing technological advancements and promote the 
use and efficiency of technology within farming practices. Children require internet access to complete 
homework and improve their quality of education and reduce literacy and numeracy concerns. 
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Financial capability- Global, national and economic uncertainty is difficult to challenge following a 
pandemic, but local support can still be increased to help the sustainability of farms, community 
support to purchase more locally grown produce and increased support from banks so farmers are 
able to obtain loans with greater ease. If the cost of internet was reduced and travel costs subsidized, 
as well as the provision of incentives to reduce the costs of implementing policy changes, family farms 
could become more profitable and sustainable. 
 
Women- Continue to promote gender equality through awareness campaigns, including encouraging 
males to take an active role in household tasks and child rearing, to help reduce the unequal division 
of labour within households. Create campaigns and opportunities to provide learning and leadership 
development for women specific to the agricultural sector and policy making. RWNZ could hold 
workshops for improving entrepreneurship skills and knowledge to allow women to set up their own 
businesses, based on needs and interest. Increased female-orientated support groups and child 
minding groups would greatly improve the quality of life for women and parents, to allow women the 
time to explore their own personal and economic opportunities.  
 
Travel- While rural locations will always be remote by nature, mobile doctors, dentists and counsellors 
could be given financial incentives and reimbursement of travel costs to persuade a greater number 
of practitioners to frequent rural areas on a regular basis, so locals are able to have better physical 
and mental healthcare.  
 
Urban/rural divide- increase the wages for rural teachers and midwives to match urban areas in order 
to attract better quality workers to rural areas.  Reduce the cost of internet in rural areas to match 
urban prices. Outside agencies exacerbate the urban/rural divide by differentiating costs to make 
urban areas more desirable and reducing incentives to move or work in rural areas.  
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Overall, the appeal of the rural lifestyle with outstanding natural beauty, active and outdoor lifestyle 
and close community support is a significant factor which contributes to a high quality life for rural 
residents. Climate change has presented challenges due to the increasing number of natural disasters 
and landslides which have damaged farm lands and infrastructure, but a love of the land, of nature 
and of the environment is persistent and deeply rooted into Maori values and culture within rural 
communities. The support received from neighbours, friends and family is instrumental to the 
sustainability of rural life, as these connections contribute towards quality of life. 
 
However, if the local community and support groups are disrupted due to connectivity issues, tensions 
rising from differing needs, pressure to give more to the community than financially viable or 
persistent gender inequality and discrimination, then mental health issues may rise as a result of 
increased isolation and loneliness. The dangers associated with poor connectivity are placing women 
in particular at risk, and this lack of connectivity is reducing the quality of education and the likelihood 
that youths, seasonal migrant workers and practitioners will choose to work in rural locations or 
relocate from urban areas. Women are central to successful family farming, through their hands on 
manual work, for the emotional support they provide to their families and through paid and unpaid 
labour. By improving the opportunities for women at home, in the work place and via increased 
entrepreneurship and leadership roles; their quality of life as well as their communities and families 
will benefit through increased financial benefit and economic opportunities. 
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Regulations are a significant factor contributing towards financial instability, rising mental health 
issues, tensions within farming communities and between urban and rural areas. Covid-19 impacted 
both the global and the New Zealand economy, increasing financial strain and pressure, and 
contributing to a decline in trade. Government assistance is crucial to help improve the sustainability 
of family farms and to reduce the urban and rural divide. Despite the financial pressures, poor 
connectivity and infrastructure, expensive costs of living, long working hours and stress of business 
ownership, the quality of life in rural New Zealand is considered sufficient and preferable to urban life. 
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