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Executive summary

Farmers and growers in the UK are facing rapid changes in policy and trade on top of the emerging pressures 
relating to climate, nature and public health. There is a need for strategic engagement to ensure that their needs 
LQÁXHQFH�8.�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ�SULRULWLHV��7R�DGGUHVV�WKLV�JDS��D�JURXS�RI�IDUPLQJ�DQG�UHVHDUFK�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�
have collaborated to understand research and innovation priorities for farmers and growers across the UK. 

Insights were gathered from 92 farmers and growers, representing all major agricultural sectors across a wide 
diversity of farming systems, at 12 semi-structured workshops. There are also insights from businesses upstream  
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•	� Farmers also raised challenges associated with adapting to new regulations, climate change and  
public perception.

•	� Agricultural research conducted by universities has limited overlap with the priorities highlighted by  
farmers and growers. 





1.0 	 Background and rationale

The agricultural industry is grappling with changes in policy and trade, heightened volatility, and climate, nature 
and public health crises. Research and innovation are important to help understand these challenges and 
ÀQG�ZD\V�WR�DGGUHVV�WKHP��7R�PDNH�WKH�PRVW�RI�WKH�HIIRUW�DQG�PRQH\�WKDW�UHVHDUFK�IXQGHUV�DQG�SURYLGHUV�DUH�
investing, they need to understand the industry’s priorities on the ground. Most have established relationships with 
agri-tech, input, food processing and retail businesses, partnering with start-ups or larger businesses that are active 
in research. While many also work closely with farmers and growers, there is no routine strategic engagement to 
ensure their needs shape UK research priorities. 

A diverse group of farming and research organisations have collaborated to address this gap. The aim was to 
understand research and innovation priorities for farmers and growers across the UK. Insights were gathered from 
across these organisations’ networks, and other farmer and grower groups were invited to take part. Views have 
been collated and analysed from a range of agricultural sectors, across a wide diversity of farming systems.

The project looked to gather input from farmers and growers as people with practical experience in their sector. 
,W�EXLOGV�RQ�SUHYLRXV�ÀQGLQJV�RXWOLQHG�LQ�D�FROODERUDWLYH�UHSRUW����\HDUV�DJR�E\�WKH�1DWLRQDO�)DUPHUV�8QLRQ��1)8���
WKH�$JULFXOWXUDO�DQG�+RUWLFXOWXUDO�'HYHORSPHQW�%RDUG��$+'%��DQG�WKH�$JULFXOWXUDO�,QGXVWULHV�&RQIHGHUDWLRQ��$,&���
That report, Feeding the Future,1 was updated in 2017.2 These reports had informed government research and 
innovation funding, principally the UK Agri-Tech Strategy
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2.1 Recruitment

Participating organisations were provided  
with invitations to circulate with their farmer  
and grower networks, and encouraged to  
DGDSW�WKHVH�ZKHUH�DSSURSULDWH��)LJXUH�����

The organisations recruited participants in  
a range of ways. Some circulated the invitation 
via email to their networks and sent calendar 
invitations for the appropriate workshop.  
Others created online booking systems 
�(YHQWEULWH���6RPH�ZRUNVKRSV�WRRN�SODFH�GXULQJ�
pre-scheduled meetings where organisations 
were meeting farmers and growers routinely.



2.2 Participants

12 workshops were conducted by 7 partner organisations with their own farmer and grower networks. A total of  
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beef, sheep 
and dairy  
& dairy

1 9 2
National 
Farmers’ 
Union

Grassland, SSSI, dairy, sheep, 
arable, cheese production, dairy, 
arable, carrots, bio recycling. 

Beef & Dairy 1 10 4
Innovative 
Farmers

Suckler herd, sheep, beef, 
dairy, organic beef, arable and 
regenerative farming, PFLA, 
organic dairy, agronomist, farm 
advisor, curriculum leader for 
agriculture. 

Mixed Farming 5

6
Agri-Tech 
Centre

Arable, grass, fruit, woodland, 
sheep, cattle, agroforestry, 
market garden, mixed farming.

9 7
Landworkers’  
Alliance

Market gardening, dairy, fruit & 
veg rare types, goat dairy and 
meat, organic mixed farming, 
growing and composting 
agronomy and farmers markets.

3
Innovation for 
Agriculture

Wheat, AB15, AB9, beef, sheep, 
biogas, red deer, calf rearing, 
cereals, kale.

15 2
National 
Farmers’ 
Union Cymru

Livestock, grass, forage, soils.

12 6
Agricultural 
Industries 
Council

Mixed sectors workshop.

Combinable 
crops & sugar

1 7 2
National 
Farmers’ 
Union

Combinable crops, sugar beet, 
dairy, potatoes and vegetables/ 
combinable crops advisors.

Totals 12 92 25 7



2.3 Workshops

A facilitation guide was circulated to host organisations. This comprised practical information on how to use the 
LQIRUPDWLRQ�JDWKHULQJ�SODWIRUP��0LUR�9LVXDO�:RUNVSDFH�IRU�,QQRYDWLRQ���������DQG�KRZ�WR�QDYLJDWH�WKH�ERDUGV�
designed for these workshops. Each organisation was sent a bespoke link for their workshop. The facilitation 
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https://public.flourish.studio/story/2546959/


3.2 Farmer and grower priorities 10 years on

The farmer and grower research priorities were compared with the broad themes outlined in the 2013 Feeding the 
Future report, to explore if and how their priorities had evolved over the last decade. The challenges and needs 
RXWOLQHG�E\�IDUPHUV�ÀWWHG�UHDGLO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�PDMRU�WKHPHV�LGHQWLÀHG�LQ�������)LJXUH�����7KH�PRVW�SHUVLVWHQW�WKHPHV� 
relate to agricultural systems, social science, and training and communications. There was less focus on animal health  
LQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�URXQG�RI�ZRUNVKRSV�WKDQ�WKHUH�KDG�EHHQ�LQ�������GHVSLWH�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQYROYHPHQW�E\�OLYHVWRFN�IDUPHUV�

While the overarching themes remained largely consistent, the emphasis within them had evolved. Table 2 shows  
which issues remained in focus, which were no longer raised as priorities, and what new aspects had come to the  
fore 10 years on.
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Theme Theme description 2013 2023/24

Systems

Use systems-based approaches to better 
understand and manage interactions 
between soil, water and crop/ animal 
processes. 

Soil health, Nutrient management and 
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IPM
Develop integrated approaches to the 
effective management of crop weeds, 
pests and diseases within farming systems. 

Breeding resilience and Responding to regulation

Disease detection,
Biologicals,

Plant health,  
and Adaptation

Ecosystem 
services

Develop evidence-based approaches to 
valuing ecosystem service delivery by land 
users, and incorporate these approaches 
into effective decision-support systems at 
the enterprise or grouped enterprise level. 

Functional biodiversity, Digital tools, Circular 
economy and Optimisation strategies

Adaptation and 
Agri-business

Genetics

Apply modern genetic and breeding 
approaches to improve the quality, 
sustainability, resilience and yield-led 
SURÀWDELOLW\�RI�FURSV�DQG�IDUP�DQLPDOV��

New breeding techniques, Breeding for climate 
change and Traits over breeds

One health

Animal 
health

Develop integrated approaches to the 
management of animal disease within 
farming systems.

Disease control and One health

Functional biodiversity,
Consumers,

AMR,
Disease detection
and Infrastructure



3.3 Comparison with the researchers’ priorities

How do farmers’ and growers’ priorities compare with a strategic perspective from the research community?  
7KH�SULRULWLHV�VXJJHVWHG�E\�IDUPHUV�DQG�JURZHUV�ZHUH�FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�WKRVH�LGHQWLÀHG�E\�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQYROYHG� 
LQ�WKH�$JUL�)RRG�IRU�1HW�=HUR�1HWZRUN���$)1����ZKLFK�LV�´H[SORULQJ�SDWKZD\V�IRU�D�YDULHW\�RI�VFHQDULRV�WR�UHDFK�QHW�
]HUR�WKURXJK�D�VXVWDLQDEOH�8.�DJUL�IRRG�V\VWHP��EULQJLQJ�EHQHÀWV�IRU�OLYHOLKRRGV��ELRGLYHUVLW\�DQG�HFRV\VWHPV�µ�6

Famer and grower priorities most commonly aligned with four main AFN+ themes, as shown in Figure 4, which 
PDSV�WKH�QHHGV�DQG�FKDOOHQJHV�RI�IDUPHUV�DQG�JURZHUV�DJDLQVW�WKH�FORVHVW�ÀWWLQJ�SULRULW\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�$)1��WKHPHV��
The most aligned themes were:

•	� Food security and trade, particularly optimising UK land use under changing climate conditions and  
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Similarly, farmer and grower priorities were compared with 800 current AUC PhD topics, which represents  
D�VQDSVKRW�RI�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�RI�HPHUJLQJ�UHVHDUFKHUV��)LJXUH�����7KHVH�ÀW�PRUH�FORVHO\�ZLWK�IDUPHUV·�DQG�JURZHUV·�
research priorities. Farmers and growers appear to want relatively more research effort on applied soil science, 
agri-tech and, in particular, social science. 

Figure 7: Comparison with AUC PhD research projects.
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3.6 Regenerative agriculture

Given the prominent current interest in regenerative agriculture, the farmer and grower priorities were mapped 
DJDLQVW�VWUDWHJLF�SULRULWLHV�IRU�UHJHQHUDWLYH�FURS�DQG�VRLO�UHVHDUFK�LGHQWLÀHG�WKH�2UJDQLF�5HVHDUFK�&HQWUH��1,$%�
and Agri-tech-E.9





4.0 	 Conclusion
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This report provides an overview of farmers’ and growers’ evolving research and innovation needs, highlighting 
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Appendix 1: Workshop flow

Opening the session (1) involved a short presentation to introduce the project, and why it is important, and 
introducing each participant to the group. This section also included reminding participants of their right to 
withdraw, anonymity, and to gain consent to participate. 

Populating challenges and opportunities (2) involved discussing key challenges faced by participants as the 
SHRSOH�ZKR�IDUP�DQG�JURZ�HYHU\�GD\��\HOORZ�VWLFN\�QRWHV���3URPSWV�ZHUH�SURYLGHG�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�IDFLOLWDWRU�WR�
encourage discussion and a second person was recording these directly onto the Miro board. Prompts for this 
stage included: ‘On a day-to-day basis what are your main challenges or concerns which influence your farming/
growing practices? What do you see as the big issues on the horizon? Do you think your business model or way of 
farming/growing will face any systematic/fundamental challenges in the foreseeable future? Are these shared 
challenges for your sector or specific to your business? What do you see as the biggest shared challenges?’

Organising challenges and opportunities into an approximate timeframe and level of priority (3) WR�UHÁHFW�ZKHQ�
WKHVH�FKDOOHQJHV�PLJKW�EH�PRVW�SURPLQHQW��7KH�QHZO\�SRSXODWHG�VWLFN\�QRWHV��\HOORZ�VWLFN\�QRWHV���WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�
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Populating research and innovation needs (4) WKDW�UHÁHFW�WKH�YLHZV�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZDV�WKH�QH[W�VWDJH��JUHHQ�
VWLFN\�QRWHV���6LPLODUO\��WR�SKDVH����WKH�IROORZLQJ�SURPSWV�ZHUH�SURYLGHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�SUHYLRXVO\�
discussed challenges and opportunities: ‘What research is required to help tackle these challenges? What areas 
GR�\RX�IHHO�ZRXOG�EHQHÀW�PRVW�IURP�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ"�:KDW�VXSSRUW�LV�QHHGHG�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�\RXU�IDUPLQJ�
HQWHUSULVH�VHFWRU�FRQWLQXHV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�DQG�VXVWDLQDEO\"�%HVLGHV�DQ\�LQFUHPHQWDO�LPSURYHPHQWV�DQG�HIÀFLHQFLHV��
is there anywhere you see a need for more systemic changes in your business or sector? What areas of research 
GR�\RX�IHHO�ZRXOG�EH�EHQHÀFLDO�WR�WKH�LQGXVWU\�VHFWRU"·�

Organising research and innovation priorities into an approximate timeframe and level of importance (5).  
7KH�QHZO\�SRSXODWHG�VWLFN\�QRWHV��JUHHQ�VWLFN\�QRWHV���WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKH�SUH�SRSXODWHG�VWLFN\�QRWHV��SLQN�VWLFN\�
QRWHV��XQGHU�WKH�KHDGLQJ�¶UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ�SULRULWLHV·�ZHUH�WR�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WLPH�DQG�
priority. The following prompts were provided: ‘How important is this [research and innovation priority] to ensure 
that you can continue to farm successfully? Is this research likely going to impact your practices or sector? Does 
this [challenge or opportunity] need to be considered in the next 0-5, 6-10 or 11-20 years? Is this research need  
going to be pressing within the next 0-5 or 6-10 years or is it likely to become more of a challenge in the next  
11-20 years?’

Closing the session (6)�LQYROYHG�VHQVH�FKHFNLQJ�WKH�ÀQDO�WDEOH�WR�HQVXUH�LW�IXOO\�UHÁHFWHG�WKH�YLHZV�RI�WKH�
participants. Sticky notes that spanned across multiple cells were duplicated in each one for analysis purposes, 
ensuring that they were captured across the correct timeframes and priorities. Finally, facilitators provided an 
opportunity for any other contributions that were not captured in the workshop so far and these were added  
to the Miro board.
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A similar approach was therefore employed for the current workshop data sets as follows. 

Context: Multiple workshops with farmers and growers from [sector] enterprises met to discuss the challenges and 
opportunities and research and innovation priorities for farmers and growers in UK agriculture. These workshops will 
contribute to research strategies and research funding priorities in future work. The following data were listed as 
areas which need consideration in the next [0-5, 6-10, 11-20] years. 

Instruction [merged prompt]: Help me perform qualitative, inductive, thematic analysis on the provided data by 
each workshop, identify appropriate themes derived from within the data, in the following categories: high priority 
FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV������KLJK�SULRULW\�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ�QHHGV������ORZ�SULRULWLHV�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�
RSSRUWXQLWLHV������ORZ�SULRULW\�UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ�QHHGV������8QGHU�HDFK�RI�WKRVH�KHDGLQJV��SOHDVH�SURYLGH�
summarized themes and subthemes that are discussed across all workshops. 

Please merge the data from all workshops to provide an overall summary of these themes. I would like one 
RXWSXW��QRW�VXPPDULHV�RI�WZR�ZRUNVKRSV��ZKLFK�FRYHUV�KLJK�SULRULW\�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV������KLJK�SULRULW\�
UHVHDUFK�DQG�LQQRYDWLRQ�QHHGV������ORZ�SULRULWLHV�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV������ORZ�SULRULW\�UHVHDUFK�DQG�
LQQRYDWLRQ�QHHGV�����LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�DOO�ZRUNVKRSV��

Text input: Data from each workshop was clearly labelled so that GPT could identify individual workshops and 
bring together the cross-cutting themes from each.

Table 3: An example of the data input table

High Priority

Challenges & 
opportunities

0-5 years 6-10 years 11-20 years

Research & 
innovation needs

Data Data Data

 Low Priority

Challenges & 
opportunities

Data Data Data

Research & 
innovation needs

Data Data Data

Note: All data was 
input to ChatGPT in 
a list format with the 
categories shown below 
at the start of each 
section. Where the input 
was too long, analysis 
was run on a cell by  
cell basis, e.g. High 
priority challenges.
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Appendix 3: Strengths and limitations

Overarching themes were developed to provide an accessible summary to research funders and providers.  
This therefore meant that more discrete challenges were not necessarily captured in the overall workshop  
output summary. Whilst this approach enabled the presentation of clear and succinct research and innovation 
SULRULWLHV��IXUWKHU�ZRUN�E\�VHFWRU�VSHFLÀF�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��RU�ZLWK�PRUH�WDUJHWHG�GLVFXVVLRQ�DQG�UHSRUWLQJ�IURP� 
VSHFLÀF�VHFWRU�ZRUNVKRSV�FRXOG�RIIHU�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�PRUH�IUXLWIXO�DQG�DFWLRQDEOH�UHVHDUFK�QHHGV�EDVHG� 
on farm-level concerns. 

Discussion and workshop outputs were often focused on immediate challenges faced on farm at the present 
WLPH��ZLWK�OLPLWHG�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�ORQJ�WHUP�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�QHHGV��������\HDUV���,W�LV�SRVVLEOH�WKDW�WKHVH�
challenges and needs are not yet perceptible to farmers, given the plethora of challenges and research needs 
outlined in the more immediate future. However, there was some acknowledgement within workshops that  
longer term research planning warrants further consideration to secure a sustainable and positive future for  
WKH�DJULFXOWXUDO�LQGXVWU\��)XUWKHU�ZRUN�RQ�KRZ�WR�UHÀQH�DQG�IRFXV�GLVFXVVLRQ�WR�FDSWXUH�PRUH�ORQJ�WHUP�GLVFXVVLRQ� 
is warranted.

Some workshop organisers required changes to be made to the Miro Board layout to enhance usability during 
workshops. Those who had access to multiple screens during workshops were mostly able to navigate the board 
and capture the information live during the workshops. Others who were working from one screen or on a tablet 
required adjustments of frames to allow a full screen view of all sticky notes. This was easily adapted to meet the 
needs of each workshop organiser but does highlight the need to consider how best to run workshops in a more 
standardised way in the future. 

Some organisations did not utilise the Miro board, and instead provided comprehensive summaries in a summary 
UHSRUW�IRUPDW��:KLOVW�WKHVH�VXPPDULHV�DQG�SULRULWLHV�SURYLGHG�D�XVHIXO�FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�WKH�RYHUDOO�WKHPHV�LGHQWLÀHG�
by other workshops, they could not be clearly linked to the time frames and priority levels, which this work aimed 
to provide. A more standardised approach and engagement from organisations with the Miro board/or other 
DJUHHG�PHFKDQLVPV�RI�GDWD�FDSWXULQJ�PLJKW�EH�EHQHÀFLDO�WR�DOORZ�IRU�WLPHIUDPHV�DQG�SULRULW\�OHYHOV�WR�EH�
attributed to farmer and grower challenges and research priorities.
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Appendix 4: Feedback from organisations convening workshops

Some workshop facilitators noted that despite using clear and accessible language, it was still challenging to 
identify relevant information from participants. Ordering participant thoughts, within the workshop discussion, 
LQWR�WKH�IUDPHZRUN�SURYLGHG��ZDV�GLIÀFXOW�RQ�RFFDVLRQV�EHFDXVH�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�UHVHDUFK�QHHGV�FRXOG�QRW�
always be clearly attributed to discussion points. As such, further consideration of how to capture individual lived 
experiences, challenges and priorities may be warranted.

Connecting what participants understood to be the rationale of this work with the immediate issues faced on 
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