Wellbeing, community connections and resilience of dairy farmers
Findings from the 2015 Regional Wellbeing Survey
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1. Introduction
This report provides a summary of the wellbeing, community connections and resilience of Australian dairy
farmers in 2015. It draws on data collected during October-November 2015 as part of the Regional Wellbeing
Survey, an annual survey of more than 13,000 rural and regional Australians, including 4,170 farmers1. This report
examines the wellbeing of farmers who reported that they produce dairy milk on their farm, as of spring 2015. In
spring 2015, many dairy farmers had experienced good farming conditions in 2013-14, and some had experienced
poorer conditions in 2014-15. At the time these data were collected, farmers had not yet experienced significant
decreases in farmgate prices for milk; this means the results in this report reflect the wellbeing of dairy farmers
prior to this significant change occurring in 2016.
The survey asked participants about their own wellbeing, the types of activities they took part in with others in
their local community, and about factors known to influence a person’s ‘generalised resilience’ – meaning their
ability to successfully adapt to change through both coping with difficult times, and capitalising on opportunities.
A person is generally considered to be more resilient if they have access to:








High wellbeing: A person’s overall wellbeing is a resource that helps them cope well with change and take
advantage of new opportunities when they arise
Human capital: Skills and resources that help the person adapt to change more readily than if they have
access to fewer skills and resources. This can include high levels of formal education, but just as
importantly includes a strong sense of ‘self-efficacy’ – feeling confident in one’s own ability to achieve
desired outcomes in life. High levels of self-efficacy have been strongly related to better coping abilities in
times of difficulty in multiple studies
Financial capital in the form of household income and other financial assets, and availability of jobs for
household members in the local community
Social capital, in the form of strong social connections with friends, family, community and other farmers
that provide social support resources a person can draw on
Physical capital, in the form of good access to services and infrastructure that can support a person’s
wellbeing and facilitate good business operation
Natural capital, in the form of access to natural assets that support sustainable livelihoods.

The survey also examined more specific forms of resilience related to farming, such as the engagement of
farmers in aspects of farm planning known to help improve resilience at the farm scale (for example, including a
plan for managing farm risks in their farm planning processes, consulting with a wide range of people with
agricultural expertise, and participating in programs such as the Farm Management Deposits scheme). It also
asked about factors known to act as barriers to successfully coping with change on the farm, such as whether
farmers had experienced specific difficulties on the farm including drought, floods, difficulty obtaining labour or
finance, rising inputs costs, poor access to infrastructure such as telecommunications, and changing markets.
These parts of the survey are not analysed in this report, but can be examined in future reports.
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We defined a farmer as a person who is directly involved in managing a farm. This includes those who both own and manage a farm, those who manage a
farm on behalf of an owner, and both paid and unpaid farm managers.
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How many dairy farmers were surveyed?
A total of 313 dairy farmers took part in the 2015
survey. As shown in Table 1, dairy farmers living in
Victoria were over-represented in the survey
responses, and those in Queensland and Western
Australia were under-represented.

Table 1a: Australian dairy farmers by location

New South Wales
Victoria
Queensland
South Australia
Western
Australia
Tasmania

Dairy farmers in the
2015 Regional
Wellbeing Survey
(n=313)
12%
76%
2%
4%

% of dairy farms
located in this
a
state, 2013-14
11%
68%
8%
4%

Due to the low number of responses from dairy
farmers living in Queensland, South Australia,
1%
2%
Western Australia and Tasmania, results for these
5%
7%
a
Data source: Dairy Australia. 2015. Australian Dairy Industry in Focus, 2015..
states are not presented separately in this report.
Additionally, the dairy regions of ‘Dairy NSW’ and ‘Subtropical Dairy’ have been combined, because the number
of responses for each is too low to report separately. If future surveys achieve a higher sample of dairy farmers
from these regions, it will be possible to produce results for all dairy regions.

Methods
The Regional Wellbeing Survey is a large annual survey of rural and regional Australians, defined as people living
outside Australia’s capital cities. In 2015, 13,303 people took part in the survey. These participants were asked a
wide range of questions examining their own wellbeing and the wellbeing and liveability of their community.
A detailed description of the methods used to collect data is provided in our ‘Wellbeing, resilience, and liveability’
report (Schirmer et al. 2016). This should be referred to for information about how the survey sampling is
achieved, and known limitations of the data set.
Most surveys achieve more responses from some groups than others, and the Regional Wellbeing Survey is no
exception: older people and women were more likely to complete the survey than younger people and men. To
address this, and ensure results reported are representative of the population, data used in this report was
weighted. ‘Weighting’ refers to a statistical process in which known biases in the responses received are
corrected for. Weighting involves adjusting the relative contribution each survey respondent contributes to the
whole when analysing survey results, so that analysed data from the survey sample more accurately represents
the population it was drawn from. Weighting doesn’t change the answers people gave to survey questions. Data
were weighted using GREGWT, a generalised regression weighting procedure developed by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics. For the 2014 Regional Wellbeing Survey, the benchmarks used to weight data were age (18-39 years,
40-54 years, 55-64 years, 65+ years), gender (female, male), agricultural occupation (farmer, not-farmer) and
geographical location (state). This means that when reporting results for communities, data are representative of
the adult population; when reporting results for dairy farmers, the weighting has ensured the data are
representative of the proportion of dairy farmers who are female and male, of different ages, and live in different
states.
Throughout this report, confidence intervals are shown as part of the results. A confidence interval, put simply, is
a measure of how confident we can be in the results. More accurately, it tells you the boundaries between which
the value of a given variable would be 95% likely to fall if you repeated the survey multiple times with a similar
sample. In general, confidence is higher if there is a large sample size and most survey participants give similar
answers. Confidence is lower if there is a small sample size and high deviation in answers. While confidence
intervals provide a useful way of understanding how reliable the results are likely to be, they are not perfect.
Confidence interval calculations assume that data are normally distributed, and a representative sample has been
achieved. If these conditions are not met, the confidence interval may not be an accurate representation of
confidence, and the weighting of data has potential to amplify unknown biases in the dataset. Schirmer et al.
(2016) describe the specific calculations used for different types of confidence intervals.
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2. Wellbeing of dairy farmers in Australia
The wellbeing of a person, put simply, means their overall quality of life: how well is their life going in general?
Many factors influence a person’s wellbeing, including their physical and mental health, their standard of living,
their personal relationships and social networks, their access to services in their community, and the safety,
security and fairness of the community they live in (see Wilkinson and Marmot 2003 for more examples).
Many factors can negatively impact on wellbeing: in particular, experiencing severe health difficulties,
relationship difficulties and major life trauma are well known factors influencing wellbeing. However, wellbeing is
also influenced by many factors beyond this. In particular, it has been well demonstrated that having few social
connections is associated with much poorer wellbeing, and with poor health outcomes overall (Schirmer and
Berry 2014). Farming has been noted in multiple studies to be associated with occupation-specific factors that
can challenge wellbeing, including the effects of drought, pest and disease outbreaks, market fluctuations, rising
input costs, regulation of farming, geographic and social isolation (Schirmer et al. 2013).
The 2015 Regional Wellbeing Survey measured a person’s overall wellbeing using three key measures:


Global Life Satisfaction: A person’s rating on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 10 (very satisfied) of their
satisfaction with ‘Your life as a whole’. This measure is widely used internationally and has been shown to
be highly correlated with a number of health and other outcomes in a person’s life.



Personal Wellbeing Index: questions asking how satisfied a person is, on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 10 (very
satisfied), with the following: (i) Your standard of living, (ii) Your health, (iii) What you are currently
achieving in life, (iv) Your personal relationships, (v) How safe you feel, (vi) Feeling part of your
community, and (vii) Your future security. The Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) can be calculated from the
answers, or each element of the PWI can be reported separately. See International Wellbeing Group
(2013) for more information about Personal Wellbeing.
Feeling life is worthwhile: A person’s rating on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 10 (very satisfied) of ‘overall, to
what extent do you feel the things you do in your life are worthwhile?’ This measures how meaningful a
person finds their life.



When reporting each of these measures, scores are multiplied by 10 to adjust the scale to a measure from 0 to
100.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey also examines the experience of psychological distress, an important indicator of
mental health, and often considered an indicator of overall ‘illbeing’ – in other words, of negative wellbeing
outcomes. While wellbeing and illbeing are typically strongly correlated, there can be important differences in the
factors that influence each, although there remains a lack of evidence regarding when, where and how the
determinants of wellbeing and illbeing differ (Winefield et al. 2012).


We measured the Kessler ten-item measure of General Psychological Distress (the ‘K10’) (Kessler et al.
2002). The K10 is a scale designed to measure non-specific symptoms of psychological distress derived
from ten questions about anxiety and depression. It is measured by asking respondents ‘in the last four
weeks, how often have you felt… Tired out for no good reason? Nervous? So nervous nothing could calm
you down? Hopeless? Restless or fidgety? So restless you could not sit still? Depressed? That everything
was an effort? So sad that nothing could cheer you up? Worthless? Participants indicated whether they
had felt this way none of the time (1), a little of the time (2), some of the time (3), most of the time (4), or
all of the time (5). Total scores are added across these 10 items, to give an overall score of distress
measured from a lowest possible score of 10 (no distress at all) to a maximum of 50 (the most severe
distress).In a clinical setting, the following guide is commonly used to interpret K10 scores (Andrews and
3

Slade 2001; Kessler et al. 2002). We used this guide to identify two groups of people, those who have low
levels of distress (a score of under 20, which has been shown in past studies to be associated with a
likelihood of no diagnosable mental disorders) and those with moderate to high levels of distress (a score
of 25 or above, which past studies indicate means a person is likely to have a moderate or severe mental
disorder).

Global life satisfaction
Dairy farmers across rural and regional Australia had a global life satisfaction score of 75.4 (n=312). Dairy farmers
living in the Murray Dairy region and those with lower gross value of agricultural production (GVAP) had
significantly lower life satisfaction compared to dairy farmers living in other dairy regions and those with higher
GVAP (Figure 2a). Dairy farmers aged 65 and over reported significantly higher life satisfaction compared to
younger dairy farmers, a finding consistent with other rural and regional Australians (Schirmer et al. 2016).
People with lower wellbeing are likely to have lower overall resilience. Our analysis suggests that the dairy
farmers most vulnerable to experiencing negative impacts if they experience adverse changes in their personal
life or in their farm business are those operating in the Victorian Murray region, and younger farmers. It also
suggests that effects on wellbeing may be more severe if the farmer experiences a change that affects the
financial returns from their farm, given that lower GVAP is associated with lower levels of wellbeing.

Figure 2a Global life satisfaction of dairy farmers, by group
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Personal wellbeing domains
When asked about different aspects of their wellbeing, dairy farmers were most satisfied in 2015 with how safe
they felt and their personal relationships, and least satisfied with their health and what they were currently
achieving in life (Table 2a).
Table 2a Personal wellbeing domains for all dairy farmers (n=308)

Satisfaction with….
Your standard of living
Your health
What you are currently achieving in life
Your personal relationships
How safe you feel
Feeling part of your community
Your future security

Mean score (measured 0-100)
77.7
73.1
74.3
83.9
86.7
76.2
76.1

Confidence interval (+/-)
2.3
2.6
2.6
2.5
1.7
2.5
2.8

When satisfaction of dairy farmers with different aspects of their lives was compared by region:









Those (i) living in the Murray Dairy region and (ii) with lower gross value of agricultural production (GVAP)
had significantly lower satisfaction with their standard of living, health and what they were achieving in
life compared to those in other dairy regions and those with higher GVAP (Figure 2b, 2c and 2d)
Those living in the WestVic Dairy region were less satisfied with their health compared to those in most
other regions
Those living in the Murray Dairy region had slightly lower satisfaction with their personal relationships
compared to dairy farmers living in most other dairy regions (Figure 2e)
Those living in the Murray Dairy region had significantly lower satisfaction with how safe they feel and
feeling part of their community compared to dairy farmers living in most other dairy regions (with the
exception of the WestVic Dairy region) (Figure 2f and 2g)
Those under 45 were significantly less satisfied with feeling part of their community than other age
groups (Figure 2f)
Those living in the Murray Dairy and the WestVic Dairy regions had significantly lower satisfaction with
their future security compared to dairy farmers living in other dairy regions (Figure 2h).

5

Figure 2b ‘Satisfaction with your standard of living’- dairy farmers, by group

Figure 2c ‘Satisfaction with your health’- dairy farmers, by group
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Figure 2d ‘Satisfaction with what you are currently achieving in life’- dairy farmers, by group

Figure 2e ‘Satisfaction with your personal relationships’- dairy farmers, by group
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Figure 2f ‘Satisfaction with how safe your feel’- dairy farmers, by group

Figure 2g ‘Satisfaction with feeling part of your community’- dairy farmers, by group
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Figure 2h PWI ‘Your future security’- dairy farmers, by group

Feeling life is worthwhile
In 2015, a new measure of wellbeing was included in the Regional Wellbeing Survey: participants were asked to
rate the extent to which they felt ‘the things you do in your life are worthwhile’. This measure examines how
meaningful people find their lives, and the findings suggest that most dairy farmers find the things they do in life
very meaningful – sometimes even when they are not highly satisfied with their lives. Dairy farmers were more
likely to report feeling the things they did in their lives were worthwhile than to report feeling satisfied with life.
Across rural and regional Australia, the average ‘worthwhileness’ score dairy farmers gave their lives was 81 out
of a possible 100, compared to a score of 75 for their global life satisfaction.
Those living in the Murray Dairy region were least likely to report feeling life is worthwhile and those in the
Gippsland most likely to. Those with higher GVAP reported a higher sense of meaningfulness, and those who
were older were slightly (but not significantly) more likely to report feeling that their life was worthwhile. This
again supports the earlier finding that those most vulnerable to change are those farming in the Murray Dairy
region, and suggest that changes that reduce farm production and associated financial wellbeing on the farm are
likely to be associated with lower farmer wellbeing.
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Figure 2i Feeling life is worthwhile for dairy farmers, by group
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Psychological distress
A useful indicator of mental health that is highly correlated with overall wellbeing is a person’s level of
psychological distress. A person with low levels of psychological distress is more likely to have high levels of
wellbeing than a person experiencing high levels of distress, and is much less likely to have a diagnosable mental
health disorder.
The majority of dairy farmers across rural and regional Australia (82%) reported low psychological distress (a
score below 20 out of a possible 50), while 9% indicated they had moderate to high psychological distress (a score
a25 or above out of a possible 50).
Psychological distress for dairy farmers was higher in the Murray Dairy and Dairy NSW/Subtropical Dairy regions
compared to other dairy regions, and was lowest in the Western Victoria Dairy and Gippsland Dairy regions.
Those most likely to report high levels of psychological distress were dairy farmers with lower GVAP, women and
to some extent younger dairy farmers (Figure 2c).

2

NSW is not included in this graph as too few respondents answered this question to enable reporting of results for the
region.
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Figure 2j Psychological distress for dairy farmers, by group

How does wellbeing of dairy farmers compare to other Australians?
Table 2b compares the global life satisfaction and personal wellbeing domain scores of dairy farmers to other
farmers living in the same regions as dairy farmers, and other working Australians living in dairy regions, as well as
those living outside dairy regions. The average scores of people living in dairy regions who were not in the
workforce (mostly due to being retired, unemployed, studying or having a disability) are also shown.
Farmers as a whole have been noted in past studies to typically report higher levels of satisfaction with their lives,
and this is evident in results shown in Tale 2b: dairy farmers reported similar levels of satisfaction with their lives
to other farmers in dairy regions, and higher satisfaction with most aspects of their lives compared to nonfarmers both within and outside dairy regions. Some caution is needed in interpreting these results, as it has been
suggested that farmers typically report higher than average life satisfaction even when experiencing significant
stress, possibly due to being used to coping with multiple stressors in their lives. Farmers have been found to be
at higher risk of a range of negative mental health outcomes despite often reporting higher than average life
satisfaction (Schirmer et al. 2013).
Dairy farmers and other farmers were significantly more likely to feel their lives were worthwhile and less likely to
report being in high psychological distress compared to non-farmers living in dairy regions (Table 2c). Dairy
farmers were significantly more likely to report feeling life is worthwhile and less likely to report being in high
psychological distress compared to all groups (including farmers) living outside of dairy regions (Table 2d).
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Table 2b Global life satisfaction and personal wellbeing domains, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy
regions

Within dairy regions

Dairy
Other
Other
Others (not in
farmers
farmers
workforce
workforce)
(n=308)
(n=1856)
(n=2546)
(n=1871)
Average scores (measured 0-100) ± confidence interval
71.1 ± 0.5
75.4 ± 2.4
75.5 ± 0.9
71.2 ± 0.7
70.2 ± 1.0

Outside dairy regions

71.7 ± 0.5

NA

73.7 ± 0.8

71.9 ± 0.8

71.0 ± 1.2

Within dairy regions

74.7 ± 0.5

77.7 ± 2.3

78.1 ± 0.9

75.1 ± 0.7

72.9 ± 1.0

Outside dairy regions

75.3 ± 0.5

NA

76.2 ± 0.8

75.7 ± 0.7

73.4 ± 1.1

Within dairy regions

68.3 ± 0.6

73.1 ± 2.6

72.4 ± 1.0

69.9 ± 0.8

62.3 ± 1.2

Outside dairy regions

68.7 ± 0.6

NA

68.9 ± 0.9

70.0 ± 0.9

64.8 ± 1.3

Within dairy regions

68.5 ± 0.5

74.3 ± 2.6

74.2 ± 1.0

69.8 ± 0.8

63.5 ± 1.2

Outside dairy regions

68.8 ± 0.6

NA

70.1 ± 0.9

70.1 ± 0.9

64.5 ± 1.3

Within dairy regions

74.1 ± 0.6

83.9 ± 2.5

79.0 ± 1.0

73.7 ± 0.9

73.9 ± 1.1

Outside dairy regions

73.7 ± 0.6

NA

78.1 ± 0.9

74.0 ± 1.0

72.1 ± 1.3

Within dairy regions

80.7 ± 0.4

86.7 ± 1.7

84.1 ± 0.8

80.1 ± 0.7

79.2 ± 0.9

Outside dairy regions

81.1 ± 0.5

NA

84.3 ± 0.7

81.6 ± 0.8

78.9 ± 1.1

Within dairy regions

69.8 ± 0.6

76.2 ± 2.5

75.2 ± 1.0

69.8 ± 0.9

68.8 ± 1.2

Outside dairy regions

71.0 ± 0.6

NA

75.2 ± 0.9

71.2 ± 0.9

69.1 ± 1.3

Within dairy regions

66.9 ± 0.6

76.1 ± 2.8

73.0 ± 1.1

66.8 ± 1.0

65.5 ± 1.2

Outside dairy regions

67.1 ± 0.6

NA

70.0 ± 1.0

66.8 ± 1.0

67.0 ± 1.4

All
(n=6607)

Global life satisfaction
Satisfaction with
standard of living
Satisfaction with
health
Satisfaction with what
you are currently
achieving in life
Satisfaction with
personal relationships
Satisfaction with how
safe you feel
Satisfaction with
feeling part of your
community
Satisfaction with
future security

Table 2c Feeling life is worthwhile, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Others
(not in
workforce)
(n=1866)
Average scores (measured 0-100) ± confidence interval

Feeling life is
worthwhile

All
(n=5704)

Dairy
farmers
(n=174)

Other
farmers
(n=1113)

Other
workforce
(n=2525)

Within dairy regions

76.4 ± 0.5

81.0 ± 3.0

82.0 ± 1.0

76.8 ± 0.7

74.8 ± 1.0

Outside dairy regions

77.1 ± 0.6

NA

77.3 ± 1.1

77.8 ± 0.8

74.6 ± 1.1

Table2d Psychological distress, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Psychological distress
measured 10 to 50 (higher
scores indicate higher
psychological distress)
Low psychological distress
– score <20
High psychological distress
– score 25+

All
(n=6728)

Dairy
farmers
(n=313)

Other
Other
farmers
workforce
(n=1879)
(n=2549)
% ± confidence interval
76.0 ± 1.7
80.2 ± 4.5
82.0 ± 1.8

Others (not in
workforce)
(n=1877)

Within dairy regions

74.3 ± 1.0

Outside dairy regions

74.9 ± 1.1

NA

80.1 ± 1.7

75.2 ± 1.8

72.9 ± 2.3

Within dairy regions

13.2 ± 0.8

7.7 ± 3.1

7.9 ± 1.3

12.0 ± 1.3

18.1 ± 1.8

Outside dairy regions

11.4 ± 0.8

NA

10.5 ± 1.3

10.4 ± 1.3

15.1 ± 1.9
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67.2 ± 2.2

3. Connection to community
There are many ways to measure a person’s connection to their local community. In this section, we examine
three measures used in the Regional Wellbeing Survey that help identify community connectedness: Sense of
belonging, equity and inclusion, and civic engagement. These measure different aspects of social capital, which is
increasingly recognised as critical to a person’s overall health and wellbeing. Having positive social connections
and interactions supports a person’s wellbeing in many ways, including through helping them build a positive set
of trusting relationships, feeling supported by others, and having the resources of other people to draw on during
difficult times.

Sense of belonging
Sense of belonging is measured in the Regional Wellbeing Survey each year in relation to a person’s local
community, and is a helpful measure of the extent to which that community is providing them with resources
that support their wellbeing. A person’s sense of belonging is related to the extent to which they feel welcome in
their community, part of their community, or like an outsider in their community.
A person’s sense of belonging was measured based on the extent to which survey participants agreed or
disagreed with the following statements, from a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree):





I feel welcome here
I feel part of my community
We are all 'in it together' in my community
I feel like an outsider here

The ‘sense of belonging’ measure was calculated as the average score for these four variables, after the scoring
for ‘I feel like an outsider here’ was reversed. Table 3a shows the average score for each of the items for all dairy
farmers. Most dairy farmers agreed with the statements ‘I feel welcome here’, ‘I feel part of my community’ and
‘We are all ‘in it together’ in my community’, although on average they agreed less strongly with the last
statement. The majority disagreed with the statement ‘I feel like an outsider here’.
Table 3a Sense of belonging items for all dairy farmers (n=308)

Sense of belonging items
I feel welcome here
I feel part of my community
We are all 'in it together' in my community
I feel like an outsider here

Average score (measured 1 ‘strongly
disagree’ to 7 ‘strongly agree’)
5.5
5.4
5.0
2.2

Confidence interval (+/-)
0.1
0.2
0.2
0.2

The average belonging score for all dairy farmers in rural and regional Australia was 5.4 out of a possible 7
(n=308). This score did not differ significantly between male and female dairy farmers, although female dairy
farmers did report slightly lower sense of belonging, a result that warrants further examination in future work.
Younger dairy farmers were slightly less likely to feel a strong sense of belonging compared to older dairy
farmers. Dairy farmers living in the Murray Dairy region were less likely to feel a strong sense of belonging to their
local community compared to those in other regions, while NSW dairy farmers were more likely to (Figure 3a).
This suggests that dairy farmers in the Murray regions are somewhat more vulnerable to experiencing negative
impacts from change compared to other farmers, as they have slightly fewer resources in the form of strong
community connections to draw on. Female dairy farmers may also have less strong community connections, a
finding that requires further investigation in future surveys, ideally with a larger sample of dairy farmers, and
inclusion of questions that better identify some of the factors that may contribute to this difference between
female and male dairy farmers.
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Figure 3a Sense of belonging for dairy farmers, by group

Table 3b shows average scores for ‘sense of belonging’, as well as scores for each of the individual items that are
included in these measures. It compares dairy farmers and other Australians, and those living within and outside
dairy regions.
Table 3b Sense of belonging, comparison of dairy farmers and other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Dairy
Other
Other
Others (not in
farmers
farmers
workforce
workforce)
(n=300)
(n=1840)
(n=2538)
(n=1855)
Average scores (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval

All
(n=5992)

Sense of belonging

I feel welcome here
I feel part of my
community
We are all 'in it together'
in my community
I feel like an outsider here

Within dairy regions

5.2 ± 0.0

5.4 ±0.1

5.4 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.0

5.1 ± 0.0

Outside dairy regions

5.2 ± 0.0

NA

5.4 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.0

Within dairy regions

5.4 ± 0.0

5.5 ± 0.1

5.6 ± 0.1

5.4 ± 0.1

5.3 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

5.4 ± 0.0

NA

5.6 ± 0.1

5.4 ± 0.1

5.4 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

5.1 ± 0.0

5.4 ± 0.1

5.5 ± 0.1

5.2 ± 0.1

5.0 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

5.3 ± 0.0

NA

5.5 ± 0.1

5.3 ± 0.1

5.2 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

4.5 ± 0.0

5.0 ± 0.2

4.7 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

4.6 ± 0.0

NA

4.7 ± 0.1

4.6 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

2.4 ± 0.0

2.2 ± 0.2

2.2 ± 0.1

2.4 ± 0.1

2.5 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

2.3 ± 0.0

NA

2.1 ± 0.1

2.3 ± 0.1

2.4 ± 0.1
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Equity and inclusion
Equity and inclusiveness is an important measure of how harmonious a community is: people living in
communities with low levels of inclusiveness often report poorer wellbeing and are less likely to work effectively
together during difficult times. Equity and inclusion is measured in the Regional Wellbeing Survey with multiple
measures, including asking survey participants how much they agree or disagree with the following statements:




Some groups in this community keep to themselves
Some individuals get left out in this community
There is a lot of disagreement between people in this community

These three variables were each measured on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). They were
combined into a single measure of equity and inclusion by (i) reversing the scoring of each, so that low scores
indicated poor equity and low inclusion, and high scores indicated high levels of equity and inclusion; and (ii)
calculating the average score across the three variables. Findings for dairy farmers are shown in Table 3c, and
shows that relatively few dairy farmers agreed with each of these statements. The average overall equity and
inclusion score for dairy farmers was 4.6 out of a possible 7 (n=307); NSW dairy farmers typically reported higher
levels of equity and inclusiveness in their communities compared to those in other regions, as did those aged 4554 (Figure 3b).
Table 3c Equity and inclusion items for all dairy farmers (n=306)

Equity and inclusion items
Some groups in this community keep to themselves
Some individuals get left out in this community
There is a lot of disagreement between people in
this community

Average score (measured 1 ‘strongly
disagree’ to 7 ‘strongly agree)
4.3
3.1
2.7

Figure 3b Equity and inclusion for dairy farmers, by group
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Confidence interval (+/-)
0.2
0.2
0.2

Table 3d shows average scores for civic engagement, comparing dairy farmers and other Australians, and those
living in different dairy regions as well as outside dairy regions. Dairy farmers reported significantly better
perceptions of the equity and inclusiveness of their community compared to ohers living in dairy regions as well
as those living outside of dairy regions, indicating this is an area in which dairy farmers are experiencing their
communities differently to others.
Table 3d Equity and inclusion, comparison of dairy farmers and other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Dairy
Other
Other
Others (not in
farmers
farmers
workforce
workforce)
(n=300)
(n=1840)
(n=2538)
(n=1855)
Average scores (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval

All
(n=5992)

Equity and inclusion
Some groups in this
community keep to
themselves
Some individuals get left
out in this community
There is a lot of
disagreement between
people in this community

Within dairy regions

4.1 ± 0.0

4.7 ±0.2

4.3 ± 0.1

4.1 ± 0.1

4.3 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

4.2 ± 0.0

NA

4.4 ± 0.1

4.2 ± 0.1

4.2 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

4.7 ± 0.0

4.3 ± 0.2

4.5 ± 0.1

4.8 ± 0.1

4.6 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

4.7 ± 0.0

NA

4.4 ± 0.1

4.7 ± 0.1

4.7 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

3.6 ± 0.0

3.1 ± 0.2

3.3 ± 0.1

3.7 ± 0.1

3.5 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

3.5 ± 0.0

NA

3.2 ± 0.1

3.6 ± 0.1

3.4 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

3.2 ± 0.0

2.7 ± 0.2

3.2 ± 0.1

3.3 ± 0.1

3.1 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

3.2 ± 0.0

NA

3.2 ± 0.1

3.2 ± 0.1

3.2 ± 0.1

Getting involved
Rural and regional Australians are often noted for their willingness to get involved in activities in their local
communities. Higher levels of community participation – in other words, getting more involved in local
community activities – have been found to be associated with improved wellbeing (Ding et al. 2015).
The extent of a person’s involvement in local community activities was examined by asking survey participants
how frequently they took part in the following types of activities, on a scale of 1 (never) to 7 (all the time):






I go to arts or cultural events
I attend community events such as farmers' markets, festivals and shows
I take part in community-based clubs or associations e.g. Rotary, Lions, CWA
I get involved with political activities e.g. though interest groups, public meetings, consumer boycotts
I volunteer in my local community

These five items were combined to create a ‘civic engagement’ measure. Table 3e shows the average score for
each of the activities, for all dairy farmers. Dairy farmers were more likely to participate in community events
such as farmers’ markets, festivals and show, and to volunteer in the local community, than to attend arts or
cultural events, get involved in political activities, or be involved in community based clubs or associations.
Table 3e Involvement in community activities for all dairy farmers (n=308)

Involvement in community activities
Arts or cultural events
Community events
Community based clubs or associations
Getting involved in political activities
Volunteer in local community

Average score (measured 1
‘never’ to-7 ‘all the time)
2.7
4.2
3.0
3.0
4.1
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Confidence interval (+/-)
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2

Dairy farmers had an average civic engagement score of 3.4 (n=309). Dairy farmers living in the Dairy NSW or
Subtropical Dairy regions had lower civic engagement scores than those in other regions, and dairy farmers aged
45-54 reported significantly lower civic engagement scores compared to other age groups (Figure 3c).

Figure 3c Civic engagement for dairy farmers, by group

Dairy farmers reported significantly lower scores for civic engagement than others living in dairy regions and
those living outside of dairy regions (Table 3f). Dairy farmers living in the NSW Dairy and Subtropical Dairy regions
reported significantly lower civic engagement scores than those in any other group or region. Dairy farmers living
in the GippsDairy region reported higher civic engagement scores than others living in the same region (although
their civic engagement scores were still lower than for most non-dairy farmers living in other regions).
Dairy farmers were significantly less likely to attend community events or arts/cultural events compared to others
in dairy regions, and were less likely than other farmers to volunteer in their local community. However, dairy
farmers were more likely to be involved in volunteering activities than non-farmers living in dairy regions.
This indicates that dairy farmers are less connected to their communities compared to other people living in dairy
regions, likely due to factors such as the significant time obligations required of dairy farming, which can limit the
ability of dairy farmers to take part in community activities. It also suggests that in times of difficulty, dairy
farmers may find it difficult to maintain social connections in the community. This is of concern as difficulty
maintaining social connections is associated with poorer wellbeing. Past studies examining the effects of
significant events such as drought on farmer wellbeing have shown that maintaining connections in the
community is an important factor that can help reduce the negative impacts of difficult times in farming: dairy
farmers are less likely than other farmers to engage in some of these activities, suggesting that in times of stress
they may be more likely to reduce community connection compared to other farmers, and hence to be more
vulnerable to experiencing reduced wellbeing during periods of stress.
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Table 3f Civic engagement, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Others (not
in
workforce)
Average scores (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval
3.6 ± 0.0
3.4 ± 0.2
3.7 ± 0.1
3.6 ± 0.1
3.6 ± 0.1
n=6663
n=306
n=1849
n=2540
n=1863
3.7 ± 0.0
3.9 ± 0.1
3.7 ± 0.1
3.5 ± 0.1
NA
n=5994
n=2170
n=2286
n=1452
3.4 ± 0.1
3.6 ± 0.3
3.6 ± 0.2
3.4 ± 0.1
3.4 ± 0.2
n=874
n=78
n=209
n=312
n=255
3.5 ± 0.1
3.5 ± 0.3
3.8 ± 0.1
3.5 ± 0.1
3.3 ± 0.1
n=2213
n=95
n=591
n=882
n=606
3.7 ± 0.1
3.6 ± 0.3
3.8 ± 0.2
3.7 ± 0.2
3.6 ± 0.2
n=846
n=68
n=271
n=268
n=229
3.6 ± 0.1
3.8 ± 0.2
3.6 ± 0.1
3.9 ± 0.2
n=1337
n=324
n=585
n=383
2.6 ± 0.5
n=38
3.8 ± 0.1
3.8 ± 0.2
3.9 ± 0.2
3.7 ± 0.3
n=502
n=206
n=165
n=115
All

Civic engagement

Within dairy regions
Outside dairy regions
GippsDairy region
Murray Dairy region
WestVic Dairy region
Dairy NSW region
Subtropical Dairy
region
Dairy SA region
Dairy TAS region
Western Dairy region
Within dairy regions

Arts or cultural events

Outside dairy regions
Within dairy regions

Community events

Outside dairy regions
Within dairy regions

Community based clubs
or associations

Outside dairy regions
Within dairy regions

Getting involved in
political activities

Outside dairy regions
Within dairy regions

Volunteer in local
community

Outside dairy regions

3.6 ± 0.1
n=620
3.6 ± 0.2
n=208
3.8 ± 0.3
n=84
3.8 ± 0.1
n=6646
3.9 ± 0.1
n=5971
4.9 ± 0.0
n=6663
4.9 ± 0.0
n=5994
2.7 ± 0.1
n=6658
2.9 ± 0.1
n=5987
2.8 ± 0.1
n=6654
2.9 ± 0.0
n=5977
3.7 ± 0.1
n=6663
3.9 ± 0.1
n=6000
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Dairy
farmers

Other
farmers

Other
workforce

Too few
responses
Too few
responses
Too few
responses
2.7 ± 0.2
n=306

3.6 ± 0.2
n=161
3.1 ± 0.4
n=64
Too few
responses
3.2 ± 0.1
n=1836
3.3 ± 0.1
n=2185
4.5 ± 0.1
n=1849
4.6 ± 0.1
n=2170
3.2 ± 0.1
n=1848
3.4 ± 0.0
n=2163
3.3 ± 0.1
n=1844
3.5 ± 0.1
n=2164
4.4 ± 0.1
n=1846
4.7 ± 0.1
n=2173

3.8 ± 0.2
n=222
3.5 ± 0.3
n=79
Too few
responses
3.9 ± 0.1
n=2538
4.0 ± 0.1
n=2283
4.9 ± 0.1
n=2540
5.0 ± 0.1
n=2286
2.7 ± 0.1
n=2542
2.9 ± 0.1
n=2284
2.8 ± 0.1
n=2540
2.9 ± 0.1
n=2281
3.8 ± 0.1
n=2540
3.9 ± 0.1
n=2287

NA
4.2 ± 0.2
n=306
NA
3.0 ± 0.3
n=308
NA
3.0 ± 0.2
n=307
NA
4.1 ± 0.3
n=308
NA

2.9 ± 0.2
n=219
4.0 ± 0.4
n=48
Too few
responses
3.8 ± 0.1
n=1862
3.7 ± 0.1
n=1444
4.9 ± 0.1
n=1863
4.6 ± 0.1
n=1452
2.7 ± 0.1
n=1855
2.9 ± 0.1
n=1454
2.9 ± 0.1
n=1858
2.8 ± 0.1
n=1447
3.5 ± 0.1
n=1864
3.7 ± 0.1
n=1455

4. Liveability and resilience of dairy communities
Many communities are highly dependent on the dairy industry, and the wellbeing of both dairy farmers and
others who live in dairy communities depends in part on the changes happening in the dairy sector. To
understand how vulnerable dairy communities are to change, it is helpful to understand their overall ‘community
wellbeing’. This was examined using measures from the Regional Wellbeing Survey that identify the extent to
which residents of a community feel confident their community is able to adapt successfully to change, is
providing a high degree of liveability, and has strong community cohesion. Having these things means residents
are more likely to work together and support each other in times of difficulty, and may be less likely to opt to
respond to change using actions such as migrating away from the community.
Community wellbeing was measured using the Community Wellbeing Index (CWI), first used in the 2013 Regional
Wellbeing Survey (Schirmer and Berry 2014). This index is measured as the average score of responses to the
following items, each of which is measured on a 7-point scale from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (7).
The CWI thus has a range of 1 to 7:






My community is a great place to live
This community copes pretty well when faced with challenges
I feel proud to live in this community
This community has a bright future
There's good community spirit around here

These statements collectively provide a measure of how attached and positive residents feel about living in their
community, and about the future of that community. The CWI measures the overall ‘sense of community’ a
person feels (Pretty et al. 2007). In both the 2013 and 2014 Regional Wellbeing Survey data, statistical analysis
confirmed that these five items measure different facets of the underlying concept of community ‘wellbeing’.
Figure 4a shows the CWI scores for dairy farmers in rural and regional Australia. Dairy farmers living in the Murray
Dairy region reported lower CWI scores than those living in other regions (Figure 4a). Those aged 45 to 54 were
also slightly less likely to feel their community had high wellbeing and liveability.
When dairy farmers’ CWI was compared with other farmers, and other rural and regional Australians living within
and outside dairy regions, there were no significant differences between groups (Table 4a). Dairy farmers and
other farmers living in the GippsDairy region had higher community wellbeing scores compared to those living in
other dairy regions.
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Figure 4a Community Wellbeing Index for dairy farmers, by group

Table 4a Community Wellbeing Index, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

All

Within dairy regions
Community
Wellbeing Index

Outside dairy regions
GippsDairy region
Murray Dairy region
WestVic Dairy region
Dairy NSW region
Subtropical Dairy region
Dairy SA region
Dairy TAS region
Western Dairy region

5.4 ± 0.0
n =6710
5.4 ± 0.0
n =6031
5.5 ± 0.1
n=875
5.4 ± 0.0
n =2226
5.4 ± 0.1
n =850
5.4 ± 0.1
n =1340
5.4 ± 0.1
n =503
5.5 ± 0.1
n =621
5.3 ± 0.1
n =209
5.5 ± 0.2
n =84

Others
(not in
workforce)
Average score (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval, n
5.4 ± 0.1
5.3 ± 0.1
5.4 ± 0.0
5.4 ± 0.1
n =313
n =1872
n =2547
n =1871
NA
5.3 ± 0.0
5.4 ± 0.0
5.4 ± 0.1
n =2194
n =2291
n =1459
5.6 ± 0.2
5.6 ± 0.1
5.5 ± 0.1
5.4 ± 0.2
n=78
n=211
n =313
n =252
5.1 ± 0.2
5.3 ± 0.1
5.4 ± 0.1
5.4 ± 0.1
n =96
n =599
n =882
n =609
5.2 ± 0.2
5.2 ± 0.1
5.3 ± 0.1
5.5 ± 0.2
n =70
n =273
n =268
n =229
5.4 ± 0.1
5.3 ± 0.1
5.6 ± 0.1
n =232
n =585
n =386
5.4 ± 0.3
n =39
5.2 ± 0.2
5.4 ± 0.2
5.3 ± 0.2
n =207
n =165
n =115
Too few
5.3 ± 0.2
5.7 ± 0.1
5.2 ± 0.2
responses
n =163
n =222
n =218
Too few
5.3 ± 0.3
5.2 ± 0.2
5.6 ± 0.3
responses
n =64
n =79
n =49
Too few
Too few
Too few
Too few
responses
responses
responses
responses
Dairy
Farmers
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Other
farmers

Other
workforce

5. Resilience of dairy farmers
As identified in the introduction to this report, a person’s overall resilience is influenced by many factors.
Amongst these are the person’s wellbeing (which is likely to both influence and be influenced by their resilience),
and their social connections in their community (typically referred to in the resilience literature as their ‘social
capital’), both of which were examined in previous sections of this report. Resilience is also influenced by other
factors, and several of these are examined in this chapter, focusing on:








Human capital – health: a person’s overall health is an important factor that affects their ability to adapt
successfully to change, and people with poorer health generally are considered to have lower resilience
to change
Financial capital – household finances: a person’s access to financial resources influences their ability to
respond to change; people with more financial resources have a greater range of options to responding
to change, while those experiencing financial distress typically have fewer option
Social capital – personal social networks: earlier sections of this report examined social connections with
a person’s community. Another dimension of social capital is a person’s social connections, meaning their
ability to obtain social support from close friends and family; this is examined in this chapter
Human capital – self-efficacy: A person’s confidence in their own ability to achieve desired outcomes is a
strong predictor of overall capacity to be resilient to change (defined as adapting successfully to change).

Human capital: health
The state of a person’s health is an important determinant of many of the things that happen in their life, with
poor health having potentially negative consequences for almost every aspect of a person’s wellbeing including
their finances, relationships, future security, and social connections, to name a few; poor health reduces a
person’s capacity to cope with difficult times, and reduces the resources they have to draw on when adapting to
change. A person’s health can be measured in many ways. One commonly used measure internationally asks
people to rate their health overall, without asking them to specify the different aspects of their health that are
good or poor. This ‘general health’ measure is asked each year in the Regional Wellbeing Survey, and has been
shown in multiple studies to have high validity as a single item measure of general health (De Salvo et al., 2006):


General health: A person’s rating of their health overall, without asking to specify the different aspects of
their health that are good or poor. Respondents are asked ‘how would you rate your general health?’,
and asked to select one of the following options: excellent, very good, good, fair or poor.

Results of the general health measure are discussed in this section. Other measures of wellbeing (global life
satisfaction, Personal Wellbeing Index, worthwhileness and psychological distress) were discussed in Chapter 2.
Dairy farmers aged over 55 and those with lower GVAP reported poorer overall health compared to younger dairy
farmers and dairy farmers with higher reported GVAP (Figure 5a). This suggests that those with both poor health
and low GVAP are particularly vulnerable to change, having lower overall resilience. Those living in the Western
Victoria dairy region were more likely to report being in fair or poor health than those in other regions, although
the difference was not statistically significant.
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Figure 5a Overall health for dairy farmers, by group

In 2015, dairy farmers were less likely than other farmers or non-farmers to report being in fair or poor health,
and more likely to report having excellent or very good health (Table 5a).
Table 5a Overall health, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

Dairy
farmers
(n=311)

All
(n=6620)

Other
farmers
(n=1864)

Other
workforce
(n=2545)

Others
(not in
workforce)
(n=1874)

% ± confidence interval
General health
(% reporting fair or
poor health)
General health
(% reporting excellent
or very good health)

Within dairy regions

17.6 ± 0.1

11.8 ± 3.7

15.3 ± 1.7

13.0 ± 1.3

32.2 ± 2.1

Outside dairy regions

17.3 ± 1.0

NA

17.7 ± 1.6

13.9 ± 1.4

27.6 ± 2.3

Within dairy regions

50.8 ± 1.2

65.4 ± 5.4

53.4 ± 2.3

55.0 ± 2.0

36.4 ± 2.2

Outside dairy regions

52.1 ± 1.3

NA

49.3 ± 2.1

54.1 ± 2.1

46.5 ± 2.6
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Financial capital: Household finances
While money isn’t everything, having adequate money to access food, housing, goods and services is important to
every household. Household finances are one important factor in exploring how resilient dairy farmers may be in
changes to their farm operations.
Household financial wellbeing is not solely dependent on income, but also the cost of living relative to income
and a person’s values and expectations about money. Given this, household financial wellbeing was examined
using two measures:




Household income: Survey participants were asked to select their household income bracket from the
following options - Nil or negative income; $1-10,399; $10,400-20,799; $20800-31,199; $31,200-41,599;
$41,600-51,999; $52,000-64,999; $65,000-77,999; $78,000-102,999; $103,000-129,999; $130,000155,999; $156,000-207,999; $208,000-259,999; $260,000 plus. These categories were used as they align
with data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing.
Self-rated financial wellbeing: Respondents were asked ‘given your current needs and financial
responsibilities, would you say that you and your family are…’ and provided the response options:
prosperous, very comfortable, reasonably comfortable, just getting along, poor, very poor. This measure
reflects both a person’s social expectations about what constitutes an adequate income, and their
objective needs related to household size, cost of living, income etc., and is used in several Australian
surveys.

The majority of dairy farmers in the Regional Wellbeing Survey (55.5%) reported a household income of $52,000
or over (n=280) (Table 5b). The majority of dairy farmers indicated that they were ‘reasonably comfortable’
(55.6%, n=303) (Table 5c), but relatively few reported being ‘very comfortable’ or ‘prosperous’.
Table 5b Household income of all dairy farmers (n=280)

$0-10,399
$10,400-31,199
$31,200-51,999
$52,000-77,999
$78,000-129,999
$130,000-207,999
$208,000 or more

% dairy farmers
3.6
20.9
19.9
12.9
26.4
9.4
6.9

± Confidence interval
±2.4
±4.9
±4.8
±4.0
±5.3
±3.6
±3.1

Table 5c Financial wellbeing of all dairy farmers (n=303)

Very poor
Poor
Just getting along
Reasonably comfortable
Very comfortable
Prosperous

% dairy farmers
0.3
1.6
42.5
41.7
9.8
4.0

Confidence interval
±1.1
±1.7
±5.6
±5.6
±3.5
±2.4

These two measures were arithmetically adjusted so that each was measured from 1 (lowest level of financial
wellbeing) to 7 (highest level of financial wellbeing). A single measure of household financial wellbeing was then
calculated as the average score of the two measures. Lower scores indicate poorer financial wellbeing, and higher
scores greater financial wellbeing. Overall:



NSW dairy farmers and those living in the Murray dairy region reported poorer household finances, and
those in Gippsland higher household finances
Female dairy farmers reported higher household financial wellbeing than male dairy farmers
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Those aged 45 to 54 reported poorer household financial wellbeing than other groups
Those with lower GVAP reported poorer household financial wellbeing compared to those with higher
GVAP.

These findings indicate that those living in the Murray Dairy and NSW regions, those aged 45-54 and those with
smaller farms are less resilient to change - particularly change that impacts household finances - compared to
other dairy farmers.

Figure 5b Household financial wellbeing for dairy farmers, by group

Household financial wellbeing for dairy farmers was significantly lower compared to other farmers and working
non-farmers living both within and outside dairy regions (Table 5d). This suggests that dairy farmers are more
vulnerable to changes that affect their income compared to people working in other industries.
Table 5d Household financial wellbeing, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

All
(n=6495)

Financial wellbeing
(average score
measured 1-7)

Others
(not in
workforce)
(n=1860)
Average score (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval
Dairy
Farmers
(n=307)

Other
farmers
(n=1791)

Other
workforce
(n=2530)

Within dairy regions

4.3 ± 0.0

4.1 ± 0.1

4.3 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.0

3.7 ± 0.0

Outside dairy regions

4.3 ± 0.0

NA

4.3 ± 0.0

4.5 ± 0.0

3.8 ± 0.1
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Social capital: personal social networks
Social capital is important to a person’s wellbeing, but comes in many shapes and forms: a person may be
connected socially to formal networks such as community organisations, and also informally to friends, family and
neighbours. In this section we examined informal social connectedness: how often people spend time engaging in
informal social interaction with friends, neighbours and family. Informal social connectedness has been shown to
be important to a person’s sense of social cohesion, which in turn is associated with wellbeing (Berry and Welsh
2010). It is also a useful measure of resilience as it identifies the extent to which a person can draw on support
from their friends and family during difficult times.
Informal social connectedness was measured by asking survey participants how often they did the following, on a
scale measured from 1 (never) to 7 (all the time):




I make time to keep in touch with my friends
I chat with my neighbours
I spend time doing things with family members who don’t live with me

The ‘spending time with friends and family’ measure was calculated as the average of these three measures.
Dairy farmers aged under 55 reported spending less time with friends and family than those aged 65 or over
(Figure 5c). Male dairy farmers spent less time with friends and family compared to female dairy farmers. Those
living in NSW reported spending the least amount of time with family and friends, and those in the Murray and
Gippsland regions the most.

Figure 5c Spending time with friends and family for dairy farmers, by group
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Dairy farmers had lower levels of informal social connectedness compared to others living within and outside
dairy regions (Table 5e). This lower level of social connectedness is an issue of concern, as it can reduce resilience
to change. Any change that further reduces social connectedness – for example, a change that increases the
amount of labour time spent on the farm and reduces the ability of a dairy farmer to spend time with friends and
family – is likely to have negative effects for the wellbeing and resilience of dairy farmers.
Table 5e Spending time with friends and family, comparison with other Australians living within and outside dairy regions

All
(n=6688)

Spending time with
friends and family

Others
(not in
workforce)
(n=1870)
Average score (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval
Dairy
Farmers
(n=309)

Other
farmers
(n=1859)

Other
workforce
(n=2545)

Within dairy regions

4.5 ± 0.0

4.4 ± 0.1

4.8 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.0

4.7 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

4.5 ± 0.0

NA

4.7 ± 0.1

4.5 ± 0.0

4.5 ± 0.1

Human capital: Self-efficacy (feeling able to achieve desired outcomes)
A person with high levels of self-efficacy is confident that they have the ability to achieve the things they wish to
and to succeed when attempting specific tasks (Bandura 1977, 1982). Self-efficacy is often considered a key
component of a person’s adaptive capacity – their ability to cope successfully with difficult times and to take
advantage of opportunities (see for example Tompkins and Adger 2004).
The 2015 Regional Wellbeing Survey included a generalised self-efficacy measure that was adapted from Chen et
al.’s (2001) General Self-Efficacy Scale. The original items in Chen’s scale were tested in focus groups of rural
Australians, and modified where the original form of wording was found to be difficult to understand in the
Australian context. Respondents were asked to identify how much they agreed or disagreed, on a 7-point
response set from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strong agree), with the following statements:









I can achieve most of the goals that I set for myself
When facing difficult tasks, I am generally certain that I can accomplish them
In general, I can achieve the things that are important to me
I believe I can succeed at most things I set my mind to
I can successfully overcome most challenges in life
I am confident that I can perform well on many different tasks
Compared to other people, I can do most things very well
Even when things are difficult, I can work quite well

Responses to these statements were significantly correlated, and were averaged to form a single measure of selfefficacy, scored from 1 (low self-efficacy) to 7 (high self-efficacy).
Survey participants were also asked whether they felt they could learn new skills easily. Respondents were asked
to identify how much they agreed or disagreed, on a 7-point response set from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strong
agree) with the statement ‘I can learn new skills easily’.
Dairy farmers living in the Murray Dairy region reported significantly lower levels of self-efficacy than dairy
farmers living in other regions, as did those who had lower farm GVAP (Figure 5d). These groups are likely to be
more vulnerable to change, and less resilient, compared to other dairy farmers. Those living in the Murray region
were also less likely to feel able to easily learn new skills (a useful measure of ability to adapt to change through
actions such as adoption of new farming practices or technologies), as were those with lower GVAP, male dairy
farmers, and to a lesser extent older dairy farmers (Figure 5e).
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Figure 5d Self efficacy for dairy farmers, by group

Figure 5e Ability to learn new skills for dairy farmers, by group
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Self-efficacy was not significantly different for dairy farmers compared to others living within or outside dairy
regions. However, self-rated ability to learn new skills easily was significantly lower for dairy farmers and other
farmers, compared to employed people working outside farming (Table 5f).
Table 5f Self efficacy and ability to learn new skills, comparison with other Australians living within dairy regions

Others
(not in
workforce)
(n=1872)
Average score (measured 1-7) ± confidence interval

Self-efficacy
Can learn new skills
easily

All
(n=6613)

Dairy
farmers
(n=310)

Other
farmers
(n=1862)

Other
workforce
(n=2543)

Within dairy regions

5.7 ± 0.0

5.7 ± 0.1

5.8 ± 0.0

5.7 ± 0.0

5.4 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

5.7 ± 0.0

NA

5.7 ± 0.0

5.7 ± 0.0

5.5 ± 0.1

Within dairy regions

5.6 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.1

5.2 ± 0.1

5.7 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.1

Outside dairy regions

5.5 ± 0.0

NA

5.2 ± 0.1

5.6 ± 0.0

5.2 ± 0.1
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Conclusions
Our results show that while dairy farmers often report high levels of wellbeing, many dairy farmers have areas in
which their overall resilience (their ability to adapt successfully to change) is likely to be lower than for people
working in other occupations. Additionally, our findings suggest that some dairy farmers are more resilient and
others have lower resilience.
Overall, dairy farmers have slightly lower levels of social capital compared to other farmers and the non-farming
workforce, which is likely to reduce their resilience to change. This is the case both for social connections in the
community, and social connections with friends and family. The nature of dairy farming, which often requires
long labour hours on the farm at set times, has been noted as reducing the ability of dairy farmers to spend time
engaging in social activities, and our results are consistent with this. Dairy farmers also report slightly poorer
household financial wellbeing compared to people who live in the same regions but work in other regions. This
again indicates lower levels of resilience as it suggests dairy farmers may have a lower levels of financial ‘buffer’
they can draw on in times of difficulty, particularly if a change occurs that directly impacts their finances.
Our results show that dairy farmers with smaller farms (as measured by gross value of agricultural production)
are less resilient in many areas: they report poorer wellbeing, more household financial stress, poorer health, and
lower self-efficacy, all areas that reduce resilience. This group is particularly vulnerable to experiencing negative
impacts and finding it difficult to adapt successfully to changes, particularly if those changes impact their farm
finances.
Our findings also suggest that dairy farmers in the Murray region have overall lower resilience compared to those
in other regions, and those in Gippsland generally higher resilience than others. Those in NSW have lower
resilience on a small number of measures, but not as consistently as those in the Murray region. This suggests
that dairy farmers in the Murray are more likely to be vulnerable to experiencing negative effects from change
compared to those in other regions.
Dairy farmers aged 45 to 54 have some specific vulnerabilities to change: they report fewer social connections,
and having poorer household finances, compared to other dairy farmers.
Areas in which resilience is strong for dairy farmers are self-efficacy, with dairy farmers as likely as those working
in other industries to feel confident they can achieve the things they set out to achieve; and general health and
wellbeing, with dairy farmers on average reporting similar or better wellbeing and health compared to others in
the workforce.
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