
On one level it is obvious that when we talk about ‘older’ people we are referring to 

those who are above a certain chronological age. But of course that is only a small 

part of the story! There is great varia	on in people’s lives as they age in terms of 

things like their income and family status, how healthy they are, their levels of social 

connec on and social ac vity and even whether they con nue to work.  

There is a strong focus in recent decades on ac	ve ageing described by the World 

Health Organisa on as “the process of op mizing opportuni es for health, par cipa-

 on and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age“. So social farming 

might contribute to an increase in the quality of life of some older people who are a 

target group for social care, for example older people who are affected by loneliness 

and social isola on, or by illness, disability or poverty.   However, there are three spe-

cific groups of older people for whom the concept of social farming may be especially 

relevant. 

Background informa	on & understanding  

Social Farming with .... 

Older People  

Older people living with  demen	a 

 Demen a is a progressive mental illness characterised by memory loss, loss of orienta on, confusion and 

difficul es in communica on. Symptoms tend to start mild and get progressively worse over  me. It is usu-

ally possible to live for several years with demen a with a good quality of life and there are ways to slow 

down the progression and to treat some symptoms.  

 Due largely to an ageing popula on, demen a rates are expected to increase significantly in the coming 

decades: by almost 74% between 2019 to 2050 in Western Europe, for example (The Lancet, 2022). When 

we look at the very real benefits of social farming to this group - and the respite  for family/carers provid-

ed by farm-based day services - we can see why this is the most significant sub-group of older people to 

interact with social farming, with great poten al for more people to benefit in the future. 

 

People who are looking for alterna	ve housing concepts for old age 

 In a rapidly ageing popula on, there are a sub-set of ac ve older people who might wish to live in a assisted 

living community in a rural/farm se<ng. They might need help with everyday tasks now or in the future - or 

long term care - but can contribute to the life of the farm. 

 The extent to which people might par cipate in farm-life could vary according to personal preference and 

the needs of the farm. One possibility is of volunteering on the farm in working alongside other target 

groups.  

 

Older people in need of long-term care 

 Social farms have the poten al to provide a care se<ng for older people which is on a small scale with per-

sonal a=en on and individual care, more akin to a home than a large scale ins tu onal se<ng might be. Peo-

ple who have lived in or around farms their whole life might find this especially fulfilling and even fundamen-

tal to their well-being.  



  Benefits and outcomes that social farming can deliver (and which you can 

support people in achieving) 

 Improvements in mental health from spending  me in nature and in the fresh air,  from caring from plants 

and animals. 

 A feeling of being needed and valuable, of (s ll) having a contribu on to make to society. 

 The change to be in a more homely, family-like atmosphere than the typical care se<ng. 

 The chance to make new friends and  social contacts. New exchanges between different genera ons can be 

par cularly valuable.  

 The opportunity both to learn new things and to share knowledge, skills and experience with others. 

 Improvements in physical health and in strength, flexibility and vitality from  moving around and doing  eve-

ryday jobs on the farm. This can help slow the effects of ageing. 

 Improved appe te and ea ng pa=erns from sharing wholesome meals in the company of others. 

 Be=er daily or weekly rou ne and having something to look forward to.  

 In some cases, the chance to recall  and revisit childhood memories and happy  mes.  

 ….But also to have fun, to have new experiences and make new memories. 

 

Which Ac	vi	es? 
KEY POINT: There is no ONE set of ac	vi	es or approaches which are of 

par	cular value and relevance to this group.  ANY ac	vity on the farm 

could be the right ac	vity if it is enjoyable, suitable and safe for the individ-

ual.  Some sugges ons from  exis ng prac ce include:  

 The opportunity to be around and interact with the farm animals is especially valuable. This might range 

from simple observa on or pe<ng of animals right up to feeding, grooming, collec ng eggs or cleaning 

sheds.  

 Working in the garden with vegetables, fruit, flowers and herbs can be of great benefit in terms of the senso-

ry experience and providing an opportunity to connect with the seasons and with new life.  This group may 

have a high level of knowledge and growing experience from their own gardens or from their upbringing:  

working together side by side can provide a good opportunity to contribute and to share this knowledge.  

This knowledge and life experience can also be tapped into in farm or household maintenance tasks like 

mending implements and equipment or helping to fix problems in areas like hea ng systems or machinery.  

 Similarly, any ac	vity carried out in the farm kitchen, like cooking, baking preserving, drying herbs etc. can 

unlock people’s knowledge and memories as well as providing a sense of homeliness and togetherness. 

Ea	ng together is really important, be=er s ll if people have helped prepare the food.  

 Provide opportuni es for simply walking around or using the farm landscape or the farm equipment to get 

gentle exercise according to people’s physical capaci es.  

 Many farms that work with older people incorporate some art or cra2 work which enables people who may 

not be so physically mobile to s ll feel part of life on the farm. Many of these can be linked to the iden ty of 

the farm. So people could, for example, sketch or paint scenes from the farm, do wood work using  mber 

from the land, take photos and create scrapbooks, create seasonal decora ons, or collect and display dried 

leaves and flowers.  

 Anything social! Opportuni es to be gather, to chat, to listen to music, to sing, maybe even to dance—all of 

these should be grasped and enjoyed when they arise.  
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Which Approach?…. 

Respect the individual and their autonomy 

All adults are different and bring their individual biographies and experiences with them. Individual preferences 

have to be respected and it is essen al to respect the autonomy of older people, even if they are impaired to 

some degree.  

Promote independence & capacity  

What people can do something for themselves without the help of others, they should do so even if they need 

more  me to do it. This can also help to strengthen remaining capaci	es and to slow the ageing process . 

Avoid assump	ons  

It is really common to carry nega ve (or some mes even posi ve!) ste-

reotypes about older individuals in terms of things like what they will 

be interested in or what their capaci es are (e.g. in rela on to technol-

ogy). Or there can be a tendency to patronise or to pity people. To 

avoid ageism becoming a self–fulfilling prophecy, we can ask ourselves 

what our views on ageing are and what we expect from others in the 

future when we are old.  Opera ng from this basis makes us far more 

likely to treat older people simply as people, with all of the variety of 

opinions, perspec ves, capaci es and challenges that this implies.   

Allow that people will want and need different things from being on the farm 

This group naturally incorporates a wide variety of capaci	es, from those who are very fit and agile and capable 

of performing core and ordinary tasks to those who have  physical or mental health challenges which mean they 

may be more limited in what they can do and/or will need adapta ons made to  the work which is carried out. 

For example, having substan ally raised beds in the garden or polytunnel will be easier for people than working 

at ground level.  Equally, some may be content and will gain substan al benefits from just being on the farm,  

enjoying the environment, the company and meal  mes.  Their focus might be very much on the farm as a social 

outlet.  

 

Others may wish to be much more substan	ally involved, up and including being involved in some planning and 

decision-making and using their skills and life experience to do so.  This group may like to work alongside and 

even support other par cipant groups, ac ng as a kind of a volunteer as well as a par cipant. Ideally, you should 

be able to adapt accordingly and where it is a group of people, ensure that a balance is achieved so that everyone 

gets at least some of what they wish for and need.  

Residen	al social farms….a complex undertaking   

Where people are living on the farm, they will be somewhere on a con nuum from having high independence to 

possibly needing substan al levels of care. And this can change for each individual over  me. This type of social 

farming would require a specialised approach to that required in the more typical day service. Everything from 

the building and facili es design to the input of or proximity to professionals and services in areas such as medi-

cine, social care, nursing, occupa onal therapy, physiotherapy, etc. to  planning on what will happen when the 

person is no longer able to be cared for in this se<ng would all need to be considered. 
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Possible challenges working with this group 

Mobility problems 

and physical limita-

	ons  

If you are used to working with other groups, adapta	ons may be have to be made to 

the kinds of ac vi es carried out on the farm, to the pace at which ac vi es are carried 

out and the extent to which ac vi es can be done in poor or more extreme weather.  

You will  almost certainly need to have the capacity to carry out a larger number of ac-

	vi	es indoors than might be the case with other groups and to have a warm, comfort-

able and welcoming space to gather, to socialise and to eat meals.  

Some physical adjustments may be required on the farm. These include: having raised 

beds at various heights; providing ramps at entrances; ensuring floors are non-slip and 

barrier free; ensuring good ligh ng; providing accessible toilet facili es; and ensuring 

that tools are within reach, in good working order and suited to the par cipant’s abili-

 es. It may be necessary to provide specially adapted tools to enable people to par ci-

pate fully.  

Challenges associat-

ed with demen	a  

People living with demen a may display a range of behaviours and symptoms which 

you should be aware of. These include the obvious memory issues - including forge<ng 

what happened previously on the farm - but also disorienta on and confusion. People 

may react to their situa on with frustra on, depression or aggression. In prac cal 

terms, people can have a tendency to wander off or be in greater danger of ge<ng in-

volved in an accident or being injured. There are not necessarily ‘solu ons’ to these po-

ten al challenges but ways of crea ng the kind of atmosphere and condi	ons which 

can enable you to manage them.  

 It is important to create a good sense of structure and reliability. So things are 

done in a similar order each day and people know what to expect. Allowing lots of 

 me for everything and not rushing people is also important. 

 Some people may need company and support around the clock to ensure their 

safety and welfare. 

 Approaches like valida	on therapy follow the idea that it is more posi ve to en-

ter the reality of the person with demen a than to force the person back into our 

reality.  

 In line with this, it is important to avoid confronta on, or challenging the person, 

or provoking them by teasing or laughing or cri cising.  

Lack of mo	va	on 

and enthusiasm 

 

Don't panic about it or take it personally. You may need to lower expecta ons of what 

will be done on any given day and adapt to people's moods and energy levels.  Some 

days will be livelier than others and just providing that space and place for people to go 

and to be, is itself a great posi ve.   

Sense of loss and 

ending 

Many of the older people who will access social farming - especially those moving to a 

farm-based residen al care se<ng - will be at the beginning of the final stages of their 

lives. You have an important contribu on to make to ensuring that they have a good 

quality of life un l death. You also have to be willing to accept dying and mourning as 

part of your life and as part of the lives of the people you are working with and along-

side.  

Social farming with...Older People © 2023 by SoFarTEAM is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0  


