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• Lack of bridging finance for farmers to access active natural capital trades. 
Entry costs for BNG, Nutrient Neutrality and soil carbon remain prohibitive to many 
smaller farmers. 

• Farmers who are prepared to lead and experienced facilitators are the core solution 
to manage outreach and establishing groups…Currently there is a small pool of 
these lead farmers with enough time; they are, in the main, expected to operate pro 
bono which is not sustainable in the long term. 

• Farmers prefer facilitators from a farming and environmental background, and these 
are often self-employed or in small firms, they cannot afford to up-front resource into 
grant applications etc. 

 

7.4 Nutrition and diet of the healthy farmer – risks and solutions 
Executive summary 

Poor diet and nutrition are major contributors to rising obesity and non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) in the UK, costing the Government £18 billion annually.  The UK 
National Dietary Nutrition Survey published in June 2025 shows widespread national 
non-adherence to healthy eating guidelines, with farmers reporting even lower 
compliance. 

Farmers and farm workers are disproportionately affected due to a range of systemic 
and lifestyle barriers.  These include: 

- Cost of and availability of healthy foods 
- Limited access and time for healthy lifestyle choices 
- Poor mental health  
- Marketing and positioning of foods  

To address these challenges, targeted healthy eating and wellbeing interventions 
delivered by trained public health professionals through trusted rural and farming 
networks are essential. Policy must prioritise the affordability and accessibility of 
healthy foods in rural areas and restrict marketing of unhealthy products. Bold 
legislative action that takes into accounts the health of those living in rural areas is 
needed to build a food system that promotes both health and sustainability.  
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Little research has been published about food consumption, obesity rates and non-
communicable diseases (NCD’s) indicators of farmers and farm workers in the UK, 
however there is evidence from global and national research and observations in the 
sector that they are no different to average trends. With increased mechanisation, 
farming is no longer the energy demanding job it once was. This section discusses the 
nutrition related health risks that are likely to be prevalent in this community in relation 
to national population evidence and global research from comparable sectors to draw 
conclusions and make recommendations for policy. 

Background  

In the UK, poor nutritional health status is a major contributor to the growing burden of 
obesity and NCDs, including type 2 diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular disease 
(CVD), and some cancers. The Government currently spends £18 billion on conditions 
related to poor diet and obesity every year.  One in four adults over the age of 45 years 
has diabetes or a heart condition which impacts on ability to work productively 
(Dimbleby 2021). To frame within the context of the farming population Van Doorn 
(2021) report that farmers in Ireland and Australia have increased risk of CVD 
with higher-than-average obesity rates. 

Evidence suggests a causal relationship between poor dietary factors and NCDs 
(Murray 2019) characterised by high consumption of ultra-processed foods (UPF’s), 
saturated fats, free sugars, and salt, alongside low intake of fruits, vegetables, and 
fibre (Scarborough et al., 2020)  

UK’s healthy eating guidelines are outlined in the Eatwell Guide (NHS 2023), which 
promotes a balanced diet to support health and prevent chronic diseases. It 
recommends that over a third of food intake should come from fruit and vegetables, 
aiming for at least five portions a day, alongside starchy carbohydrates, preferably 
wholegrain (PHE, 2016). Moderate amounts of dairy or alternatives, protein sources 
(like beans, fish, eggs, and lean meat), and unsaturated oils are advised. Foods high 
in fat, salt, and sugar (HFFS) should be limited. Adults are encouraged to keep free 
sugars below 5% of daily energy, saturated fat low, salt under 6g daily, and 
red/processed meat below 70g per day (NHS, 2023). 

Yet The National Diet and Nutrition Survey (NDNS) for England (2019–2023) highlights 
adults are not meeting the recommendations (Roberts 2025). 

- Low fruit and vegetable intake with an average of 3.3 to 3.7 portions per day, 
with fewer than 1 in 5 (17%) meeting the 5 A Day recommendation. Similarly, 
the Farmers Weekly Fit 2 Farm survey (2018) identified only 18% of farm 
workers eat the recommended intake of fruit and vegetables with 4% of 
respondents rarely eating fruit and vegetables (Tasker 2018).   

- 27% of men aged 19–64 consumed more than 90g of red meat daily.  Van 
Doorn (2021) showed 46% farmers ate red meat on most days, 36% add 
salt to their food and 60% ate fried food regularly. 

- Sugar intake exceeded guidelines, with free sugars making up 10% of total 
energy intake among adults—double the 5% recommendation. Sugar-
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sweetened soft drink consumption peaked among men aged 19–64 years, 
averaging 108ml per day, with the highest consumers reaching 768ml. 

- Saturated fat consumption was similarly high at 12.6%.  

Poor nutrition does not act in isolation but intersects with broader determinants of 
health. There is some evidence adults living in rural areas are more likely to be 
overweight or obese (Stiebahl 2025).   Among people with no qualifications, rates of 
excess weight are 9 percentage points higher than among people with level 4 
qualifications or higher (a degree) (Stiebahl, 2025)   

Challenges and barriers for farmers to meet healthy eating guidelines  

Good health is pertinent to farmer livelihoods, but the evidence indicates they 
are likely to eat a poor diet and be at risk of obesity related NCD’s due to 
challenges and barriers linked to lifestyle and working patterns because of: 

 

Cost of and availability of healthy foods  

A diet rich in the recommended healthy foods are estimated by the Food Foundation 
(2024) to be more than twice as expensive as less healthy food. A fifth of the population 
on the lowest incomes would have to spend 45% of their available income on food to 
meet the requirements of the Government healthy eating recommendations, more for 
households with children. Shockingly, the Food Foundation Insecurity Tracking survey 
found that 25.5% of key workers in UK’s food sector experienced food insecurity 
in the 6-month period to February 2023 (Food Foundation 2023) with over 1.2 
million people working in the sector earning below the Real Living Wage. Farm 
incomes are dropping and as ‘direct payments’ reduce (Defra 2025) a growing number 
of farmers and growers are struggling to earn enough to be financially viable 
(Riverford, 2024) which suggests some farmers are part of this statistic.   

Farmers are proud people and reluctant to ask for help but affected by low 
incomes, the cost-of-living crisis as well as Government policies they too are 
likely to be struggling with difficulties eating an affordable, healthy diet.   

Additionally, farming is based in rural areas where long distances may have to 
be travelled to access food stores increasing cost further. Often village stores will 
lack quality fresh fruit and vegetables preferring to stock longer life energy dense 
convenience foods especially HFSS (Seguin et al 2014). Therefore, those living in 
rural communities often have to rely on unhealthy energy dense foods.    

Limited Access and Time for Healthy Lifestyle Choices: 

Farmers often work long hours and have limited time for purchasing and preparing 
food. The average working week for farmers and farm workers is 65 hours FWI (2018), 
impacting time available to shop and prepare a healthy diet. Although little data is 
available of food consumption of farmers and farm workers specifically it is 
recognised that long working hours and shift working can disrupt the circadian 
cycle and impact lifestyle choices contributing to increased CVD risk (Silva et al 2025.  
Shift workers have been identified to engage in unhealthy behaviours such as higher 
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alcohol consumption, missing meals and reliance on unhealthy snacks (O’Geil et al 
2020, Bayraktaroglu 2024). Of concern for the future of farming are young adults 
who are particularly at risk of poor dietary patterns (Hartwell et al 2022). 

Poor diet is directly linked to poor cooking skills (Utter et al 2018). Easy access to 
cheap convenience foods and take aways decrease motivation to cook. There is a 
reported rise of poor cooking skills with growing concerns these skills will be lost in 
future generations with many young adults being brought up in households without 
food skills (Utter et al 2018, Adams 2015, Gaston et al 2024). A recent YouGov poll 
showed that 49% of males and 36% of women regard themselves as poor cooks and 
unconfident cooking from scratch with data shows that younger generations consider 
themselves poorer cooks than the older generation (Ibbetson 2022). Reduced nutrition 
and food skills and knowledge reduces confidence to prepare food from scratch and 
leads to poor food choices (Rees et al 2012).      

Almost three-quarters (72%) of UK adults reported purchasing food or drinks from the 
out-of-home sector at least once in the previous week, most commonly 1–2 times, 
indicating the influence of convenience food options on national dietary habits 
(Roberts et al 2025). Out of home foods, and particularly the ‘take away’ sector are on 
average 21% more energy dense, HFSS and low in fibre (Nesta 2024, Huang et al 
2022, Smith et al 2012).  

For farmers and farming families who are time poor, the impact of reduced 
cooking skills, meal planning and reliance on energy dense ready meals and 
take aways will impact on diet quality. 

Poor mental health 

Mental health issues amongst farmers are of growing concern and regarded as being 
one of the biggest challenges facing farmers today (Tasker 2018). This can be further 
exacerbated by long working hours and lack of exercise. Sixty percent of farmers do 
not exercise off farm (WCF 2019) exacerbating poor mental health and NCD 
risks.   

A diet rich in UPF’s can see a 21% increase in depressive symptoms (Adjibade et al. 
2019). Conversely it is well recognised that a diet rich in fruit, vegetables, nuts and 
legumes and moderate consumption of eggs, poultry and dairy is associated with a 
lower risk of depression (Firth 2020). And yet food choices can often be affected by 
our mood and at times of stress the human body is conditioned to demand ‘comfort 
food’, that is often high in sugar, fat and salt and detrimental to positive wellbeing, 
creating a vicious circle of events that contribute to the poorer mental state.  

Farmers trust existing networks for support and being more open about mental 
health is gradually happening in the sector. The Young Farmers organisation is making 
concerted progress in raising awareness, but young farmers remain vulnerable to poor 
mental health (Wheeler and Lobley 2021; 2022) as are women (Sato et al., 2020; 
O’Shaughnessy et al., 2022). Farming networks provide opportunities to develop 
initiatives to support healthy eating and positive lifestyle changes to ultimately 
support individual management of health and wellbeing (for example Farming 
Community Network (FCN) breakfast and lunch clubs) 
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Marketing and positioning of foods 

Consumers are influenced by colourful and eye-catching packaging and advertising 
contributing to quick purchase decisions (FSA 2023).  Evidence shows that food 
marketing is associated with substantial increases in food intake and choice 
preference for targeted items (Boyland et al., 2022).   37% of supermarket promotions 
on food and non-alcoholic drinks are for HFSS foods.  36% of food and soft drink 
advertising is spent on unhealthy food versus just 2% on vegetables and fruit (The 
Food Foundation 2025). Many farmers report wanting to undertake sedentary 
activities such as watching television in their downtime (Seguin et al 2014) 
making them susceptible to the advertising strategies used by food companies 
to promote UPF’s and HFSS on our screens.     

Evidence of intervention programmes 

Farmers have been regarded as hard to reach with respect to health promotion 
interventions (Tasker 2018) and yet work completed by Kavanagh et al (2024) 
identified that there is a demand from the farming community for targeted and 
accessible support.    Although to date all programmes have been short and no long-
term benefits measured (Kavanagh et al 2024, Rees et al, Tasker et al 2018)  

Intervention programmes should be designed to consider the purpose of the activity 
and well financed in the longer term.  Implementation should be by well-trained 
Registered Nutritionists (AfN 2025) and health professionals through organisations 
trusted by the participants to ensure they are seasonally appropriate and promote 
social interaction to improve health (Kavanagh et al 2024). Specifically, Public Health 
Nutritionists develop, implement and evaluate nutrition policies and programmes, 
generating the evidence base and applying scientific knowledge to ensure 
understanding of the impact of food and diet on health and well-being of people and 
communities (AfN, 2025). 

In addition to supporting individuals' health behaviour change, Registered Nutritionists 
and food scientists are integral to influencing policy decisions in international and 
national organisations.   They bridge the gap between healthy eating and food 
production.  Their wider knowledge of how the environment, social and economic 
events can impact food supply, food quality and availability are key to supporting 
farmers interact with the extensive food chain and live healthier lives.  They should be 
involved implementing policies that promote healthy eating that is sustainable.   

Recommendations 

Numerous reports have highlighted the challenges facing the food supply chain (The 
Food Foundation 2025, National Food Strategy etc).  The current system of big 
business wishing to drive profit at the expense of the cost of health and wellbeing of 
individuals is creating an unlevel playing field for progressive businesses who wish to 
invest in health and sustainability. Food companies have a vital role to play in 
supporting public health.  Government has a responsibility to take bold action to 
legislate and set parameters to enable a new model to deliver on health sustainability.  
The current plans simply do not go far enough. 



   
 

 143 

Improving the balance of availability of healthy foods must become a priority for 
Government policy for all.   This should include: 

- Develop policy to ensure healthy food is readily available and affordable 
nationally, especially rural areas including advice on how to provide healthy 
options.  For example, provision of frozen options to ensure longer life 
guarantees for smaller rural businesses. 

- Limiting marketing of UPF’s and HFFS foods in stores, on screens and in 
high streets by adopting recommendations from previous reports such as the 
National Food Strategy (2021) and Broken Plate Report (2024). 

- Implement a comprehensive food, healthy eating and cooking skills 
education programme to all levels of the school education system including HE 
and FE. 

And for the farming community specifically 

- Encourage farming NGO’s and charities to implement evidence-based 
intervention strategy designed and delivered by qualified registered 
nutritionists and health professionals to support farmers adopt healthy eating 
and wellbeing strategies. Ideally this should be through trusted support 
networks such as Young Farmers Clubs, rural community groups, FCN. 
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