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Overall objectives of the PhD research project 

Impacts of incorporating agroforestry practices, such as small woodlands, on dairy and drystock
farms

Collate information on the management of existing and the establishment of new trees

Investigate farmer attitudes, perceptions and willingness to plant trees and adopt 
agroforestry practices (Study 1 & 2)

Determine the effectiveness of the current Irish Agroforestry Innovation System 
Network in facilitating the transition towards heightened agroforestry adoption and 
identify any evident structural and functional failures (Study 3)

Identify methods to break down the barriers identified in order to increase 
agroforestry adoption and tree planting on farms 



Importance of the research 

Grant/Premium Category (GPC) 11 (FT8) 

195ha

152ha 

Afforestation in Ireland

19,400ha 

7,800ha 

55.6ha 

260ha



Importance of Study 



Study 1 & 2: Methodology – Theoretical framework 

Theory of Planned 
Behaviour 

(Ajzen, 1985)

In my opinion, planting trees on my farm is 
good for the environment through 

sequestering carbon and protecting wildlife.

I think it is important to plant trees on my farm 
to increase my income.

The people whose opinions I value would want 
me to plant trees on my farm.

Planting trees on my farm is up to me.

I am not confident enough to plant trees on my 
farm as I feel I do not have sufficient 

knowledge. 

Planting trees on my farm is not feasible as I do 
not have all the necessary resources to plant.



Study 1 Methodology 

Qualitative Elicitation Study: Interviews 
• Farmers from 6 out of the 12 advisory 

regions (n = 33)
• Open-ended questions based on the 

Theory of Planned Behaviour
• Zoom
• Recorded and transcribed
• NVivo



Study 1 Results 

(Irwin et al., 2022)

Major barriers cited:
• Lack of knowledge
• Requirement to replant
• Financial barriers
• Location constraints
• Terminology 

Top five influential people/ organisations:



Study 1 Results 

(Irwin et al., 2022)

Intention to plant trees:
• Yes = 82%

Beneficial area:
• Linear boundaries
• Low output pasture
• Corner of field 

Perceived Behavioural Control:



Study 2 Methodology 
Quantitative Study: Online questionnaire 

• Advertised via a number of publications and at the Moorepark
Open Day

• Dairy and drystock farmers (n = 415)
• SPSS and SmartPLS



Attitude had greatest 
direct effect on Intention 

(β = 0.52)

Study 2 Results: PLS SEM
Intentions to plant trees on own farm in next five years (n = 415)

Moral norms (β = 0.38)

Subjective norms had greatest 
total effect (β = 0.78) through 

directly impacting Attitude (β = 
0.76) , Perceived Behavioural 
Control (β = 0.48) and Moral 

Norms (β = 0.74)

No significant effect of 
Background Factors nor Past 

Behaviour on Intention

(Irwin et al., 2023)



Results to Date 

Subjective Norms - Influential People (Likert scale)
1. Family -> 79% (n = 314)
2. Teagasc -> 68% (n = 268)
3. Other farmers -> 59% (n = 234)

(Irwin et al., 2023)



Results to Date 

Intentions – Locations of trees (Likert scale)
1. Along field boundaries -> 71% (n = 281)
2. On marginal land -> 39% (n = 156)
3. Along watercourses -> 27% (n = 107)

(Irwin et al., 2023)



Results to Date 

Knowledge of Agroforestry
• Scattered managed trees in pasture (64%)
• Trees planted in a linear format to provide a windbreak or shelterbelt (41%)
• Trees within hedgerows (29%)

(Irwin et al., 2023)



Overview of Main Findings (Study 1 & 2)

->+

Farmer demographics 
e.g. Age, farm size, enterprise type

Intention 

Past Behaviour

Moral Norms  Influential People Attitude 

Top-Down

Current Method:
Policy

New Method:

Focused on 
economic 
incentives

+
Promotion by 

influential 
people

Co-design/ co-
creative 
systems 

+≠ =



Study 1 + 2

Study 3

Farmer focused approach Wider sector approach

Study 3 



“Formal (Hard) Institutions”

- General policies and 

regulations

- Innovation policies

Influencing Domain (Influencing 

Environment)

Consumers, Policy makers, NGOs, 

Complementary Markets, Industry 

Representative/ Lobby Groups

Physical and financial infrastructure

“Informal (Soft) 

Institutions”

- Traditions

- Behaviours, attitudes 

and mind-sets

- Practices

Research Domain

Agricultural Research 

Systems:

- Public sector

- Private sector

- Civil society

Agricultural Education 

Systems:

- Primary 

- Secondary

- Tertiary

Study 3: Methodology 

Innovation System Approach
• Wider sector approach
• Failures within the innovation 

system = blocking mechanisms 
• Coupled structural – functional 

Analysis
• Qualitative analysis: interviews 

with key actors within each of the 
four domains:
• Research Domain
• Intermediary Domain
• Enterprise Domain
• Influencing Domain 

• Actors interviewed = 33

1 2 3

4

Agriculture/ Forestry Sector Innovation System

Teagasc
Researchers
University 
Lecturers 

Teagasc Advisors
Private Consultants

Agroforesters
Tree nursery
Contractor

Policy makers
IFA
Media

International Actors Other Sectors Science and Technology PolicyPolitical System

Intermediary Domain 

(Bridging Institutions)

Stakeholder Platforms

- Industry working groups

Agricultural Extensions: 

- Public sector

- Private sector

- Civil society

Integration in Value 

chains 

Enterprise Domain 

(Value chain actors 

and organisations)

Agricultural producers

Consumers

Processing, 

distribution, wholesale 

and retail

Input Suppliers



Combination of these failures 
have created an Agroforestry 
Innovation System Network 

that is failing. 

Study 3: Main blocking mechanisms

Low level of pre-
knowledgeLack of sufficient 

communication 
pathways 

between actors 

Lack of sufficient 
research on agroforestry 
– lack of financial models 

and forecasting in an 
Irish context 

Market structure 
issues

Actor presence 
& capability 

issues

Knowledge 
development & 
dissemination 

Grant aid 
issues

Redesignation

10 year premium

Forestry grant rather 
than agri-

environmental 

Terminology



Study 3: Main blocking mechanisms

Agricultural bodies Forestry bodies 

Agroforestry

+



What needs to change 

 Agricultural and forestry bodies need to both take responsibility 

 Proposed nine goals which include:
 Increase communication and participation amongst actors within and between 

each domain
 Reduce the over-dependence on agricultural advisors to transfer knowledge to 

farmers 
 Grant aid amendments
 Increase promotion and awareness of agroforestry including peer-to-peer 

learning and on-site training days
 Create new financial models for agroforestry and increase forecasting 

 Next Stage: Propose methods to reach these goals through engagement with 
members of the Irish Agroforestry Forum 



Thank You 

• Link to project website:
• https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/research/small-woodlands-on-farms/

• Rachel Irwin 
• Rachel.irwin@teagasc.ie

• Rachel.irwin1@ucdconnect.ie

https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/research/small-woodlands-on-farms/
mailto:Rachel.irwin@teagasc.ie
mailto:Rachel.irwin1@ucdconnect.ie

