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1 Introduction 
 

Grazing is a traditional practice in livestock production performed since the beginning of 

domestication of ruminants, approximately 11 000 years ago (Martin and Sauerborn 2013). 

Systematic grazing practices were established in Europe in the sixth century as a part of 

ley-farming (Martin and Sauerborn 2013) and since then grazing has been practiced as a 

part of livestock production. Nowadays grazing systems are based on cultivated pastures 

(with or without feed supplement) or semi-natural pastures and hay meadows, used for 

cattle feeding either part-time or fulltime, during growing season. Commonly grazing man-

agement is either continuous grazing, where cattle grazes continuously on a single pas-

ture, or rotational grazing, where several pasture units are used and rotated regularly, of-

ten on daily basis.  

 

The importance of grasslands, including pastures, for biodiversity in Europe has been a 

topic of debate, as general view is that historically Europe was predominated by forests 

(Pykälä 2007). Recent studies suggest that large herbivores created semi-open grassland 

areas across the continent, which generated evolutionary process of species adaptation to 

grasslands, explaining why most European plant species occur in semi-open habitats 

(Pykälä 2007). Today, semi-natural grasslands are considered the most important agricul-

tural environments for biodiversity, and the decline of these habitats is considered one of 

the most significant nature conservation issues in Europe (Pykälä 2007). Across Europe, 

cessation of grazing by domesticated ruminants has been shown to negatively affect spe-

cies and landscape diversity of agricultural land as grassland area has declined (Leroy et 

al. 2018). In addition to the benefits of grazing to agricultural biodiversity, grazing is also 

suggested to improve livestock welfare, as cattle has a better opportunity for natural herd 

behaviour (Hennessy et al. 2015), and it is suggested to also improve carbon and soil bal-

ance, as well as other soil attributes (Leroy et al. 2018). Despite the positive outcomes of 

grazing, there has been a decreasing trend in cattle grazing since the 1960’s, as the de-

creased extent of pastureland indicates (OSF 2020c).  

 

In Europe there has been some research on farmers’ perceptions towards grazing, chal-

lenges experienced regarding grazing, and reasons why livestock farms are shifting more 

towards complete indoor-housing (Becker et al. 2018, Lessire et al. 2019, van den Pol-van 

Dasselaar et al. 2020). There are also studies researching efficient ways to increase the 
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amount of cattle grazing and to increase farmers’ willingness to practice grazing and other 

nature conservation actions (de Snoo et al. 2013, Cayre et al. 2018), which suggest that 

besides reshaping agricultural subsidy systems, there is also a social change needed for a 

long-term ecological shift. This encourages to examine producers’ experiences and motiva-

tions towards farming practices, to find possible barriers for grazing and solutions to over-

come these barriers.  

 

The need to better understand factors affecting the decreasing extent of grazing in Finland, 

has not been thoroughly studied. Only one publication has been done in Finland about 

farmer perceptions about grazing (Säisä and Aamuvuori 2018), a thesis for Oulu University 

of Applied Sciences. Agricultural policy, market, and local community, for example, are 

known to influence choices of farm management (Huttunen and Peltomaa 2016). It is likely 

to be more difficult to return to grazing after an all-year-housing system has been established 

(Becker et al. 2018), therefore reasons for the decrease are timely to study now. This thesis 

includes a sociologic aspect by using Bourdieu’s theory of forms of capital and the concept 

of good farming ideal to explore and examine producer perceptions and experiences. The 

current subsidy system is examined within these frameworks to find solutions to enhance 

policies regarding agriculture in a way they would better encourage producers and promote 

sustainability in long term. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to gain understanding of different internal and external factors driv-

ing farm-level decision-making related to cattle grazing and in what ways producers’ per-

ceptions towards grazing influence their decision-making regarding it. In addition, views 

about good faming in modern cattle production and to what extent grazing contributes to it, 

are examined. Focus is on Finland, but other examples are also included, mainly from Eu-

rope. The study contributes to two research projects: ‘’Role of cattle grazing in maintaining 

biodiversity in Finland’’ (2021-2022) researching biodiversity impacts of cattle grazing and 

‘’Graze-WELL project’’ (2021-2023), aiming to determine how welfare of dairy cattle and 

potential for carbon sequestration are realized under different grazing regimes. The thesis 

also examines producers’ perceptions towards biodiversity and animal welfare.  
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2 Research on grazing 
 

2.1 Animal welfare and productivity 
 

According to World Organization for Animal Health (2021, p. 333) animal is considered to 

experience good welfare, if ‘’the animal is healthy, comfortable, well nourished, safe, is not 

suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, fear and distress, and is able to express be-

haviours that are important for its physical and mental state’’. Regarding livestock, they 

state improvements to farm animal welfare often improve productivity as well. The effects 

of grazing on animal welfare and productivity are complex and can be both positive or neg-

ative (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008, Mee and Boyle 2020).  

 

There is a general perception, that grazing animals have higher welfare compared to 

housed animals, and European consumers also associate grazing with more sustainable, 

safe and with better quality products. In surveys the same consumers have expressed to 

be prepared to pay more for milk from grass-based production systems, but dairy compa-

nies, have reported it to be difficult to get the financial return. The welfare of grazed ani-

mals is often considered to be better due to the possibility to express natural behaviour 

and animal health. Grazing allows cows to have more space, free access to exercise and 

the possibility to create natural hierarchy for the herd (Hennessy et al. 2015). In addition, 

pasture systems compared to housed systems have been shown to reduce the risk of 

lameness and hoof disorders due to softer ground and lowered infection pressure (Olmos 

et al. 2009, Becker et al. 2018). However, the risk of lameness in pastures can increase if 

distance to milking parlour is long, roadway surfaces are poor quality, or if herding skills 

are poor (Olmos et al. 2009). Infection pressure of ambient bacteria is lower in pastures, 

reducing the risk of mastitis but flies occur more outdoors and, in certain circumstances, 

can increase the risk of mastitis (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008, Becker et al. 

2018). 
 

Consistency and quality in feed supply are desired in optimized high output dairy farming, 

therefore possible variation within and between years in European grassland production 

requires skill and attention from the producer to secure consistent quality. In grass-based 

systems the limiting factor for milk production often is herbage dry matter intake. Studies 

have reported producers not to be confident in the quality of their own grass and therefore 
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feeling they have better control over production when also feeding additional supplementa-

tion along with grazed grass. Studies also show grazed grass to be the lowest-cost feed 

for dairy production. By increasing the amount of grazed grass in the animals’ diet, produc-

tion costs can be reduced, and economic sustainability of a farm better secured. The 

larger the extent of grazing is, the more profitable the farm can be (Hennessy et al. 2015), 

due to decrease of expensive supplementation feed and increase in grazed grass. To 

achieve the economic benefits, good grazing skills from the farmer are required (van den 

Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2015b). In European Union the Common Agricultural Policy has 

higher subsidy-levels for grasslands, which can help increasing the profitability of farms 

which graze (van den Pol-Van Dasselaar et al. 2021). 

 

Studies have researched how grazing affects milk production and milking qualities of the 

cows and shown varying results, both full-time grazing and part time grazing have been 

examined. The general trend is that with precise management, grazing does not reduce 

overall production even in high production systems, particularly during spring, summer, 

and early autumn, if supplementary feeding is offered (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 

2008, Sairanen et. al 2012, van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2015b, Schills et al. 2019). In 

order to reach high milk yield with grazing cows, grazing management needs to be very 

intensive (Becker et al. 2018). Variation in grass quality can increase variation in milk qual-

ity as well, impacting manufacturing of milk products, such as cheese yield for example 

(Dasselaar et al. 2020). Suitable dairy genotypes for pasture-based production may mini-

mize the variation in milk qualities (Mee and Boyle 2020). Cow breeds differ in their suita-

bility for grazing: certain breeds, such as Holsteins, have shown poor reproductive perfor-

mance in pasture-based systems (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2021). 

 

 

2.2 Biodiversity and cultural value 
 

A key aim in agricultural development during recent years has been to reduce negative en-

vironmental impacts and enhance public goods, such as supporting associate biodiversity 

and ecosystem services. Centuries-long grazing practices and land management have 

generated traditional biotopes, which support high biodiversity. Grazing is one of the main 

practices to conserve traditional biotopes in Finland, which are often heavily dependent on 
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the practice. Approximately 76% of the area of traditional biotopes is at a risk of disappear-

ing and decreased grazing is considered one of the main drivers for the declining trend, 

due to disappearance of semi-natural grasslands caused by vegetation overgrowth 

(Lehtomaa et al. 2018). Land area used for pastures started to decline around the same 

time as semi-natural grasslands in the 1960’s (Lehtomaa et al. 2018, OSF 2020c). Pas-

tures support high plant species richness, due to the decrease in competition, high bio-

mass, and nutrient availability, and due to the lack of trees and shrubs present (Pykälä 

2007). Nowadays a third of plant species in traditional rural biotopes and almost two thirds 

of birds living in arable land are classified as regionally extinct or endangered. Traditional 

agricultural land is important in conserving these species, extensively managed pastures, 

and meadows in particular (Metera et al. 2010, Miettinen 2019). Grazed coastal and inland 

shore areas also used to be important traditional biotopes, but as grazing in these areas 

has declined, shore succession has progressed and the shores have overgrown, as many 

other traditional biotopes as well (Lehtomaa et al. 2018).  

 

Due to the intensification of agriculture, biodiversity on grasslands and surrounding envi-

ronments has decreased, especially wild species of flora and fauna have been negatively 

affected by intensive management. Sustainable farming, extensive or organic for example, 

are seen as possible solutions for this biodiversity loss and particularly extensively man-

aged pastures would improve species loss in grasslands (Metera et al. 2010). In general 

grazing is considered to increase plant species richness if nutrients and light are the limit-

ing resources. In less productive environments, where water is the limiting resource, graz-

ing can negatively affect plant species richness (Pykälä 2007). A positive correlation with 

farmland associated birds and organic production has been found (Santangeli et al. 2019), 

semi-natural pastures were found to positively affect bird abundances. Similar effect has 

also been found for soil invertebrates, McCracken and Foster (1994) concluded dung pats 

in pastures and also out-wintering cattle boost abundance of dung-dwellers. 

 

Grazing contributes to several ecosystem services, for example by providing feed, increas-

ing species richness, and enhancing soil attributes. It is also associated with cultural eco-

system services, such as supporting rural culture, historic and natural heritage and to in-

crease recreational and landscape values (Leroy et al. 2018). The cultural value of agricul-

tural landscape is shown to improve by the presence of grazing animals and this way graz-
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ing also contributes to social values in agricultural environment and can attract and en-

hance rural tourism (Miettinen 2019). It has also been noted that the ecosystem services 

of grazing animals are often apparent only once grazing has disappeared (Leroy et al. 

2018). 

 

An important way to practice more sustainable agriculture is to increase resource efficiency. 

Grass-based systems are generally more resource efficient, as feed is grown locally, and 

farm systems with grazing consume less of non-renewable energy compared to indoor farm 

systems in terms of less packing, transporting and manure management (Hennessy et al. 

2015). On the other hand, grazing can lead to more nitrate leaching, more denitrification, 

higher nitrous oxide emissions and more nitrogen losses (Runhaar et al. 2020). Permanent 

grasslands generally are considered sinks of carbon dioxide (CO2) and methane (CH4) but 

the vulnerability to disturbances of carbon sequestration poses a potential risk to biodiversity 

loss (Soussana et al. 2010). Impacts of grazing on carbon emissions from pastures are 

complex and results vary due to variation in grazing intensity, length of grazing period, cli-

matic conditions, and tactical management options. Researchers suggest adopting farm-

level mitigation strategies to be the best option to reduce emissions (Soussana et al. 2010, 

Hietala et al. 2015, Tang et al. 2019). Farms with no grazing are more likely to have higher 

CO2 emissions due to heavier use of machinery (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008). 

 

 

2.3 The extent of cattle grazing in Europe 
 

On European level there is no monitoring of the extent of grazing, but it is generally agreed 

that the trend of grazing is decreasing (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020). In European 

Grassland Federation’s meetings in 2010-2019, the percentage of grazing dairy cows in 

European countries were surveyed, results mainly basing on educated guesses by profes-

sionals. The estimations of grazing cows varied between 2-100% for all European countries, 

including all range of grazing from full time to a very limited amount of grazing per day (van 

den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020). There is no monitoring of the extent of cattle grazing in 

Finland either, as no organization collects information about the exact number of grazing 

cattle. Natural Resources Institute Finland collects Official Statistics of Finland (OSF), in-

cluding data of area used for pastureland and number of cattle (OSF 2020b, OSF 2020c).  
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Both show a decreasing trend since the 1960’s, but in relation to the number of cows, pas-

tures show a steeper decline (Figure 1). In the statistics pastureland includes area used for 

all animals, including sheep, goats and horses for example, therefore it is rather indicative 

of the decreasing trend of cattle grazing. 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Number of cows and pastureland area in Finland 1940-2020. Source: OSF 2020b, 

OSF 2020c. 

 

 

ProAgria has data from their customers, which covers 84% of Finnish dairy cattle. Of those, 

69% grazed during summertime in 2020, 23% were housed completely indoors and the rest 

had access to an exercise yard at least during summer (Finnish Food Information 2021). 

The amount of cattle in complete indoor housing has increased by 6,5% in only 7 years, 

from 2014 to 2020, and in the same 7-year time frame the percentage of cows in freestalls 

has risen from 50% to 68% (Finnish Food Information 2015, 2021). In Finland there is an 

obligation to graze cattle living in tie-stall barns for at least 60 days during summer period, 

but for freestalls there are no requirements. The increasing trend of freestalls enables com-

plete indoor housing to a larger extent, at the expense of grazing. Organic cattle farms are 

obligated to graze their cattle daily between June and September. Valio, the largest dairy 

company in Finland, which processed 80% of produced milk in Finland in 2017 (Arovuori et 

al. 2019), recommends grazing to their farmers, but does not require it (Valio 2019).  
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Factors affecting the decision of the extent of grazing can be divided to internal and exter-

nal factors. Internal factors are all of which affect the decision from the inside of a farm 

system, qualities of a farm and a farmer, for instance. External factors cover everything af-

fecting the decision from the outside of the farm, such as social pressure, market, and sub-

sidy system. In several European regions, society has been found to appreciate grazing 

animals in the landscape, and to create a positive image regarding contributions to biodi-

versity and animal welfare (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008), which puts pressure 

towards grazing. Initiatives, for instance grazing premiums, are as well expected to stimu-

late grazing (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020).  

 

In Finland there are no direct subsidies for grazing, but by engaging to animal welfare 

measure, producer can get compensation for each grazing animal. The amount of the 

compensation is dependent on the extent of grazing. In 2021 options varied from grazing 

for 90 days during summer, to 60 days of grazing during summer and enabling access to 

an outdoor exercise yard at least twice a week outside the grazing season (Finnish Food 

Authority 2020). Engaging to the animal welfare measure requires the producer to also en-

gage to a welfare agreement, which includes engaging to more frequent health checks for 

the animals, an animal health plan, along with other prerequisites for feeding and manage-

ment and precautionary measures for complications. Grazing is an alternative along with 

other optional health measures in addition to the compulsory measures in the agreement. 

In a recent report about the animal welfare measure, grazing was found to be the least 

chosen option (Koikkalainen et al. 2016), rare producers utilized this grazing incentive. 

There is also an environmental agreement on agricultural biodiversity and landscape man-

agement, a producer can apply for an environmental subsidy for grazing in case the pas-

ture adds value for biodiversity or for the landscape. The agreement can for example suit 

farmers maintaining traditional biotopes by grazing.  

 

There are also more internal factors explaining the decrease in grazing practices, which 

are mainly related to intensification of cattle production. Feed for animals is individually op-

timized to maximize milk yields and the planned energy intake is easier to control in indoor 

housing. Investments in automatic milking systems (AMS) favour indoor housing, as it 

does not require labour to fetch the animals from pastures to milk and indoors the system 

runs by itself. As production has become more intensive, herd sizes per farm have also 

grown, and this has led to the situation of not having enough grasslands close enough to 
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the farm, which often has been the reason to eventually stop grazing (Runhaar et al. 

2020). In the Netherlands a strong relationship between herd sizes and the percentage of 

grazing was found, 92% of herds with under 40 animals grazed, but for herds with over 

160 animals only 42% grazed (van den Pol-Van Dasselaar et al. 2015b). An American 

study found farmers to be 3% less likely to graze, as herd size increases by 10 cows (Win-

sten et al. 2000). The lack of pastures within a walking distance from milking parlour to-

gether with herd size determine the accessibility of grazing for the herd. The closest blocks 

to the barn or AMS should be used for grazing, instead of anything else for this reason 

(Hennessy et al. 2015). Generally, the larger the herd size, the longer is the distance be-

tween pastures and milking parlour (Becker et al. 2018).  

 

The low extent of grazing has not been found to be due to technically or economically not 

having the possibility to graze. A Dutch study examined land area for pastures around 

dairy farms concluding grazing, defined as at least 120 days with six hours per day spent 

in pastures, remained possible on 85% of the dairy farms in the Netherlands (van den Pol-

van Dasselaar et al. 2015a). Yet, the percentage farms which grazed in 2015 was only 

65% in the Netherlands (CBS 2019). The study found a clear relationship between milking 

systems and the extent of grazing. Farms with AMSs had significantly lower extent of graz-

ing compared to other systems, 85% versus 52% (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 

2015a). Conveniency has led farms towards indoor housing as agricultural industrialization 

has progressed. Concerns about dairy farming to follow the same path along with poultry 

and pig farming, where complete indoor housing has become a norm, have been ex-

pressed (Runhaar et al. 2020). Shrinkage of grassland areas is explained partly by the fact 

that the number of cows has been decreasing around Europe for the past 30 years, alt-

hough higher yielding dairy cows have higher energetic and nutritional dietary require-

ments. These dietary needs are more often met with increasing the amount of concen-

trates and maize for example in the animals’ diet, resulting decline in the amount of milk 

produced from grasslands (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2021). 
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2.4 Perceptions towards grazing   
 

There are several factors influencing the decision of choosing a grazing system: effects of 

grazing on grass yield, economic and environmental sustainability, animal welfare, societal 

expectations and in certain countries legislation (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008). 

Farmers who practice grazing express more positive perceptions towards it, such as lower 

fodder costs, low labour input and benefits to animal health, fertility (Becker et al. 2018), and 

milk performance (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2015b). Farmers with no grazing tend 

to focus more on the challenges and disadvantages, such as possible decline in milk pro-

duction, difficulties to graze large herds, challenges of pasture access from the barn, dam-

ages to soil and sward and difficulties to monitor health and fertility (Becker et al. 2018). The 

farmers with all-year housing are often young and younger farmers have been found to be 

more enthusiastic to adopt new innovations and practices (Holohan et al. 2021). After an 

indoor-housing system has been established it is very difficult to return to grazing (Becker 

et al. 2018), which would be an important point to consider in policymaking. Family history 

has an influence on farmers’ commitment to their farm after generational change, and often 

there is a moral obligation to continue production (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011). The 

trend of increased indoor housing has been adapted by farmers and it is becoming a new 

norm. Paying special attention on providing knowledge around grazing management to stu-

dents of today is important, as they are the advisors and future farmers determining the 

future of grazing (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020). 

 

Van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. conducted a comprehensive study (2020) about the 

state of grazing in Europe, which included focus group meetings with several stakeholder 

groups: students, teachers, farmers, governments, scientists, and general public. All identi-

fied grazing important, especially the general public. Constraints to graze were also dis-

cussed. On farm level infrastructure of the farm, large herds, AMSs, lack of suitable land 

for grazing and difficulties to determine grass intake were identified most often. Farmer 

specific constraints included farmer's mind-set; perceptions and attitude towards grazing, 

as well as cultural background, social environment, pressure from consumers, advisors’ 

opinions on grazing, management capacity, technical skills, labour and lack of knowledge 

and education of the farmer. To overcome the constraints three main solutions were found: 
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developing new knowledge, bringing knowledge available to practice and rewarding farm-

ers for grazing as a service to society. Technological innovations to better monitor and 

manage pastures and grazing animals were stressed, also the importance of educating 

farmers about new innovations with scientific knowledge. Feeling being out of control was 

linked to grazing and to improve such experiences, stakeholders suggested to include dy-

namic adaptation to varying environmental conditions into farming education and training. 

The complexity and multifunctionality of grasslands make it impossible to apply one suita-

ble strategy for grazing management nationwide, highlighting the need for grass-based ed-

ucation to stimulate the mind-set of the farmers to be more grazing-oriented. 

 

Grazing has been found to be a specialization alternative for farmers not willing, or able, to 

grow their production, to secure the profitability of the barn (Schaak and Musshoff 2018). 

Grazing itself in Finland does not guarantee profitability, but improved agri-environmental 

policy could promote grazing. Tienhaara et al. (2019) found 53% of Finnish farmers to be 

willing to increase grazing to improve ecosystem services for financial compensation. This 

confirmed it to be realistic from producers’ perspective to increase grazing and it implies 

policy measures are needed to do so. Birge and Herzon (2019) hypothesized a results-

based agri-environmental scheme (AES) in their study with Finnish farmers, where farmers 

would get rewarded for achieving ecological results. They found the scheme to be appealing 

to farmers, who at the same time also became more interested and aware of ecological 

results carried out through the scheme. The authors supposed environmental actions this 

way to become more visible to others and to increase the appeal of the actions to farmers 

in long term as well.  

 

Farmers’ perceptions towards farming have been identified to alter through AESs. A results-

oriented AES ‘’flowering meadows’’ in France, where farmers were able to actively boost 

biodiversity by creating biodiversity meadows, showed their perceptions to become more 

positive and for farmers to form a new biodiversity norm (Fleury et al. 2015). Similar encour-

aging results have been received from other AESs as well (Fleury et al. 2015), and financial 

rewards have been said to be the most important mechanisms to achieve these AES goals 

(Burton and Paragahawewa 2011). In contrast outcomes against results-based schemes 

have also been detected, for example Sutherland and Darnhofer (2012) considered the 

probability of disengagement from environmental schemes and alternative to gain economic 

profits elsewhere to become more interesting for some producers. 
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Reluctant farmers need convincing to apply grazing and incentives could be a solution (van 

den Pol-van Dasselaar et. al 2020), but AESs need to be continuous in order to be effective. 

Cultural sustainability of agricultural policy has only gained little attention, although it can be 

seen to play a major role in the effectiveness of environmental policy. There is a need for 

change in social norms, for the changes in AESs to be sustainable in long term. Incentives 

need to support farmers from a cultural and/or social perspective, besides just economic, to 

become embedded in the local cultures as well. As embeddedness deepens, culturally sus-

tainable policies are more likely to be better accepted, as they would be better recognized 

and pursued by the farming communities. This also applies to regulatory acts, if monitoring 

of environmental management becomes a social act, rather than regulatory, they are more 

likely to be adopted by farming communities and to have a much larger impact environmen-

tally (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011). Involving farmers in negotiations prior to the imple-

mentation of changes could help with accepting them (Glover 2015). 

 

Positive perceptions of the public towards grazing have created an increased demand to 

graze, and in addition to AESs, market tools and social pressure can stimulate farmers to 

graze (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008, 2020). A study published by van den Pol-van 

Dasselaar et al. (2021) looked at different options to support European grassland-based 

dairy production. Personal values, preferences, experiences, and habits of farmers were 

underlined to be very important in choosing management decisions and therefore the mind-

set of farmers should be considered when changes into their farming systems are encour-

aged. Similarly, farmers have their own ways of looking at risks, agriculture in general is an 

unstable environment and the increased potential risk in farmer’s mindset must be acknowl-

edged. The authors stated recognition to farmers from society and other farmers is needed 

to add motivation to increase grazing, which in turn would be needed also to inform con-

sumers of the benefits provided by farmers. This recognition requires information campaigns 

and marketing strategies for consumers about grassland-based products and systems. Van 

den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. (2021) concluded farmers supporting grassland-based systems 

should get rewarded for the added value they provide to society by enhancing ecosystem 

services via animal product prices, subsidies, higher prices for special products or premiums 

because they are the key actors in deciding actions regarding grassland management.  

 

In the Netherlands 90% of cows grazed during year 2001, but by 2015, the percentage 

had dropped to 65%. By 2018 the percentage of grazing had been returned above 70%. In 
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2005 concerns about the decreasing trend were risen and campaigning for grazing was 

started. With a systematic approach and with years of dedicated work by large group of 

stakeholders from the Dutch government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), dairy 

processors, farmer interest groups, retail organizations and banks, the extent of grazing 

was increased. Dairy production was very productivism-oriented, and market driven, which 

had led production towards indoor housing. By highlighting values of grazing for cultural 

identity and sustainability regarding animal welfare and environment, a regime change 

took place. Through the stakeholders, sustainability and cultural identity related to grazing 

gained more attention (Runhaar et al. 2020). The Amazing grazing -project also took place 

in the Netherlands with governmental support, to prevent the decline of grazing practices. 

Stakeholders from dairy sector, government, NGOs, and agri-businesses were included to 

collect and develop various technological grazing concepts to stimulate grazing. The pro-

ject yielded two design concepts for new innovations, one to predict weekly grass growth 

and another to track daily fresh grass intake. (Schils et al. 2019). The Dutch examples are 

exceptional projects in their broadness to tackle grazing hindrances (psychological and 

physical) in Europe and could be used as examples to prevent grazing practices in Finland 

as well.  

 

Grazing requires knowledge about grassland management and feed budgeting from the 

producer. Disappearance of grazing management skills, as a consequence to high input-

systems, has become more common in European countries. Education is needed for pro-

ducers to become more confident in their own grass quality. There are new technological 

solutions to help with grazing management and along with them, farmer discussion groups 

have also proven to be helpful for farmers to learn grassland management and budgeting 

skills (Hennessy et al. 2015).  
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3 Theoretical framework 
 

3.1 Bourdieu’s theory: the forms of capital 
 

Bourdieu’s theory, the conceptualisation of capital, can be used as a framework to assess 

and understand farming communities and individual farmers. Bourdieu (1986) argued, be-

sides economic capital, social and cultural capital are important drivers in human life, affect-

ing everyday choices. According to Bourdieu, it is impossible to study the structure and 

functioning of the social world, unless different forms of capital are introduced in addition to 

economic theory. In Bourdieu’s theory, economic capital refers to the material property as 

economic resources, social capital is the resources that can be mobilised through social 

connections and cultural capital is in the form of knowledge, skills, dispositions, and posses-

sion of culturally significant objects. Relative to farmers, an interesting part of the theory is 

that capital can be transferred between these forms at one’s expense, as either status, pres-

tige, or reputation. Burton and Paragahawewa (2011) considered this an important feature 

to farming communities. They highlighted cultural capital’s ability to generate symbolic cap-

ital and to be transformed into social capital to strengthen social relations, which they con-

sidered an asset for farmers in farming communities. 

 

Bourdieu divided cultural capital into three categories: institutionalized -, objectified- and 

embodied cultural capital. Institutionalized cultural capital is provided by formal institutions, 

and one receives a certification of cultural competence through them. Objectified cultural 

capital comes in the form of objects, such as new farming equipment for example, which 

improve status value. Embodied cultural capital is intellectual value, learned skills and 

knowledge, which cannot be received or transmitted instantly, but take time to develop. Cul-

tural capital can be transferred between generations, which particularly in agriculture, where 

family businesses are the dominant form of farms, is important. Embodied cultural capital, 

as skills and knowledge can be inherited, as well as the reputation of the farm business and 

its objectified cultural capital from one generation to the next. Similarly, especially embodied 

cultural capital, but also institutionalized and objectified capital can generate symbolic capi-

tal and to be transmitted to social capital and improve one’s social status. Bourdieu’s theory 

is based on the idea that in order to raise status in society or in a community, one must 

increase at least one form of capital applicable to a particular social field (Bourdieu 1986, 

Burton and Paragahawewa, 2011).  
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3.2 Good farming ideal 
 

Good farming ideal could be summarized as everything happening and showing in the farm-

ing environment which determines how a farmer is perceived by a farming community (Bur-

ton 2004). The ideal is a concept based on Bourdieu’s theory of the forms of capital, espe-

cially on social and cultural capital. Producing quality livestock and crops, and efficient op-

eration of farm stock are characteristics valued in the good farming ideal. The concept refers 

mainly to cultural resources, often to embodied cultural capital, intellectual values, but also 

to objectified cultural capital, such as new machinery and large and tidy farms. And vice 

versa, in good farming ideal, untidy farming is seen as bad farming, often coupled with inef-

ficient farming practices, such as weaknesses of the farmer’s abilities to practice farming, 

for example to apply correct dosages of pesticides or fertilizers, and so on. Therefore, even 

and healthy growths of crops, straight lines, and high yields are valued highly, which are 

considered results of good farming practices. In livestock production, quality of the animals, 

neat fence lines and well-organized barns, are examples of good farming qualities (Burton 

and Paragahawewa 2011). Essentially good farming meant economically successful farm-

ing, but as yield variation between farms has decreased, the significance of other symbols, 

such as tidy and intensively managed fields, has increased (Huttunen and Peltomaa 2016). 

 

Good farming ideal may vary in different geographical areas, as well as between different 

types of farms, such as organic production for example, even though main focus in good 

farming ideal is often on conventional farms (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011, Riley 2016). 

Literature on the framework of good farming is mainly focused on men (Riley 2016), but as 

87% of Finnish farmers are men (Huttunen and Peltomaa, 2016), the framework is applica-

ble and should represent a majority of farmers. The status of a ‘good farmer’ is important to 

farmers, as they usually know each other’s by reputation, which plays a major role in deter-

mining possible interest in cooperative action, such as machinery rings or better treatment 

from suppliers. The better the status, the better the likelihood of a farmer is to access the 

social capital of others within the farming field, and this way cultural capital transmits to 

social capital. For farmers the most desirable social relationships are those with other good 

farmers, which emphasizes the importance of social capital. Conventional farmers form a 

highly judgemental and critical community, especially features falling outside of the good 

farming ideal are likely to get criticized. Farm environments, especially the tidiness of them, 
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can be viewed as a display of the farmers’ goodness (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011). 

This display provides an insight to the farmer’s view and behaviour, which can easily be 

judged by other farmers, often invisible to non-farmers (Burton 2004). 

 

The social symbolic value of a tidy agricultural landscape does not rely on economic factors 

alone. Tidiness is an indication of high outputs of agriculture, but not of inputs, therefore 

does not imply about profitability. An untidy, ‘lazy’ farmer, seen as a bad farmer might run a 

more profitable, optimized agribusiness due to precise outputs (Burton 2004). Eventually 

the consequences of low social capital might also have economic consequences, because 

with high social capital, a producer more likely has access to machinery rings and gets dis-

counts from retailers for example. Sutherland and Burton (2011) studied farming networks 

and wrote networks of relationships to be conscious and unconscious strategies of invest-

ments, basing on Bourdieu’s theory. They noticed in their study farmers to be reluctant to 

share machinery with others whose capabilities to farm they do not rely on, and high social 

capital to work as a warranty for shared machinery. This way good farmers with higher social 

capital have a better chance to access other capital as well without financial cost. 

 

In a Finnish study about the good farming concept (Silvasti 2003), farmers considered their 

work as harmonious and respectful cooperation with nature, even though they had adopted 

modern and intensive industrial farming methods. In relation to good farming and environ-

mental actions, the author presumed it to be the easiest for the farmers to accept most 

favourable information to their own perspective, and to reject the rest. Farmers also seem 

to almost be trapped in their present production systems, as investments in new machinery, 

buildings and labour are often high, which increases alternative perceptions to become more 

negative (Becker et al. 2018). Farmers tend to expect high yields quicker with intensive 

practices, such as frequent fertilization (Metera et al. 2010), fitting to the good farming ideal. 

Finding the ecologically, and often also economically, smartest yield for a certain farm with 

well-planned and precise agricultural management requires knowhow from the farmer. Fo-

cusing on income-oriented farming (economic productivity of labour), instead of revenue-

oriented (maximum yield) is necessary, to increase the extent of grazing (van den Pol-van 

Dasselaar et al. 2020). The relationship between milk yield and profit is poor (van den Pol-

van Dasselaar et al. 2015), still many producers seem to rather concentrate on possible 

decrease in productivity, instead of the potential positive outcomes when it comes to grazing 

(van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020). This confirms that a change in mindset is needed. 
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It is likely, all these factors mentioned affect the decision to graze, as grazing is often not 

considered an action to improve high yields. Whether or not farmers are willing to accept 

not reaching for the highest milk yield possible, but rather aim for more profitable production 

by increasing grass intake in their animals’ diet, is yet to be answered. 

 

Huttunen and Peltomaa (2016) described the ideal of good farming to possibly affect deci-

sion-making regarding grazing in other ways as well. For example, the level in which grazing 

is valued in a certain farming community, or the farmer’s own understanding of good farming 

ideal, might affect chosen agricultural practices. According to them, AESs compensate farm-

ers for potentially reduced yields for environmental actions, but good farming ideal conflicts 

with the idea of reduced yields. The misfit between AESs and farmers’ good farming ideals 

might hamper the success of the schemes. They suggested that such schemes should be 

made more appealing to farmers, and improved appreciation towards ecosystem services 

could be a new symbol valued in good farming ideal as it supports the ideal of productivity. 

This could also increase eagerness to graze. Burton and Paragahawewa (2011) claimed 

conservation practices aiming for more natural environments conflict with the values in good 

farming ideal, heavily managed lawns and farm environments, for example. They argued 

AESs are not becoming culturally embedded because of the conflict, and for AESs to be-

come culturally embedded, policy makers should think towards creating policies that en-

courage attitudes and behaviours to become culturally embedded, therefore sustainable. 

The embeddedness would increase farmers’ social and cultural capital. Results-based 

AESs described in chapter 2.4 (Perceptions towards grazing), make ecological results be-

come more visible and recognized to others in the farming community (Birge and Herzon 

2019), which could also boost social capital of the farmers. 

 

Good farming ideal is a dynamic concept evolving constantly through time. Different goals 

and values of farmers create erosion to the goodness valued in farming (Huttunen and Pel-

tomaa 2016). Sutherland and Darnhofer (2012) describe policies and markets to influence 

the ideal. They also explain the trend of shifting to organic production to have caused de-

valuation of previously highly valued cultural symbols within organic farmers especially, and 

re-evaluation of alternative strategies. Even though the strategies might have differed, they 

found profitability to be an important feature of good farming. There is not much literature to 

be found about how grazing fits good farming ideal, nor about what the situation was several 

decades ago, but the conflict of targeting high milk yields while also maintaining grazing has 



 18 

been recognized (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008, Hennessy et al. 2015, Becker et 

al. 2018). A question remains, whether or not grazing management used to be a significant 

character valued in good farming ideal, if this has changed over past decades, and what 

has caused the possible change.  

 

 

4 Research questions 
 

The aim of the thesis is to gain understanding of the external and internal factors driving 

farm-level decision-making related to cattle grazing. To support the aim, the research ques-

tions are: 

1) What are the internal and external factors driving farm-level decision-making related 

to grazing of cattle? 

2) In what ways producers’ perceptions towards grazing influence their decision-making 

about grazing? 

3) Does grazing of cattle contribute to good farming ideal? 

 

 

5 Materials and methods 
 

The thesis uses a mixed method approach: quantitative online survey and semi-structured 

interviews conducted on farms. Due to contribution to two projects, data collection was or-

ganised to be consistent with their objectives. The producers participating in the project 

‘’Role of cattle grazing in maintaining biodiversity in Finland’’ were enrolled based on their 

grazing regimes and region. For the biodiversity project 50 farms with similar landscape 

structure were aimed to study, half from ‘’cereal Finland’’ (arable south) and half from ‘’milk 

Finland’’ (animal-based production in central Finland). They divided grazing regimes to five 

groups ranging from no outdoor access at all to the largest extent of grazing in organic farms 

with animals grazing through the vegetative season. Five farms for each grazing regime 

were aimed for from both regions. This resulted in 44 beef, dairy and suckler cow producers 

from Kanta-Häme, Päijät-Häme, Uusimaa and Varsinais-Suomi regions. For the thesis the 

farms were divided into three groups: 1) no grazing; 2) grazing only for youngstock and dry 

cows; 3) grazing for lactating cows as well. 
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Firstly, an online questionnaire was sent out by email to all 44 producers participating in the 

biodiversity project, of which 26 producers (59%) responded. Secondly, only dairy farmers 

were invited to the interviews, to be consistent with ‘’Graze-WELL project’’, which focuses 

only on lactating cows’ welfare. Of these, 8 farmers agreed to an in-depth interview, but due 

to a case of illness, only 7 farms were visited, all in August 2021. The visits were made 

together with a researcher who conducted an animal welfare assessment to the farms’ lac-

tating cows. Body condition score, hygiene, injuries, and locomotion of the cows were as-

sessed. Both, the questionnaire and the interview, focused mainly on grazing practices of 

the farms, and the farmers’ attitudes and aspects regarding grazing, animal welfare and 

nature. In addition, information about the farms’ practices regarding exercise yards were 

also collected in the questionnaire for the Graze-WELL project. Exercise yards as a subject 

matter were excluded from this thesis, therefore questionnaire information regarding them 

was not analysed. 

 

 

5.1 Online questionnaire 
 

The questionnaire was divided into four sections 1) background information, 2) grazing and 

outdoor exercise yard practices, 3) perceptions towards nature, 4) perceptions towards 

grazing, exercise yards, and animal welfare (Appendix 1). The questionnaire was done with 

Google Forms platform. It included closed questions based on a Likert scale, multiple-choice 

questions, and open-ended questions. The questionnaire was revised with the researchers 

of the Graze-WELL project, and it was tested with three people with experience from dairy 

production. The quantitative data were statistically analysed with SPSS software (IBM SPSS 

Statistics for Macintosh, version 27.0., Armonk, NY: IBM Corp.).  

 

Farmer perceptions towards grazing were scoped with three Likert scaled questions with 

different themes in the questionnaire. Eight statements were given about effects of pas-

tures on the surrounding nature and biodiversity. General perceptions towards grazing 

were scoped with eight statements about grazing and its effects on animal welfare, labour, 

finances, efficiency of the farm, soil condition and emissions. In the last thematic section, 

nine options were given, for which respondents were asked to rate to which extent the dif-

ferent options encouraged them to graze. 
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Three continuous response variables were derived from Likert scaled questions for the per-

ceptions towards nature, grazing, and encouragements to graze (Appendix 1). These three 

thematic sections had a five-point scale with an option of choosing ‘’I cannot say’’. Principal 

component analysis (PCA) was used to reduce the number of variables by constructing 

principal components to represent groups of questionnaire respondents. Generally, it is in-

structed for PCA, that the number of observations should be at least five times the sample 

size, but in certain cases less can be acceptable (Metsämuuronen 2011, p. 653). The sam-

ple size of 26 in the questionnaire was restricted compared to number of observations in the 

thematic sections, 8 - 9, but due to high correlations found in the observations, PCA was 

considered suitable. Pairwise deletion was used to minimize data loss. 

 

Kendall’s tau-b correlation coefficient was used to calculate correlations between the com-

ponents, the number of challenges listed for grazing and the number of animals per farm, 

due to its suitability for small sample sizes with rather similar rankings. The components 

from different thematic sections were also compared to grazing regimes of the farms with 

one-way ANOVA test. Based on chapter 2.4 (Perceptions towards grazing), an assumption 

was made expecting the farmers who practice grazing to have more positive perceptions 

towards it and to experience less challenges regarding grazing, compared to farmers with 

no or very restricted grazing. Similarly, farms with less animals were expected to be more 

likely to graze, as discussed in chapter 2.3 (The extent of cattle grazing in Europe). Due to 

these assumptions, use of one-way ANOVA was justified. Levene’s test was done to verify 

the assumption of homogeneity of variance, for which significance level of 0,05 was used. 

All statistical analysing was performed with SPSS software (IBM SPSS Statistics for Macin-

tosh, version 27.0., Armonk, NY: IBM Corp.). 

 

 

5.2 Interviews 
 

The interviews were held at each participants’ own farm environment. Semi-structured in-

terview rubric was designed under themes of 1) background information, 2) vision of graz-

ing), 3) good farming, 4) nature, 5) consumers, society, and farming community, 6) animal 

welfare, 7) information search and 8) grazing practices (Appendix 4). The interview rubric 

was used as a guide for the interview, it was followed loosely and adjusted to each interview 
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situation. All questions were asked from each respondent, with one exception; a farmer who 

did not practice grazing was interviewed to a narrower extent about experiences regarding 

grazing practices and peer support for grazing. Interviews were not piloted but there was 

professional assistance in planning and conducting the first two. 

 

Health assessments were done at the same time as the producers were interviewed at each 

farm. All visits started by putting on protective clothing and equipment according to each 

farms’ hygiene plans, after which the producer showed the health assessor how to get to 

the cattle, either into a stall or to a pasture, and then the interviews were started. Most 

interviews were held outside, in a back yard for example, two were held in farm offices. 

Atmosphere in each interview was positive and relaxed, all interviewees were enthusiastic 

to participate and seemed eager to explain about their farm and their own views regarding 

grazing practices. All interviewees were informed beforehand that grazing would be the 

theme of the interviews. The tone in which the interviews were held was aimed to be as 

neutral as possible, to minimize possible impact of the interviewer into the interviewees. An 

aim was to make atmosphere as relaxed as possible and all interviews were held in a com-

fortable setting. Despite interviews being semi-structured, the situation was tried to keep 

conversational, and the interviewees were encouraged to talk and express any additional 

thoughts regarding subjects of the interviews. Five interviews were held with only one 

farmer, with interview farmer (IF) 3 the parents of the farmer were present for most of the 

interview and in the end of interview with IF 6, the farmer’s partner joined the interview. 

 

All interviews lasted 45 - 55 minutes each and were audio recorded with Panasonic WS-853 

recorder. In most cases, discussion continued after the recorded interview was finished. 

Recording did not seem to affect the interviews, for example to make participants nervous 

in any way. The interviewees were informed, that personal information would not be pub-

lished which could be linked to them, and that information will only be handled on a general 

level. Interviews were transcribed with Atlas.ti -software (ATLAS.ti 9.1 for Mac, ATLAS.ti 

Scientific Software Development GmbH). Qualitative content analysis was used to analyse 

the interviews to examine themes as well as to find important details. After thorough exam-

ination of the interviews, the farmers’ opinions, views, experiences, and ideology in relation 

to grazing, dairy production, good farming ideal, nature, animal welfare, consumer behav-

iour, and skills and competences needed in a dairy farm were firstly coded into 127 codes 



 22 

and further grouped into 20 code groups (Appendix 5). Research questions were used to 

frame the content analysis.  

 

The interview structure and its questions were designed well; the questions were in a good 

order for the conversation to flow smoothly. The extent of the interview proved to be con-

venient, the questions covered the topics well, but the length was not too long to make the 

interviewees impatient. The questions were tied to the context, in many cases, the interview-

ees spontaneously talked about their views and experiences and answered following ques-

tions themselves. In these cases, the order of the questions was modified and adapted. The 

questions were also easy enough to answer for everybody, but many did require some think-

ing and pondering to answer.  

 

   
6 Results 
 

6.1 Questionnaire and interview respondents 
 

Most of the 26 farmers who answered the questionnaire practiced grazing and had high 

educational backgrounds (Table 1). All applied science and university degrees of the re-

spondents were from the field of agriculture, but some vocational school degrees were from 

other fields of study as well. Out of the 18 dairy farms, 7 were tie-stalls and 11 freestalls. 

The farmers who practiced grazing, grazed for a minimum of three months between mid-

April until the end of October except for one farmer, whose first group grazed for two months 

per year and the rest at least twice longer. All farmers who did not practice grazing, or only 

grazed youngstock and dry cows, were from dairy farms. 
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Table 1. Questionnaire respondents. 
Variable n=26 

Farmer age, years  

20-29 3,8% 

30-39 30,8% 

40-49 19,2% 

50-59 38,5% 

60-69 7,7% 

Education degree  

Comprehensive school 3,8% 

Vocational school 30,8% 

Applied science 46,2% 

University 19,2% 

Number of animals  

0-49 23,1% 

50-99 38,5% 

100-149 19,2% 

150-199 3,8% 

200-249 7,7% 

250-299 0 

300-350 7,7% 

Farm type  

Dairy 69,0% 

Suckler 26,9% 

Beef 3,8% 

Grazing  

Yes 73,1% 

No 15,4% 

Only heifers and dry cows 11,5% 

  

 

All questionnaire respondents with a university degree, except one, also participated in the 

interview (Table 2). Five of the farms were owned by a couple, at one farm there was an 

ongoing generation change (IF 3) and the largest farm was an education farm maintained 

by an association, where IF 2 was in charge of the cattle production. 
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Table 2. Interviewed farmers’ profiles. 
ID 
 

Age 
 

Grazing 
 

Barn type Number of cattle Education degree Production 

1 50-59 All Tie-stall 42 University Conventional 

2 30-39 Youngstock Freestall 205 Applied science Conventional 

3 30-39 No Freestall 116 Vocational school Conventional 

4 30-39 All Tie-stall 38 Applied science Conventional 

5 30-39 All Tie-stall 54 University Conventional 

6 30-39 All Tie-stall 83 University Conventional 

7 30-39 All Freestall 72 University Organic 

 

 

 

6.2 Factors driving farm-level decision related to grazing  
 
6.2.1 Internal factors driving decision making 

 

The most important internal factors driving decision-making about grazing based on both 

the questionnaire and interviews, were physical and psychological aspects of animal wel-

fare, decreased workload due to grazing, infrastructure of the farm, economic aspects, and 

benefits from grazing to biodiversity and landscape values. 

 

An open-ended question in the questionnaire asked respondents to list main factors influ-

encing the decision to graze or not to graze. Factors listed from the most often mentioned 

to the least were animal welfare, reduced labour time, enriching effects on biodiversity and 

landscape, and financial efficiency. One also mentioned the image of grazing to suit suckler 

production well. Animal welfare was the most emphasized factor to motivate grazing both in 

questionnaire and interviews. Aspects of welfare positively affected by grazing were ex-

plained as improved leg and hoof health, muscle condition, and fertility, easier calving and 

with opportunity to express natural herd behaviour. Most listed factors influencing decision 

towards no grazing (decreasing in relevance) were infrastructure of the farm, fluency of milk-

ing and feeding indoors, heat outdoors, and fencing which was considered laborious. Farm 

level changes, which would need to happen for organizing of grazing and outdoor access to 

be possible or easier, were also asked in a separate question. Infrastructure of the farms 
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was the most mentioned factor in this question as well (Figure 2). In addition, more enthusi-

astic entrepreneurs or more employees, especially to help with fencing, were listed. One 

answer stood out from the answers with an exhausted tone. 

 
 ‘’In this age one no longer has the strength to do more work nor planning. We are tired of 

this full-time drudgery. As long as we reach the end with honour’’. Questionnaire Farmer 20 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Farm-level changes listed to make grazing and outdoor access easier. 

 

 

Challenges for grazing were asked in a multiple-choice question with a possibility to list 

additional answers to the given options. Vast majority of the respondents listed construction 

and maintenance of fencing as a challenge for grazing (Figure 3). Average of the number of 

listed challenges for grazing for all respondents was 3,73.  Farmers who practiced grazing 

for all animals reported to experience less challenges with it, 3,11 on average, compared to 

producers with no grazing or grazing only to youngstock and dry cows, who on average 

listed 5,43 challenges.  
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Figure 3. Most listed challenges for grazing in the questionnaire.  

 

 

Problems related to infrastructure were mentioned more often in the questionnaire than 

problems caused by having large herds, although these are closely linked to each other. 

The barn run by IF 2 was an example of this situation. The barn was a teaching farm, built 

in 2014, (before this farmer worked there) and it did not have any suitable pastureland near 

the barn. The farmer was very grazing-oriented and wished to have grazing for all of their 

cattle, but due to farm infrastructure and herd size of over 200 animals, could only graze 

youngstock in a traditional biotope belonging to the farm, some hundred meters from their 

barn.  

 

Four farmers with complete indoor housing answered the questionnaire. Three of them men-

tioned having grazed in the past, and for all, building a free-stall barn was the main reason 

why grazing had been stopped. All three also mentioned unsuitable land around the farm 

having made grazing more difficult for lactating cows. In addition, one mentioned animal 

welfare to be a reason to keep animals indoors, and one unpleasant experiences of cattle 

escaping to a highway. 

 
 ‘’The last straw was when they ran away on Midsummer's Eve to the highway, each in their 

own direction. Drivers did not slow down, one cow attacked the farmer (interviewee’s 

spouse), another heifer had to be put down as she sank into a ditch, and after a couple of 
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calls to the emergency number, the police also came. Too hard and stressful!’’ Questionnaire 

farmer 7 

 

Similar internal aspects to graze were brought up also in the interviews. Additional factors, 

such as more enjoyable work environment at the pastures compared to indoors were men-

tioned. Many interviewees also explained it to be much easier and simpler, workwise and 

economically, to feed animals straight from the pasture, instead of having to go through the 

effort of making silage. All interviewed farmers who practiced grazing, gave the impression 

they considered it as an important part of production. About a half of them seemed to con-

sider grazing as an intrinsic value, as they could not even imagine having production without 

it. Moral and ethical responsibility of the producer were also mentioned as drivers towards 

grazing by IF 5. The farmer with zero-grazing (IF 3) thought grazing to only be good exercise 

and to have positive effects on heifers’ welfare, but the farmer considered feeding and 

healthcare to be difficult to take care of for lactating cows in pastures and saw potential risks 

in grazing such as heat and horseflies. He was afraid of grazing to become an obligation. 
 

 ‘’Well maybe it’s my own set of values, like ethical, my own ethics behind it. And the fact that 

if you justify to yourself keeping an animal to benefit from it, then I think, for its well-being, 

you must be prepared to do quite a bit. And because a cow was created to graze, grazing is 

the most natural state for it, and it also maintains the animal's health.’’ Interview farmer 5 

 

‘’So, I think about it more so that it is the conditions here in Finland, why they cannot always 

be in the pasture, in my opinion anytime they can be there, they are there. So, to me it is very 

important, at our farm all animals graze. It is important.'’ Interview farmer 7 

 

The effect of grazing on milk production was discussed with some of the farmers in the 

interviews. IF 3 (the non-grazing producer) was the only one who considered grazing to 

decrease milk yield, which they had experienced previously, at a time when they had prac-

ticed grazing. IF 5 and IF 7 on the other hand represented income-oriented farmers instead 

of revenue-oriented. They had not experienced grazing to decrease farm efficiency in milk 

production, they rather saw it beneficial in terms of productivity. IF 7 especially emphasized 

the effort put into grazing and pastures to pay for itself on the production as healthy animals, 

decreased labour time and improved soil conditions in the fields. The same farmer thought 

decreases in milk yields, which farmers tend to talk about, to be due to lack of grazing skills, 

needed both to control vegetation growth and animals.  
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Construction of fencing was mentioned by many questionnaire and interview respondents 

to be laborious. With IF 6 and IF 7 pasture equipment was also discussed, they highlighted 

the importance of functionality of grazing equipment for organizing of grazing rotation to be 

as effortless as possible. Both mentioned having to look for the most optimal equipment 

from foreign supply stores, as they could not be found from local stores.  

 

Nature values were brought up in several contexts in the questionnaire and often mentioned 

to motivate to practice grazing. Grazing was mostly seen to affect agricultural environment 

very positively. For example, 19 questionnaire respondents considered positive influence 

from grazing to agricultural environment to strongly encourage to graze and 21 strongly 

disagreed to a statement, which claimed pastures have no effect on agricultural biodiversity 

(Appendix 2: Figure 5 and 7). Positive interest towards nature and relatively high nature 

values, were discussed in all interviews as well. Most interviewees who grazed, expressed 

happiness and pride of their decision to graze due to the positive environmental impacts of 

grazing. In addition, IF 5 also explained to feel certain kind of relief from personal climate 

anxiety, for doing an environmental deed by grazing cattle. Tension in public discussion 

about farmers’ willingness for environmental actions was brought up by the father of IF 3. 

He felt sorry for the assumption he had recognized in public debate, that farmers would 

generally be seen to be against wildlife and nature. 

 
’’Immediately, if you disagree with these, conservationists, then immediately you become the 

‘animal hater’. As a farmer, you’re never.. You live in the nature and on the terms set by 

nature, so you’re never the animal.. There are always wild animals, birds and other wildlife 

in the fields, and the purpose is never to get rid of them’’, Father of interview farmer 3 

 

 

6.2.2 External factors driving decision making 

 

Over a half of questionnaire respondents mentioned increases to producer prices and in-

centives, to be national level changes needed for grazing or outdoor access to be easier to 

organize (Figure 4). All of the farmers with no grazing listed improvements needed to prices 

and incentives. Improvements to regulations were wished regarding permanent grasslands, 

shelters, plant cover in pastures, and traditional biotopes which were all considered strict 

and difficult. For traditional biotopes one wished the restoration of them and establishing 



 29 

new ones to become possible. In addition, change in consumer behaviour and improve-

ments to advisory services were both mentioned once. 

  
‘’More counselling to plan pastures. If grazing does not work, it is a matter of failure in organ-

izing it.’’ Questionnaire farmer 4 

 

 

 
Figure 4. National level changes listed to make grazing and outdoor access easier. 

 

 

The interviews confirmed the above, incentives were not considered to fully cover the costs 

of construction and maintenance of pastures. Incentives were discussed with IF 1 and 3, 

who both mentioned to rather have a subsidy on grazing instead of a grazing premium from 

retailers. IF 3 especially was doubtful a premium would be properly paid to the farmer by 

retailers. Consumer behaviour and pressure from consumers were discussed at length in 

the interviews. All interviewed farmers considered consumers to value grazing and to de-

mand for, but many also talked about consumers’ alienation and unawareness of agriculture, 

dairy production especially. IF 7 thought consumer behaviour to be contradictory and wished 

the demand for grazing to show in increased sales of organic products. IF 6 wished there to 

be a label for products informing about grazing practiced at farms, which lack in many cases. 

Contradicting expectations were also brought up. On one hand, negative attitude towards 

cattle production in public discussion was recognized, consumers were seen to perceive 

cattle production negatively, mainly for its contribution to climate change. On the other hand, 

grazing was seen to be perceived positively by the public. All of the interviewed farmers who 

grazed, mentioned it to boost farm image. IF 3 gave the impression, that in his view grazing 
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is done mainly to boost farm image, not for benefits for production or cattle. This farmer also 

did not want to pay too much attention in consumers’ expectations, as in his experience the 

expectations were inconsistent. In turn, three other farmers, IF 2, 5 and 6 stated (without 

asking) wanting to take consumer preferences into consideration in their production and to 

answer to the demands of consumers. 

 
‘’ And then it's like, this summer they (consumers) want them (cows) to graze, and next sum-

mer they want them to throw spear there too, hah.‘’ Interview farmer 3 

 

''Many city people especially, imagine that you just throw grains to the field and just sing tra-

la-la the rest of the summer.'' Interview farmer 4  

 

Weather conditions were seen to make grazing sometimes more difficult and to affect cat-

tle’s willingness to go out to the pastures. In the questionnaire many mentioned rain and 

heat to be problematic, and in the interviews, these were discussed in more depth. Heat 

during hot summers and slippery, muddy grounds during rainy conditions, were considered 

health hazards for the animals. Heat and heavy rain in many farmers’ experience also de-

creased the animals’ eagerness to spend time outdoors. Farmers also described it to cause 

more work, having to get the animals inside in daytime during hot periods of summer. Some 

also expressed it to be challenging to optimally balance with grass growth and overgrazing, 

and for droughts and heat to make it even more difficult. Several weeks of heatwave during 

summer of 2021 was considered exceptionally difficult by most interviewees, many were not 

prepared for it. IF 7 was the only one to mention not having any trouble during the current 

year of 2021, their grass growth had been steady throughout the drought. This farm gave 

an impression of being exceptionally advanced and in a pioneer position in other areas of 

production as well. 

 

Responses about external factors negatively affecting the decision to graze, in addition to 

weather conditions included insects and wildlife. A half of the questionnaire respondents 

listed insects to cause problems for cattle spending time outdoors. One questionnaire re-

spondent also listed ticks and snakes to be problematic, and one of the interviewed farmers 

(IF 1) mentioned danger from wolves. 
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Interviewed farmers were asked about possible pressure felt from agricultural community to 

act in a certain way. IF 4 and 6 had experienced questioning about their decision to not 

pursue growth in farm sizes by increasing the number of animals. Both mentioned there to 

be pressure among farmers to continuously aim to expand production which they did not 

necessarily agree with. In addition, IF 4, 5, 6 and 7 all mentioned their decision to practice 

grazing to large extent had provoked discussion and questioning in agricultural community. 

Despite the pressure, none of the farmers had changed their practices. 

 

 

6.3 Influence of perceptions about grazing on decision-making  
 

The results from the three likert scaled sections showed majority of respondents to positively 

perceive grazing and to consider it a good practice for production, animal welfare, and to 

agricultural environment (Appendix 2: Figure 5, 6 and 7). To examine the results further, 

PCA was run on the statements, which were highly intercorrelated. For each statement in 

all thematic sections, communalities were above 0,602 (Table 3). Communalities below 0,3 

are generally considered low (Metsämuuronen 2011, p. 652). Variance explained by the 

components in each section were high as well, and therefore the use of PCA was justified.  
 

 

Table 3. Components from thematic sections of the questionnaire. 
Thematic section Communalities Component Variance explained by component 

Nature perceptions 0,602-0,929 1 39,68 % 

  
2 21,23 % 

  
3 13,33 % 

Grazing perceptions 0,686-0,924 1 66,86 % 

  
2 13,24 % 

Encouragements 0,722-0,835 1 41,67 % 

  
2 22,16 % 

  
3 15,15 % 

 

 

Rotated component matrices showed that most respondents had positive perceptions to-

wards grazing (Table 4, 5, and 6). First components in each theme had strong positive cor-
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relations for statements favouring grazing. For nature themed section, loadings for compo-

nent 1 were strongly positive towards the effects of grazing on nature, biodiversity, and 

landscape (Table 4). Component 2 from the same theme correlated strongly only with neg-

ative effects of grazing, such as claims about pastures’ increasing impact on pollution and 

nutrient leaching. Third component correlated strongly with positive effect of grazing on 

soil and rich diversity of pastures’ vegetation.  

 

Component 1 in the section about general perceptions towards grazing had strong load-

ings for the benefits of grazing on animal welfare, farm finances and labour (Table 5). Sec-

ond component on the other hand, had a more negative view about grazing and correlated 

strongly with statements favouring indoor housing in freestalls. 

 

For the encouragement section, first component’s loadings were strongly correlated with 

internal factors, and overall, the component showed strong motivation to graze (Table 6). 

Second component had strong loadings on external factors encouraging to graze, social 

pressure clearly stood out from the rest, for which loadings were weaker. The third compo-

nent in this theme correlated strongly with financial aspects of grazing, such as subsidies 

and producer prices, above the rest. 

 

 
Table 4. Rotated component matrix, based on PCA, extracted from section nature. 
  1 2 3 

Insect abundances increase due to grazing 
.755 .099 .258 

More birds nest in pastures compared to leys  
.416 -.652 .066 

Pastures do not have an influence on sur-

rounding species  -.896 -.051 -.038 

Grazing cattle has a beautifying effect on agri-

cultural landscape .762 -.272 .266 

Due to pastures soil fertility improves  .494 -.347 .722 

Grazing causes high emissions  .375 .738 -.227 

Pastures increase eutrophication of water 

bodies and/or pollute swimming waters -.038 .773 .087 

Vegetation in pastures is diverse  .132 .077 .951 
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Table 5. Rotated component matrix, based on PCA, extracted from section general percep-

tions towards grazing. 
  1 2 

Freestall sufficiently supports animal welfare 

also without grazing  -.402 .794 

Grazing is a risk to animal health; animals are 

better monitored indoors  -.838 .361 

Grazing positively affects animal welfare and 

health   .917 -.158 

Animals enjoy grazing  .916 -.289 

Cattle has a right to graze  .076 -.907 

Grazing is economically profitable  .755 -.421 

Grazing significantly increases workload  -.490 .701 

Grazing is inefficient  -.526 .640 

 

 
Table 6. Rotated component matrix, based on PCA, extracted from section encourage-

ments. 
  1 2 3 

Positive effects to animal welfare .877 -.035 .083 

Opportunity for natural herd behaviour  .797 -.164 -.366 

Profitability of pasture compared to fodder  .799 -.212 .323 

Subsidies for grazing  .435 .365 .712 

Traditionality of grazing as a form of produc-

tion  .837 .218 .045 

Positive influence on agricultural environment .860 .059 -.303 

Pressure from consumers and society  -.127 .809 .226 

Other producers’ views .068 .900 -.092 

Better producer price  -.228 -.035 .857 

 

  

The principal components from different thematic sections were found to correlate signifi-

cantly with each other, with the numbers of challenges listed for grazing and with the number 

of animals per farm (Appendix 3). Correlations were found mainly from the components for 
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the sections grazing perceptions and encouragements. First components from these sec-

tions correlated with significance level of 0,574**. The second component on the other hand, 

from the theme grazing perceptions correlated negatively with the first component from en-

couragement theme (-0,381*). The first components of the themes grazing perceptions and 

encouragements had listed less challenges for grazing (with correlations of -0,558** and 

-0,469**), as on the contrary, second component of the theme grazing had listed significantly 

more challenges (correlation of 0,412**). The higher the number of animals per farm was, 

the more likely the farm was found to list more challenges for grazing. 

 

Lastly means of the components, challenges listed for grazing and animal number per farms 

were compared to the independent variable, grazing regime with one-way ANOVA test to 

see if they relate to chosen grazing practices (Table 7). All first components from each sec-

tion and for the third component from the section perceptions towards nature passed the 

Levene’s test on homogeneity of variance (null hypothesis was rejected). For the rest the 

null hypothesis was retained, and these were excluded from further ANOVA testing. ANOVA 

test showed statistically significant differences between the means of all first components 

from each section. Plot tables revealed these first components, covering 39,7-66,9% of 

questionnaire respondents (Table 3), to mainly represent farmers who practiced grazing. 

Based on these findings, positive perceptions towards grazing are related to the decision to 

practice grazing. Interviews support the above: all farmers with at least some extent of graz-

ing had positive perceptions about it. 

 

 
Table 7. One-way ANOVA. Significance level of 0,05 is marked with one asterisk (*) and significance 

level 0,01 with two asterisks (**). 

 Components df F Sig. 

Nature, component 1 19 12.192 .003* 

Nature, component 3 19 3.427 .081 

Grazing, component 1 22 9.963 .005* 

Encouragement, component 1 21 19.685 <.000** 
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6.4 Grazing as part of good farming ideal 
 

The farmers’ views about good farming ideal were discussed in the interviews and grazing 

was considered to contribute to the ideal by most interviewees. All farmers who practiced 

grazing to any extent (IF 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 and 7) were very grazing-oriented, also IF 2, who only 

grazed heifers due to infrastructural constraints. These farmers strongly included grazing 

into their good farming ideal. The farmer with complete indoor housing (IF 3), on the other 

hand, rather saw grazing as a constraint for efficient production and did not consider it as a 

part of good farming. This farmer emphasized consistent quality in milk yield, feeding and 

health monitoring to be better secured in complete indoor housing. In his ideal of good farm-

ing, modern technological qualities of a farm were important, both to make production opti-

mized and efficient, but also for effective health management. Similarly, IF 2 also talked 

about technological solutions to be a part of good farming, due to the increased ability to 

monitor animals. 

 

The interviewed farmers who practiced grazing to any extent, all considered it to greatly 

effect animal welfare in positive ways and for these farmers, animal welfare was one of the 

main reasons to graze. They also emphasized the importance of animal welfare in all farm 

actions and considered this welfare-orientation to be a quality of a good farmer. In addition, 

they mentioned animal welfare to positively affect production, it was seen as a profit-making 

investment. IF 4, 5 and 6 especially highlighted profitability as an important quality of a good 

farm, and grazing to significantly contribute to it. In addition to valuing grazing, all farmers 

who practiced grazing, showed appreciation towards grazing skills, which they explained to 

be needed to reach good results from grazing, and which take time, trial, and error to 

achieve. Even though, based in the interviews, the farmers who grazed all cattle, were very 

grazing-oriented and said they could not see having dairy production without it, it has to be 

kept in mind that almost all of them also had an obligation to graze. Four farmers had a tie-

stall barn, due to which they were obligated to graze. To one of these farms, a freestall barn 

was just being built, but despite it, this farmer said they would still continue to graze. The 

fifth farmer had an organic farm and therefore was also regulated to graze. All these five 

farmers grazed much more than they were obligated to, and they all aimed to graze as much 

as possible during growing season, for about four to six months.  
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Farm economy was a big part of good farming for many interviewed farmers but from differ-

ent aspects. One (IF 3) mentioned high, steady yields to be aimed at, as another (IF 7) 

emphasized the importance of focusing on profitability ratio. Many of the interviewees 

seemed to be exceptionally modern in their way of thinking, and to have a modern ideal 

about good farming, which concentration on income-orientation instead of revenue-orienta-

tion indicated. IF 7 especially gave the impression of being a pioneer in the field, and she 

mentioned them to mentor another couple of farmers with her spouse and them to be active 

in several farmer interest groups. Efficiency was also strongly brought up by most farmers 

and reducing unnecessary workload. IF 7 explained how they had listed all hours done at 

the farm on a sheet and with a systematic approach reduced 2000 hours of annual work, 

while simultaneously increasing herd size by 20 animals. Concentration on animal welfare 

was often seen to reduce overall workload on long-term and significantly to contribute to 

farm’s profitability by many (IF1, 2, 5, 6, 7).  

 
‘’People so deeply have the idea that you must get a lot of milk. Even though counselling 

organizations now say, yes, financial performance is more important and something. But 

there is still that, that one should, when it comes to more milk, it is better. Even though I feel 

that for many, if they reduced the amount of concentrates, the amount of milk might drop a 

little, but the animals could do much better and money would not be spent on those expensive 

feeds. And I think many big farms have the situation, that they could do much better, if they 

got out of that milk-centric thinking. Even with many people who you would think that they 

have the ability to get out of it, it still comes up in the discussions.’’ Interview farmer 7 

 

Interviewees were asked to describe a good farm. Answers such as neat yards, high yields, 

large social networks, which based on literature about good farming were expected, were 

not represented in the extent predicted. Tidy yards and good-looking fields were mentioned 

to often imply of good farms, but not to be definite signs of it. IF 4 though, considered the 

appearance of a farm not to tell nothing of the farm itself. She mentioned grazing to be the 

only sign of a good farm, one can see from the outside of the farm. Most interviewees stated 

judgment cannot be fully made on the look of a farm, the farmers’ farming methods and 

philosophy behind decisions were seen more important. 
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Continuous development of the farmer was mentioned in each interview and formed another 

theme for the good farming ideal. Many recognized a resistance towards change and in-

competence of self-examination among farmers’, which were seen separating successful 

farms from the unsuccessful ones. Determination in farm practices was seen as a strength 

of the farmer, as well as an ability to ask questions, especially from professionals such as 

veterinaries or grassland experts. Other valued qualities of a good farmer were environmen-

tal awareness, understanding ethical responsibility, courage, persistency, humbleness, and 

tidiness. Abilities to have a broad perspective, to take care of the soil, and capability of co-

operation with neighbouring farms were listed as well. Many also mentioned, that good 

farmer must have diverse skills in order to succeed. Based on all interviews the ideal of a 

good dairy farm would preferably be a freestall in which animal welfare forms a basis for 

production. Comfortability of the animals would be maximized in the ideal farm, for example 

with sand bedding, great ventilation, and suitable lighting. The farmer would be modern in 

her way of thinking, would question her actions and weigh different possibilities regularly, as 

well as educating herself. She would have the qualities and value-basis described above 

and she would approach life with a good, humble attitude. 

 

 
7 Discussion 
 

Findings from this study confirmed attitudes and perceptions towards grazing to be more 

positive for farmers who graze, and farmers with no grazing to express more challenges 

regarding it, as found by Becker et al. (2018) as well. This division was shown both in the 

questionnaire and in the interviews. Results from the questionnaire and interviews reveal 

farmers with more negative attitudes and perceptions towards grazing not to practice it. 

Negative attitudes and perceptions towards grazing have also previously been identified as 

constraints for grazing (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2020). The statistical analysis also 

suggested there to be a relation between the participants’ perceptions towards grazing and 

chosen grazing regime. Especially positive perceptions represented by majority of question-

naire respondents were found to be connected to practicing grazing, and interviews sup-

ported this finding. Whether the way in which grazing is perceived has affected the choice 

of grazing practices, or the chosen practice has affected perceptions towards it, is left un-
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known. Despite, the results indicate, to increase the extent of grazing in Finland, the atti-

tudes and perceptions of non-grazing farmers need to become more positive towards graz-

ing.  

 

Animal welfare, decreased workload as a consequence of grazing, economic benefits, and 

enhanced biodiversity and landscape values were the main internal factors found to encour-

age to graze. Construction and maintenance of fencing and farm infrastructure were con-

sidered the main challenges for grazing. These were all in line with previous research (van 

den Pol-van Dasselaar et al. 2008, 2020). Farm infrastructure caused problems for grazing 

for about a third of questionnaire respondents and was a barrier to graze for some. In Fin-

land, even barns built as late as in the 2010’s, are not all designed to have grazing, as in 

the case of IF 2. Increasing number of animals per farm will make grazing more difficult, but 

these infrastructural constraints can make it impossible. Becker et al. (2018) noted it to be 

difficult to return to grazing after an indoor-housing system has been established, which 

highlights the importance to focus on the decreasing extent of grazing rapidly, to prevent 

further decrease. Governmental support granted for building new barns could be steered 

towards building barns enabling grazing, to reduce the number of farms with complete in-

door housing. The example from the Netherlands proves it to be possible to reverse the 

downward trend of grazing with strong determination (Runhaar et al. 2020), encouraging to 

make changes in Finland.  

 

Main external factors wished for by questionnaire respondents, to make grazing easier, were 

increases to payments regarding it. Increases to producer prices and incentives were men-

tioned to help with organizing of grazing and outdoor access by all of the non-grazing farm-

ers. Interviews confirmed there to be a wish for a higher subsidy to cover the costs from 

fencing and labour required for grazing. The decreasing trend of grazing suggests incentives 

do not motivate producers enough to practice it. If grazing is wanted to be a part of cattle 

production in the future, the practice needs to be subsidized in such manner, it motivates 

producers to graze. 

 

Along with animal welfare, farm finances and continuous development of the farmer were 

valued highly and seen important by the farmers. To raise the status of grazing in farmer 

communities and to prevent further decrease of the extent of grazing, these results are im-
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portant to consider for example in developing support tools. Instead of grazing being con-

sidered as a practice of ‘the old days’, it would be important to present grazing as an issue 

of modern times, for it to be more attractive to farmers. This way farmers could perceive 

grazing in a more positive manner and include it in their views of good farming. The results 

by Fleury et al. (2015) for example proved it to be realistic, as they found farmer perceptions 

having become more positive towards conservation actions and that farmers having created 

a new biodiversity norm after shifting to a results-based subsidy system. Incentives reward-

ing for environmental results from grazing could be an effective policy measure, as results-

based AESs could improve the embeddedness of grazing as a practice in agricultural com-

munity, as in the context of conceptualisation of capital (Bourdieu 1986), it would increase 

the farmer’s cultural and social capital. This embeddedness Burton and Paragahawewa 

(2011) stated to be important for AESs to be sustainable on long term and therefore, eco-

logically effective. There is also evidence of results-based AES to be suitable for Finnish 

farmers (Birge and Herzon 2019), therefore, worth considering as a policy tool to support 

grazing.  

 

For most interviewees, grazing was an important part of the good farming ideal. This was 

an interesting finding, as there was no literature found about how grazing fits the ideal. The 

good farming ideal described by interviewed farmers did not on most parts represent the 

traditional concept of good farming ideal found in literature, valuing straight lined fields, high 

yields, neat fence lines (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011), for example. For most of the 

interviewed farmers, focus was not on high yields, but rather on animal welfare, which 

formed a basis to the ideal. The conflict of farmers targeting high milk yields while also 

maintaining grazing and accepting possible lower milk yield (van den Pol-van Dasselaar et 

al. 2008, Hennessy et al. 2015, Becker et al. 2018) was recognized and brought up by IF 7. 

For all interviewed farmers who grazed, grazing was seen as an important feature support-

ing welfare. These farmers also considered animal welfare on long term to improve farm 

finances and healthier animals to decrease overall workload. Findings from the interviews 

regarding the ideal as an evolving concept were in line with the literature. Animal welfare 

could be seen as a modern central theme in the concept of good farming ideal, which is 

encouraging for the future, as consumers’ appreciation towards animal welfare is also rising.  

 

Consumers were considered to value grazing, but also to have contradicting attitudes to-

wards cattle production in general. Interviewed farmers wished consumers to have better 
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understanding about cattle production, to be able to understand the complexity of a farming 

system and value better the work done by producers. Increasing awareness about cattle 

production could make farmers feel more appreciated of their work for society and this pos-

itive reinforcement could in addition enhance the willingness to graze. It is important for the 

farmers to be compensated for additional effort put to enhance animal welfare, by practicing 

grazing, for example. This would require consumers to be able to recognize these products, 

to be able to pay a higher price for them. Therefore, marketing of specialized products, with 

labels and campaigns for example, is important. To raise awareness, but also to get farmers 

compensation of their extra work, as a couple of interviewees mentioned.  

 

 

7.1 Limitations  
 

Low number of respondents for the online questionnaire and interviews was the main chal-

lenge for this research and caused biased sample groups. The respondents in the question-

naire and in the interviews were all producers who already willingly had agreed to participate 

in the biodiversity project. As there was no random selection, the results cannot be consid-

ered to represent average Finnish farms, but rather to give an insight to the participating 

farms. Farms with grazing to at least some extents were overrepresented as on average 

23% of farms had complete indoor housing in 2019 in Finland (Finnish Food Information 

2021) and only 15,4% of farms from questionnaire, and 14,3% from the interviews had com-

plete indoor housing. Farmers’ educational backgrounds were as well biased. In Finland 

8,7-12,8% of all cattle farmers have at least an applied science degree from the field of 

agriculture (OSF 2020a), which for questionnaire respondents was 76,2% and for interview 

respondents 85,7%. Visited farms seemed to be advanced in their production, which might 

have played a role in increasing their eagerness to participate in the research, as well as 

the farmers’ academic backgrounds.  

 

Small sample size caused limitations to the statistical analysis as well. Null hypothesis was 

retained for most of the variables extracted from PCA, challenges listed for grazing and farm 

animal number, therefore only few variables could be analysed with one-way ANOVA test. 

Although statistical significance was found with most principal components in the ANOVA 

testing with the farms’ grazing regime, found to represent farmers who practiced grazing, 



 41 

the connection was weak and strong conclusions cannot be made based solely on the re-

sults of the statistical analysis. 

 

All questionnaire respondents did not have recent experience of grazing but were asked to 

answer questions regarding it. Even though each respondent had practiced grazing in their 

farms at least in the past, for the four farmers who did not practice grazing at the present 

time, it had been several years since the last time. The time gap without any grazing could 

have affected the way in which they viewed the practice at the time of answering the ques-

tionnaire and interview. 

 

An open-ended question ‘’Which are the most important factors influencing your decision to 

graze or not to graze?’’ in the questionnaire yielded different responses. The question should 

have been divided to two separate questions, because from the factors listed, in some cases 

it was unclear, whether respondents listed factors increasing or reducing their willingness to 

graze. Therefore 35% of answers to this question were excluded from the results. 

 

At one of the visited farms, the interviewee (IF 4) was not in charge of finances, which were 

run by a spouse of the interviewee. This farmer was very grazing oriented and based ideol-

ogy behind farm practices solely on animal welfare. Lack of economic aspect could have 

affected the ideology of this farmer. Another possible limitation of individual interviews was 

with IF 5, who simultaneously as she was being interviewed, looked after a young child. The 

interview did get interrupted many times causing difficulties in concentration due to this, 

which might have affected answering the questions. 

 

 

7.2 Future work 
 

In regard to the two projects this thesis contributes to, questionnaire respondents were 

asked to estimate diversities of invertebrate and bird populations in their farm environment. 

In addition, interviewees were asked to rate the welfare of their cattle compared to average 

level in Finland. To each of these sections from questionnaire and interviews, ratings were 

at least average, and for vast majority above average. Data about the farms’ bird and inver-

tebrate diversities were collected for the biodiversity project and for the Graze-WELL project 
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animal welfare of each farm participating in the interviews was assessed. These results were 

expected to be available to enrich the data for this thesis, but at the time of finishing the 

thesis they were not. Combining the quantitative data from the research projects with the 

qualitative data from this thesis, to see how farmers’ perceptions meet with the reality, will 

be an interesting topic for future research. 

 

 

8 Conclusions 
 

Even though at optimal level grazing necessarily does not negatively affect cattle productiv-

ity, inevitably all producers will not be able to meet the requirements for optimized grazing 

management and therefore, there is always a risk of decrease in production. More scientific 

research data about efficient and profitable grazing management from Finland could attract 

producers to establish pastures again. Such research results could also enable farmers to 

shift from revenue-oriented farming to income-oriented farming. More research on grazing 

in general, and from the perspective of animal welfare and feeding, could improve farmer 

interest towards it. However, main motivator found for farmers to increase the extent of graz-

ing was increased financial compensation for the work and effort needed for grazing, imply-

ing subsidy schemes need enhancement to prevent the declining trend of grazing.  
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Appendices 
 

APPENDIX 1. Text template for online questionnaire. 
 
The survey is used for two research projects of the University of Helsinki and the Natural Resources 

Centre, which study grazing and outdoor activities, and their effects on animal welfare and biodiversity. 

The answers are also used as background material for my master's thesis. The Ministry of Agriculture 

and Forestry and the Maj and Tor Nessling Foundation. 

 

The data obtained from the survey are processed and analysed at a general level, farm-specific data are 

not published. In accordance with the material management plan, we store the materials in the research 

project databases, which can only be accessed by the responsible researcher and are destroyed at the 

end of the research project. 

 

It takes approximately 20 minutes to complete the survey. Thank you for participating in the study! 

 

Nora Berglund, Research Assistant, nora.berglund@helsinki.fi 

 

* Obligatory 

 

Email address * 

 

Background information 
1. Name or location of the farm (municipality or postcode) * 

2. Year of birth * 

3. Educational background * 

Elementary school, vocational degree in agriculture, applied science degree in agriculture, uni-

versity degree in agriculture, other, what? 

4. How many years of experience do you have on raising cattle? * 

5. Current arable land? Own and leased in total. * 

6. What portion is used as pastures, if any? * 

Mark the area (ha), or mark 0, in case there are no pastures.  

7. What are the minimum and maximum distances from the barn or milking station to the pastures? 

Mark two distances in metres or skip the question if there are no pastures. 

8. Do cattle also graze on traditional biotopes? 

Traditional biotopes include e.g. meadows, coastal meadows, leas, pasturages, heaths and forest 

pastures. Mark the total area. 
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9. What is total number of animals? Separate milking and dry cows, young stock, suckler cows and 

bulls. * 

Tell also, if it is similar across the year or different compared to previous 12 months? 

10. Barn type of dairy farms? Skip the question if you do not have dairy production.  

Freestall with milking robot, freestall with milking parlour, tie-stall with milking robot, tie-stall with 

milking parlour, other, what? 

 

Grazing, outdoor exercise yard and nature. In case there are no pastures or exercise yard in use, go 

to the section 3. 

1. Grazing. Answer the next fife questions if you have pastures on your farm. 

11. When does grazing season usually start, and when does it end?  

12. Which and how large groups of animals graze? 

13. How many hours per day / group?  

If you are unsure, estimate daily hours for each group. 

14. How many days / year / group of animals?  

If you are unsure, estimate annual days for each group. 

15. Do you offer supplementary feeding in addition to grazing? 

Answer in case supplementary feeding is offered. Estimate also DMI per each animal per each 

group?  

2. Exercise yard. Answer the next three questions if you have an exercise yard. 

16. Which and how large groups of animals, have access to the yard?  

17. How many hours per day / group?   

If you are unsure, estimate daily hours for each group. 

18. How many days per year, per each group of animals? 

If you are unsure, estimate annual days for each group. 

3. Farms without access to a pasture or an exercise yard 

19. Have you had grazing or a yard in use before? 

Tell also, why practices were changed?  

4. Nature 

20. How well do you agree or disagree with the following claims about grazing and nature? * 

1 strongly disagree, 2 somewhat disagree, 3 neither agree nor disagree, 4 somewhat agree, 5 

strongly agree, cannot say  

a. Insect abundances increase due to grazing 

b. More birds nest in pastures compared to silage grasslands 

c. Pastures do not have an influence on surrounding species  

d. Grazing cattle has a beautifying effect on agricultural landscape 

e. Due to pastures soil fertility improves  

f. Grazing causes high emissions  
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g. Pastures increase eutrophication of water bodies and/or pollute swimming waters 

h. Vegetation in pastures is diverse  

21. How diverse is bird population at your farm? * 

1 very restricted – 5 very diverse  

22. How diverse is bird population at your farm? * 

E.g., pollinators, flies, horseflies, dung beetles, and spiders.  

1 very restricted – 5 very diverse  

 

Grazing and access outdoors. Answer the following questions, even if your farm does not have pas-

tures or an outdoor paddock, based on your thoughts and impressions.  

23. What are the most important factors influencing your decision to graze or not to graze? * 

24. How well do these claims match to your experiences and thoughts about grazing? * 

1 strongly disagree - 5 strongly agree, cannot say  

a. Freestall sufficiently supports animal welfare also without grazing  

b. Grazing is a risk to animal health, animals are better monitored indoors  

c. Grazing positively affects animal welfare and health   

d. Animals enjoy grazing  

e. Cattle has a right to graze  

f. Grazing is economically profitable  

g. Grazing significantly increases workload  

h. Grazing is inefficient  

25. How well do these claims match to your experiences and thoughts about an exercise yard? * 

1 strongly disagree - 5 strongly agree, cannot say   

a. Animals enjoy being in an exercise yard 

b. Freestall sufficiently supports animal welfare also without access outdoors  

c. Access outdoors positively affects animal welfare and health  

d. An exercise yard significantly increases workload  

e. An outdoor paddock is a good practical option  

26. Free word about outdoor paddocks.  

If you have other thoughts, experiences or wishes regarding exercise yards, you can tell more 

about them here.  

27. The following encourage me to practice grazing: * 

1 strongly disagree - 5 strongly agree, cannot say  

a. Positive effects to animal welfare 

b. Opportunity for natural herd behaviour  

c. Profitability of pasture compared to fodder  

d. Subsidies for grazing  

e. Traditionality of grazing as a form of production  
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f. Positive influence on agricultural environment 

g. Pressure from consumers and society  

h. Other producers’ views 

i. Better producer price  

28. Which aspects of welfare / health do you think are positively affected by grazing and outdoor 

access? * 

E.g. hoof disorders.  

29. Which of the following do you consider as challenges for grazing on your farm? * 

Choose all alternatives you consider challenges.  

a. Lack of suitable pasture area 

b. Risk of decrease in milk yield  

c. Practical difficulties caused by large herds for grazing 

d. Construction and maintenance of fences 

e. Planning required for grazing   

f. Little experience of grazing  

g. Difficulties in monitoring feed intake 

h. Possible variation in nutritional values and challenges to monitor it  

i. Arranging milking for grazing cows  

j. Environmental regulations 

k. Lack of counselling services  

l. Muddy ground  

m. Insects, such as flies cause problems   

n. Other, what? 

30. Which of the following do you consider as challenges for having an outdoor paddock? * 

Choose all alternatives you consider challenges.  

a. Lack of suitable land for a paddock near the barn  

b. Practical difficulties caused by large herds 

c. Building and maintaining fences  

d. Increase in workload  

e. Little experience of exercise yards 

f. Arranging milking with an exercise yard 

g. Muddy ground  

h. Other, what? 

31. What changes on your farm would need to happen, for grazing or outdoor access to be possible 

or easier to organize? * 

E.g., facilitation of milking for grazing cows to be easier, suitable pastureland to be closer, less 

animals. 
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32. What changes on national level would need to happen, for grazing or outdoor access to be pos-

sible or easier to organize? * 

E.g., changes to agricultural subsidies, environmental regulations, animal welfare legislation, ad-

visory services, consumer purchasing preferences.  

33. What changes would you wish to happen, for production indoors to be more practical? * 

You can list wishes on both farm and national level. 

34. Which of the following do you consider goals for the future? 

a. Increasing the number of animals  

b. Switching to organic production 

c. Switching to other specialized production  

d. Direct sales from the farm  

e. Applying for grazing compensation  

f. Give up on cattle  

g. Closing down the farm  

h. Generation change  

i. Other, what?  

35. Do you plant to: * 

a. Continue grazing as before  

b. Increase the amount of grazing  

c. Decrease the extent of grazing  

d. Stop grazing / continue without grazing  

e. Other, what?  

36. Free word.  

Here you can write other experiences, thoughts or wishes regarding the topics of the question-

naire. 

 

Parallel research for dairy farms 
As we mentioned in the first contact letter in spring, dairy farms can also participate in a parallel study on 

animal welfare if they wish. The first section would be an interview of about an hour, in which we would 

ask a little more about grazing experiences and about indoor housing, as well as potential challenges 

and benefits associated with these. 

 

In addition, a livestock professional would come to visit your farm at the end of grazing season in August 

2021, and before the grazing season in March-April 2022, to do a welfare and health assessment for your 

herd. Body condition score, hygiene, locomotion, and injuries of the cows are assessed. The first assess-

ment can be done same time with the interview. 
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We would also ask for a permission to use ProAgria's data of your farm in case your herd is a part of 

ProAgria's output monitoring. 

 

37. I am interested / give my consent: * 

Participating in a parallel study does not require you to select all options, you can choose only 

one or two if you wish.  

Yes - No 

a. Participate in an interview 

b. To the health assessments 

c. To use ProAgria data of my farm 
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APPENDIX 2: Results from Likert scaled thematic sections in questionnaire. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Results from thematic section nature. 

 

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 % 100 %

Vegetation in pastures is diverse

Pastures increase eutrophication of water
bodies and/or pollute swimming waters

Grazing causes high emissions

Due to pastures soil fertility improves

Grazing cattle has a beautifying effect on
agricultural landscape

Pastures do not have an influence on
surrounding species

More birds nest in pastures compared to
silage fields

Insect abundances increase due to grazing

How well do you agree or disagree with the following claims about 
grazing and nature? 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree
Somewhat agree Strongly agree Cannot say
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Figure 6. Results from thematic section general perceptions towards grazing. 

 

 

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 % 100 %

Grazing is inefficient

Grazing significantly increases workload

Grazing is economically profitable

Cattle has a right to graze

Animals enjoy grazing

Grazing positively affects animal welfare and
health

Grazing is a risk to animal health, animals
are better monitored indoors

Freestall sufficiently supports animal welfare
also without grazing

How well do these claims match to your experiences and thoughts 
about grazing? 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree
Somewhat agree Strongly agree Cannot say
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Figure 7. Results from thematic section encouragements to practice grazing. 

 
 
 
 
  

0 % 20 % 40 % 60 % 80 % 100 %

Better producer price

Other producers’ views

Pressure from consumers and society

Positive influence on agricultural environment

Traditionality of grazing as a form of
production

Subsidies for grazing

Profitability of pasture compared to fodder

Opportunity for natural herd behaviour

Positive effects to animal welfare

The following encourage me to practice grazing:

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree
Somewhat agree Strongly agree Cannot say
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APPENDIX 3: Correlation table. Significance level of 0,05 is marked with one aster-
isk (*) and significance level 0,01 with two asterisks (**).  
 
 

 

Kendall's tau-b
N

um
ber of 

anim
als

C
hallenges, 

grazing
N

ature  
C

om
ponent 1

N
ature 

C
om

ponent 2
N

ature 
C

om
ponent 3

G
razing 

C
om

ponent 1
G

razing 
C

om
ponent 2

Encourage
m

ents C
1

Encourage
m

ents C
2

Encourage
m

ents C
3

N
um

ber of anim
als

1

C
hallenges, grazing

,347*
1

N
ature perceptions C

1
1

N
ature perceptions C

2
1

N
ature perceptions C

3
-,462**

-,360*
1

G
razing perceptions C

1
-,558**

1

G
razing perceptions C

2
,321*

,412**
1

Encouragem
ents C

1
-,368*

-,469**
,574**

-,381*
1

Encouragem
ents C

2
1

Encouragem
ents C

3
1



 60 

APPENDIX 4: Interview rubrics. 
   

 
1. Background information  

-To get started, please tell me about your farm and farming in a nutshell?   

-Who do you sell your products to?   

2. Perceptions towards grazing   
-How important part of raising cattle do you consider grazing to be?   

-What are the main reasons why you would want to graze your cattle, what motivates/ would moti-

vate you?   

-What about the main reasons why you would not want to graze?   

-Do you think grazing or no-grazing is important for the farm’s identity or image?   

3. Good farming   
-What kind of a farm do you consider advanced/modern/ideal, describe?  

    -Which of these features do you have on your farm?   

-Which features of a dairy farm do you respect?   

-Which qualities of a producer do you respect?    

4. Nature  

-To the questionnaire, you had estimated the number of birds and insects as quite diverse on your 

farm. Have you noticed any changes in the species, especially changes that you would connect to 

changes in farming methods? (e.g. changes in grazing practices in the long term, changes since 

your childhood, or what other people have told you about)  

-How would you estimate grazing affects surrounding nature, and how much?  

Background: Results-based agri-environmental schemes have been planned, the EU for example 

has shown interest in them. Unlike the current subsidy scheme in Finland based on measures, re-

sults-based scheme would pay for the results, rather than only receiving money from measures 

done. To increase biodiversity, it could be possible, for example, to monitor certain species of ani-

mal or plant species, their abundance, and possible changes in abundance.   

-> If environmental measures would be supported (financially) results-based, in terms of the enrich-

ment of species, which plant or animal species would you prefer to follow? (e.g. cod, swallow, dung 

beetle, wildflowers)  

5. Consumers, society, and the farming community   
- How do you think consumers and society view grazing? Are their expectations realistic?   

-How do you experience the dairy company’s attitude and the instructions they give regarding graz-

ing?  

     Are you happy with this?  

-Does the visibility of cattle in agricultural landscape affect people's view of the countryside and ag-

ricultural production?   
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-Do you feel pressure from the agricultural community to act according to a particular 'mold'? What 

kind of characteristics are there?   

6. Animal welfare   
-How would you rate the welfare of animals on your farm compared to the general level in Finland?  

-Would you wish to change something about welfare? What would you need to be able to make the 

changes?  

7. Information search  

-What kind of know-how is most important in a dairy farm? How can these skills be developed?   

-Do you have your own philosophy that steers farm practices done?   

-Is there anything that concerns you about grazing?   

--------   

8. Grazing in practice  

-Do you feel that you receive peer support / are there networks in grazing matters?   

-Have you thought about wanting to increase or decrease the amount of grazing? What kind of 

change do you consider and why?   

-Do you have own ideas on how to make grazing easier to arrange? (Updating fencing, more effi-

cient pasture rotation, better grass mixes, easing the control of grass growth, making health moni-

toring easier outdoors, changes to policy, other what?)  
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APPENDIX 5: Code groups from qualitative content analysis. 
 
 

Agricultural Community Good farmer Nature & biodiversity 

Animal welfare Grazing & production Negative things 

Challenges to graze Grazing perceptions Producer characteristics  

Consumers Ideology of the farm Production development 

Contradictions Interview Results-based rewards 

Dairy Incentive to graze Sales & advertising 

Economic aspects Knowhow in farming   

 
 
 


