
Are rural residents happier? 
Alana Gilbert and Deborah Roberts

This research explores whether there is evidence of higher levels of subjective wellbeing in rural areas of Scotland  
after controlling for individual characteristics of residents and by distinguishing between residents in accessible and 
remote rural parts of the country. Two different measures of subjective wellbeing are considered, one focusing on life 
satisfaction, the other quality of life. 

There is a growing interest in supplementing economic,  
social and environmental measures of how economies are  
performing with measures of human wellbeing. Various  
measures of wellbeing exist, some of them based on  
physical, economic or social indicators (objective measures  
of wellbeing), others on people’s own perception and  
assessment of their lives under given circumstances  
(subjective or personal measures of wellbeing).  

Rural residents may face structural disadvantages in terms 
of limited labour market opportunities, limited availability 
and/or access to health services, training and education. 
However, they are often said to benefit from supportive 
communities and positive environmental externalities.    
Thus their overall wellbeing compared to non-rural  
residents is unclear. Further, it is possible that rural residents  
inherently value things differently and thus may have  
different levels of subjective wellbeing.

Key Points
● There is statistically significant evidence of higher life satisfaction among residents of remote rural areas of Scotland 

compared to those living in non-rural areas of Scotland
● There is no evidence of differences in life satisfaction of residents from accessible rural areas compared to those living  

in non-rural areas of Scotland. 
● The quality of life measure of subjective wellbeing was not found to vary across rural-urban space.  
● Other factors significantly affect both measures of subjective wellbeing including age (with wellbeing initially  

decreasing with age, then increasing), being married or cohabiting, having excellent health, talking to neighbours and 
playing sport (all positively related to wellbeing) and being in a worse financial situation than last year (which has a 
negative affect). Relative income level was not significant after having controlled for other factors.

● The analysis provides a benchmark of subjective wellbeing at the individual level.  Future analysis using the same source 
of data could usefully explore how changes in policy affect quantitative measures of subjective wellbeing in Scotland 
over time and across rural-urban space. 
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Enhancing uptake of best 
practice in agriculture 
Katrin Prager 

Group extension is an increasingly popular approach 
to providing farm advisory services. The expectation 
is that the uptake of innovations and best practices is 
promoted by enhancing opportunities for farmer-to-
farmer learning. 

Recent research compared livestock monitor farms 
funded under the Scottish Monitor Farm Programme to 
discussion groups within the Beef Technology Adoption 
Programme (BTAP) in Ireland. The research has identified 
key success factors in the design of group extension 
programmes to enhance uptake of best farming practices.

Key Lessons
• In both Scotland and Ireland, providing farmers with   

an  opportunity to share their experiences and   
discuss with other farmers was an effective way to   
help farmers learn more about new practices.

• The quality of farmers’ learning was dependent on the  
degree of openness between participants – especially 
in relation to sharing financial data. This is in turn 
influenced by the trust between participants, which can 
be increased by constant group membership.

• However, learning about and discussing new techniques 
did not necessarily result in farmers adopting these new 
practices.

• The degree to which farmers adopted new practices was 
higher in the Irish programme because of the financial 
incentives and stringent requirements for participants.

• Evaluating the success of group extension programmes 
was easier for the more structured Irish programme 
because of its clearly defined goals.
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To compare the two extension programmes, we analysed 
official documents, attended meetings and interviewed 13 
participants and 6 facilitators. Both programmes aimed to 
improve farmers’ profitability but differed in their approach. 

The Irish discussion groups involved 15-20 farmers who were 
paid to participate and were required to implement certain 
practices on their farms that had been identified based 
on research. This provided a facilitated space to compare 
experiences and results, including financial performance.

In Scotland, the monitor farms primarily involved one 
monitor farmer who would adopt a range of practices 
suggested by a management group of active farmer 
participants. The monitor farmer would then receive 
support in tracking the results of his practice changes and 
host bi-monthly meetings to share the experience with 
other farmers (the wider community group). Some monitor 
farms had also set up a benchmarking group (a subset of 
the larger group) whose members shared and discussed 
financial performance data.
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Findings
This research found that the Irish discussion groups resulted in a high and uniform level of both learning and practice change 
for participants (Figure 1). By contrast, Scottish monitor farms showed much more differentiation between participants. 
The more involved the participants were in the planning and implementation of the monitor farm’s new technologies, 
the higher the level of learning and adoption of new practices. Another factor that influenced the quality of the learning 
was the extent to which financial performance information was shared between participants. Learning and knowledge 
exchange were easier to achieve than the adoption of new practices. At the same time, learning and knowledge exchange 
are prerequisites to experimentation and adoption.

Figure 1: Learning (left) and experimentation and adoption of new 
practices (right) for Irish BTAP discussion group participants and the 
different types of Scottish monitor farm (MF) participants 
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Success factors

Programme Background 
The resources spent on the Irish BTAP are considerably 
higher (€15M over the three year period 2012-2014) 
than on the Scottish programme (€1.7M/£1.3M in the 
period 2009-2013). The Irish programme covered 289 
(as of 2014) beef discussion groups with approx. 5000 
participants, compared to 18 monitor farms (for beef 
and other sectors) with an average of 25 participants 
at the meetings. Per participant, this is a similar 
investment. 

However, if the spent is divided by the number of 
farmers who demonstrably changed their practices, the 
Scottish programme is much more expensive. Monitor 
farms are currently funded under the Knowledge 
Transfer and Innovation Fund of the Scottish Rural 
Development Programme 2014-2020.

The success in terms of adoption can be explained by the following factors:

• Task-driven approach: participants have to select and complete tasks from a list of practices

• Benchmarking is made an integral part of group meetings (e.g. using a profit monitor tool)

• A strong knowledge transfer focus from research to advisors to farmers

• Professional facilitators or farm advisors with facilitation training are available to structure the process and group discussions

• Ongoing engagement of farmers in planning and implementation of practices in groups of max. 20 members

• A financial incentive that covers some of the costs involved in participating in group extension or the costs associated  
 with a new practice

• Availability of follow up one-to-one advice


