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Abstract
1.	 Agricultural landscapes represent critical contexts for advancing policy objectives 

related to tree cover expansion. This paper explores how farmers' values influence 
their willingness or ability to grow trees on farms.

2.	 Research is based on 49 interviews and two focus groups with farmers in England 
and draws on two social science research traditions to devise an analytical 
framework based on four value orientations—instrumental, relational, expressive 
and intrinsic.

3.	 Analysing the data through the lens of these value orientations reveals how tree 
growing both aligns with and diverges from farmers' values. While growing trees 
is not a primary occupational goal for most farmers, neither is it inconsistent with 
the worldviews of farmers navigating the realities of an agricultural landscape 
increasingly oriented towards the provision of public goods.

4.	 Instrumental values, particularly economic considerations, play a prominent role 
in farmers' decisions about growing trees. However, relational and expressive 
dimensions—including affiliations with particular trees, landscape aesthetics and 
opportunities for personal fulfilment—significantly shape farmers' perspectives. 
Intrinsic values, linked to an appreciation for the natural world and the farming 
way of life, further enrich these dynamics.

5.	 Policy and practice implications. Our findings emphasise the importance of 
engaging with the full spectrum of values that underpin farmers' decision-making 
about trees. The four value orientations provide a framework for understanding 
where, how and why trees matter to farmers. Policymakers and practitioners can 
use this framework to align initiatives, communications and support mechanisms 
with farmers' priorities, fostering greater integration of trees into agricultural 
landscapes.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Amid global efforts to increase tree cover, it is easy to obscure the 
highly situated and differentiated contexts in which this occurs. 
Social scientists have rightly emphasised the importance of attend-
ing to the ‘local socioecological contexts’ in which tree planting goals 
are set (Holl & Brancalion, 2020, p. 580) to ensure that benefits are 
maximised and trade-offs minimised. Success hinges, in part, on 
planting ‘in the right place’ (Staddon et al., 2021), but alongside envi-
ronmental considerations, it is important to engage with the values 
individuals and communities hold in relation to trees and tree plant-
ing. Since individual and social values strongly influence action and 
motivation (Hitlin & Piliavin, 2004; Kluckhohn, 1951), understanding 
stakeholder values is vital for effective policy development. Here, 
we argue agricultural environments present an important social-
ecological context for examining how tree-related policy agendas 
can better account for the value systems and practices of land 
managers.

Contemporary approaches to natural resource management 
highlight trees as key mediators of ‘ecosystem services’ (Potschin 
et al., 2016). Trees provide wildlife habitats, sources of sustenance 
and fuel, support for livelihoods and spaces for recreation and 
play. Research on these benefits spans diverse scales and con-
texts, from urban street trees (Tan et al., 2021) and city neighbour-
hoods (Nyelele et al., 2019) to agricultural and forested landscapes 
regionally and globally (Kuyah et al., 2016; Teixeira et al., 2019). 
Recent environmental discourse also emphasises the role of trees 
as carbon stores (Bastin et  al.,  2019), positioning growing trees 
as a cornerstone of climate mitigation strategies (IPCC, 2019). A 
broader trajectory of work in the social sciences and humanities 
explores the symbolic value of trees and their agency in the mak-
ing and remaking of landscapes, places and environments (Cloke & 
Jones, 2002; Rival, 1998). Thus, as both natural and social entities, 
trees offer compelling insights into people's relationships with na-
ture and society.

In the global north, environmental concerns have been steadily 
incorporated into farmers' management practices through the 
prescriptions and incentives of agri-environment schemes (AES) 
(Buller et  al.,  2017; Potter,  1998). However, a focus on trees 
within the farmscape is marginalised within a broader narrative 
of agri-environmental change, primarily centring on understand-
ing styles and modes of participation in AES and improving up-
take (Fish et al., 2003; Ingram et al., 2013; Wilson & Hart, 2001). 
Where research does foreground trees, it typically focuses on 
woodland creation, from behavioural, economic or agronomic per-
spectives (Valatin et  al.,  2016). Socio-psychological approaches, 
for example, explore how farmers' perceptions, attitudes and be-
liefs influence their motivation to adopt agroforestry (Duesberg 

et al., 2013; Oduro et al., 2018; Zubair & Garforth, 2006). These 
studies demonstrate that farmers' decisions regarding tree plant-
ing are shaped by a complex array of economic, social and struc-
tural factors, suggesting that values are significant influencers in 
the decision-making process. This is important because it is widely 
recognised that financial incentives alone are insufficient to de-
liver agri-environment objectives (Torabi et  al., 2016; Westaway 
et  al.,  2023). With mounting pressures on the farming industry, 
there is a need to design tree cover expansion schemes that ac-
count for farmers' motivations and values (Staddon et  al.,  2021; 
Swart et  al.,  2023; Westaway et  al.,  2023). Trees on farmland 
encompass a diversity of forms, including woodland, woodlots, 
hedgerows, in-field trees, lone trees, avenues, shelter belts and 
agroforestry systems. Given this diversity, we lack understanding 
of how trees might be viewed as significant (or not) in the broad 
context of agriculture and farmer behaviour, and how values relat-
ing to trees vary according to their configuration within the farm 
landscape.

In this paper, we explore how farmers' values impact their willing-
ness or ability to grow trees. We understand values as what people 
consider good, important and desirable in their lives (Graeber, 2001), 
operating on the assumption that values are a crucial component in 
understanding farmers' decision-making processes, and that a wide 
range of values influences farmers' behaviours. We use the term 
‘growing’ trees to cover planting trees and natural colonisation and 
regeneration, and the term ‘planting’ where we are talking specifi-
cally about the act of planting trees.

Our empirical focus is on England, where policy interest in trees 
straddles wider developments in agricultural policy reform. This 
includes the growing prominence of trees within governmental ef-
forts to reimagine financial support for farmers from the perspec-
tive of public good provision, such as nature restoration and flood 
mitigation, through the mechanisms of the new Environmental Land 
Management schemes (UK Government, 2018). Alongside this agri-
cultural policy context, the UK government's commitment to achiev-
ing net zero carbon emissions by 2050 and its 25 Year Environment 
Plan underscores the crucial role of trees in advancing nature recov-
ery and climate goals. The Committee on Climate Change (2020) has 
recommended increasing tree cover in the UK from 13% to 17% by 
2050, requiring at least 30,000 hectares to be established annually. 
It follows that agricultural land will be a key arena for realising these 
targets.

Drawing on in-depth qualitative research with farmers from 
different backgrounds, we explain how farmers' views on grow-
ing trees are enacted on a range of instrumental, expressive, rela-
tional and intrinsic grounds. We argue that while policy discourse 
tends to frame tree growing primarily as an instrumental concern, 
viable pathways to tree cover expansion must take account of 

K E Y W O R D S
agriculture, England, farmer decision-making, farmer values, tree planting, trees on farms, 
values, woodland creation
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    |  1617McCONNACHIE et al.

the wider set of values in which these instrumental concerns are 
embedded.

2  |  FARMER VALUES AND TREE GROWING

In this section, we situate our investigation within a broader con-
ceptual frame, drawing on two traditions of research that seek 
to understand the determinants of farmer and land manager be-
haviour. Firstly, a body of rural social science which has sought 
to understand farmer values from the perspective of the sociol-
ogy and geography of agricultural change. Here, the primary focus 
is farming systems, of which environmental issues are but one 
part. Secondly, a tradition of conservation social science which 
has sought to understand farmer values in relation to their role in 
transforming the natural world, not least with respect to the man-
agement of biodiversity and ecosystem services. Here, the focus 
is on processes of environmental change, within which farmers are 
construed as key actors due to their roles as land managers and 
custodians. These two traditions offer complementary perspec-
tives for exploring farmers' values vis-à-vis their willingness and 
ability to grow trees.

In the context of rural social science, Gasson's (1973) study of the 
occupational goals and values of farmers represents a seminal con-
tribution to behavioural research in Anglophone rural sociology and 
agricultural geography. Gasson's work queried the prevailing view of 
farmers' behaviour as either passive responses to the larger political 
economy of agriculture or as adhering to the normative tenets of 
neo-classical economic theory (Bowler, 1992; Ilbery, 1978). Instead, 
farmers were conceived more holistically: as thinking, feeling individ-
uals whose goal setting and behaviour is underpinned by a range of 
values. For Gasson, the distinction between farmer goals and values 
is one between concrete efforts to achieve desirable future states 
(goals) and more abstract questions regarding what is considered 
worthwhile and important (values). These values were understood 
to be ‘cultural products’ expressed as individual value ‘orientations’, 
a terminology influenced by the work of Kluckhohn  (1951), which 
sought to show how universal human values come to be embedded 
in, and differentiated through, cultural beliefs and practices (see also 
F. R. Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961). In the cultural context of farm-
ing occupations, Gasson suggested these orientations encompassed:

•	 An instrumental orientation, acknowledging the continuing impor-
tance of values arising from the economic relations of farming, 
such as maximising income.

•	 A social orientation, focusing on the interpersonal context in 
which values are reproduced, such as belonging to a (farming) 
community.

•	 An expressive orientation, concerned with values related to per-
sonal fulfilment in work, such as the chance to be creative and 
original.

•	 An intrinsic orientation, pertaining to values arising from the act of 
work itself, such as enjoyment of particular work tasks.

This cultural context to farming has undoubtedly changed since 
Gasson's formulation, where a key focus was on understanding 
the character, causes and consequences of the industrialisation 
of agriculture among global north producers; the so-called ‘tread-
mill’ (Ward,  1993). Perhaps unsurprisingly for Gasson's time and 
disciplinary context, the environmental dimension of farming is 
submerged within the focus on farming as a valued occupation. 
The closest approximation of an environmental value is an ac-
knowledgment that farmers may have a ‘preference for a healthy, 
outdoor, farming life’ and the creation of ‘congenial’ surroundings 
(Gasson,  1973, p. 527). While Gasson's work does not explicitly 
address environmental concerns, it provides some suggestions for 
how we might connect willingness and ability to grow trees with the 
diverse values associated with farmers' inclinations to farm. For in-
stance, alongside economic realities and rationalities we might ask 
how growing trees aligns with what Gasson describes as the ‘pres-
tige’ and ‘pride’ farmers derive from their work, the importance they 
place on ‘purposeful activity’ and ‘meeting a challenge’, and their in-
terest in exercising ‘special abilities and aptitudes’. In other words, 
Gasson's work is generative of a set of considerations about how 
the act of growing trees may be understood as a function of occu-
pational values.

The environmental context of this rural social science tradition 
emerges more explicitly in conjunction with changing economic 
arrangements for agriculture, particularly in the UK, not least the 
gradual transition away from subsidies and price support for in-
tensive food production systems from the late 1980s onwards. 
Understanding farmers' attitudes and behaviours in terms of the 
uptake of agri-environment schemes has been an enduring con-
cern (Fish et al., 2003; Ingram et al., 2013; Morris & Potter, 1995), 
intersecting with wider debates about what it means to be a ‘good’ 
farmer (Wheeler et al., 2018). Here, rural social science explores the 
deeper processes of socialisation and cultural identification that ori-
entate farmers towards particular activities (Burton, 2004; Burton 
et  al.,  2020). From this starting point, farmers are shown to gain 
symbolic capital (Bourdieu,  1986) from demonstrating skilled role 
performance, which is evident to themselves and other farmers in 
the visual representations of their practices and often tied to the 
farmer's identity as a producer. In applied rural social science, the 
dynamics of being a ‘good’ farmer are central to models of farmer 
decision-making, particularly in attempts to understand why farm-
ers may be resistant to change (Burton et al., 2008). Following this 
reasoning, the question of tree growing on farms is partly a question 
of whether farmers are being asked to revise perceptions of them-
selves; farmers may resist the transitions implied by these new en-
vironmental agendas on social, cultural or moral terms, even when 
they may be financially advantageous. Yet, since symbolic capital is a 
dynamic process that can evolve over time (Riley, 2016; Sutherland 
& Darnhofer, 2012), it follows that growing trees could also become 
a means by which farmers generate new forms of symbolic value. 
There is already some evidence that tree growing may provide con-
texts in which farmers gain prestige and recognition among their 
peers (Burton & Paragahawewa, 2011).
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We complement this rural social science reading of farmers' 
values with traditions of work emerging from conservation social 
science. The consideration of diverse values about and of nature 
represents a key area of work in the conservation arena and has 
been subject to concerted treatment within global accounts of en-
vironmental change, most recently and notably summarised through 
the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2022).

As Chan et  al.  (2025, p. 1273) explain, attending to the multi-
ple values of nature has been energised by a recognition that eco-
nomic approaches to environmental valuation are ‘insufficient to 
enable or inform transformative change toward sustainability’, a 
point that echoes the slavish adherence to neo-classical economic 
theory found so wanting by Gasson in rural social science. As pri-
mary agents in the interactions between people and nature, farmers 
remain important subjects of empirical concern in considering these 
economic and more-than-economic considerations (e.g. Byfuglien 
et al., 2024; Chapman & Deplazes-Zemp, 2024; Klebl et al., 2024). 
In its state-of-the-art review of these values, IPBES does not cat-
egorise farmers occupationally, but rather as members of ‘indige-
nous people and local communities’. This conflation of farmers with 
Indigenous peoples and local communities is problematical with ref-
erence to land managers situated in the global north, but their gen-
eral premise that farmers are individuals and groups who ‘have their 
identity, livelihoods and knowledge systems usually directly tied to 
nature’  (2022, p. 20) is important. From this perspective, farmers' 
values emerge from a particular register of ‘worldviews’, that is, the 
‘lenses through which individuals and social groups perceive, think 
about, interpret, inhabit and modify the world’ (2022, p. 49). These 
worldviews are deeply rooted in the ‘cultural traditions’ of farming 
and influence both the broad values people hold towards the world 
and the specific values people develop in reference to nature.

According to this logic, farmer values manifest themselves in 
three primary ways:

•	 Intrinsic values, which are associated with the inherent worth or 
importance of nature.

•	 Instrumental values, relating to the ends which nature serves.
•	 Relational values, arise from the specificity of people's relation-

ships with the non-human world.

Although the focus of IPBES is summative and generalistic with 
respect to valuing nature across diverse constituencies of people, 
like the work of Gasson (1973), this framing provides a good starting 
point for hypothesising how a conservation-oriented tradition might 
understand farmers' values in relation to particular environmental 
behaviours, such as growing trees. A key question is how growing 
trees can be aligned with the values that shape farmers' worldviews, 
and how these practices relate to the intrinsic, instrumental and 
relational values farmers specifically express in relation to nature. 
The act of growing trees might be positioned as a means to real-
ise the economic goals of the farm business, or it may be embed-
ded in farmers' judgements about the inherent worth of the natural 

world. Furthermore, it may reflect farmers' capacity and inclinations 
to develop virtuous relationships with trees as elements of the 
non-human world, transcending the somewhat simplistic construc-
tion of intrinsic or utilitarian motivations towards nature (Justus 
et al., 2009). From this relational perspective, trees become objects 
of the farmer's ‘ethic of active care’ (Chapman et al., 2019, p. 470), 
acting as repositories of memory and symbols of deeply personal 
and emotional bonds with landscapes. Work in the agricultural and 
rural sphere is now emerging that approaches land manager actions 
as part of this broader relational field, with Riechers et al. arguing 
that ‘a better understanding of relational values could be particularly 
important in a context of landscape change’ (2021, p. 1043).

Although differing in focus, we suggest there is an important 
correspondence, both conceptually and linguistically, between the 
work of rural and conservation social science in their understanding 
of farmers' values. This correspondence provides a useful frame-
work for examining values specifically in relation to the act of grow-
ing trees. Indeed, the notion within conservation social science that 
farmers express culturally informed ‘worldviews’ (IPBES, 2022) bears 
similarity with the logic of ‘value orientations’ that inform questions 
of occupational value (e.g. Gasson, 1973), as well as broader efforts 
to explain farmer behaviour in terms of normative appeals to ‘good 
farming’ (e.g. Burton et al., 2020). Equally, the constructs of intrinsic, 
instrumental and relational values used to define the ‘specific’ values 
of nature are analogous to the intrinsic, instrumental and social val-
ues that define the value ‘orientations’ of farm work. Thus, our study 
is based on a conceptual framework that integrates these two aca-
demic traditions, as illustrated in Figure 1. The framework makes the 
distinction between intrinsic and instrumental values, which guide 
the explanatory logic of both traditions. It recognises the potential 
for tree growing to be an expressive endeavour, and it duly expands 
Gasson's social value orientation to encompass virtuous relation-
ships with trees, which we now term ‘relational’ (Chan et al., 2016; 
Klain et al., 2017). We use this framework to interrogate empirical 
work with farmers on values and trees.

3  |  METHODS

Empirical research was conducted in two phases: the first allowing 
us to identify thematic areas and the second focusing on deepen-
ing our understanding and specifically exploring how they relate to 
trees. Our research was positively assessed by Forest Research's 
Research Ethics Committee (ID 14-2024). All participants received a 
participant information sheet and completed an online consent form.

3.1  |  Phase 1

Phase 1 consisted of 28 interviews and two focus groups conducted 
between January and July 2022, involving 33 farmers. Research 
initially concentrated on two case study regions in northern England: 
North Yorkshire (seven interviews, one group, predominantly upland 
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    |  1619McCONNACHIE et al.

grazing livestock farmers) and Cumbria (12 interviews, one group, 
mainly dairy and upland grazing livestock farmers). Members of 
the project advisory group (policy and research professionals from 
Defra, Forestry Commission and Natural England) facilitated initial 
connections, and local farm advisors assisted with participant 
recruitment. To broaden our sample, we conducted an additional 
nine interviews across England, recruiting through social media and 
Farmer Cluster groups (organisations connecting local farmers).

We employed a purposive sampling strategy to identify the 
‘right’ participants, ensuring we included farmers from diverse con-
texts and backgrounds (Guest, 2014). Recognising the potential for 
self-selection bias, we continually assessed the sample using six cri-
teria: farmer age, length of time farming, farm business type, ten-
ure, previous AES participation and farm size. We were then able to 
adapt our approach to meet any gaps.

Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 min and were conducted 
by phone or video call due to COVID-19 restrictions, making farm 
visits challenging. Although in-person interviewing is arguably more 
conducive to effective research (e.g. enabling researchers to better 
read and adapt to non-verbal cues and build rapport), research in 
this area is inconclusive. Lobe et al. (2022) argue that group-based 

formats, rather than individual interviews, are more challenging to 
recreate virtually. Virtual interviewing may potentially exclude in-
dividuals lacking technological competence or access and can lead 
participants to experience digital fatigue faster than in-person in-
terviewing (Keen et al., 2022). The option of telephone interviews 
helped reduce barriers to participation and provided opportunities 
to speak to a wider range of farmers than face-to-face interviews.

Interviews and focus groups were professionally transcribed. 
Discussions focused on understanding participants' farming con-
texts, their broad values, management approaches and objectives, 
but also more specifically how these values and approaches relate to 
growing trees on farms. We also asked explicitly about their ideas of 
being a ‘good farmer’ and how trees on farms fit with this conception.

Analysis initially took an inductive approach following Braun and 
Clarke  (2006). Four researchers coded the 28 interviews and two 
focus groups using NVivo qualitative research software, focusing 
on what farmers value and why. After comparing and rationalising 
codes, we identified themes by grouping related codes in a mind map 
and by drawing connections between codes. This process led to the 
development of seven thematic areas of significance, which guided 
our research in Phase 2. As we coded the final few interviews, we 

F I G U R E  1  Four value orientations informing farmer behaviour and decision-making.
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1620  |    McCONNACHIE et al.

noticed that few new themes were emerging, indicating we were ap-
proaching ‘theoretical saturation’, often seen in qualitative research 
with non-probabilistic samples as an indication of a sufficient sample 
size (Guest, 2014).

3.2  |  Phase 2

Phase 2 involved interviews with nine dairy farmers and 10 cereal 
farmers between January 2023 and February 2024. The focus on 
these farm business types was agreed with our project advisory 
group, given their relatively high land coverage and the underrep-
resentation of arable farmers in our initial sample. Recruitment was 
carried out by reaching out to participants from a farmer survey 
(part of the same research project) who had expressed interest in 

participating in further research. Table 1 shows a breakdown of our 
full sample across both research phases.

The full dataset (from Phases 1 and 2) was coded using the seven 
themes as a deductive analytic framework, which provided a useful 
thematic structure of key priorities for farmers. This involved revisiting 
the data from Phase 1 to ensure consistency of coding. We then inter-
rogated the themes through the four value orientations framework to 
explore how, and in what ways, farmers' concerns regarding growing 
trees on farms are manifested through the broader values they hold in 
relation to farming, farm landscapes and environmental protections.

4  |  FINDINGS: VALUE ORIENTATIONS 
AND TREE GROWING

4.1  |  Instrumental values

Our findings suggest that inclinations to grow trees intersect strongly 
with the instrumental rationalities governing enterprise behaviour. 
Farmers openly speculated on the potential benefits and trade-offs 
between growing trees and food production. For some, the prospect 
of growing trees was construed as conflicting with prevailing economic 
objectives. Ian, a dairy farmer in the Southwest, explained, ‘It's bound 
to have influence on the fields and […] on the production of those fields; 
how much grass they produce and how much milk we produce’. At its 
most extreme, tree planting was likened to the stripping and theft of 
productive land assets. Thus, Henry, a dairy farmer in the Northwest, 
boldly suggested that ‘it's nicking land’, further adding, ‘there're no 
[economic] benefits to the farm planting trees; its only downsides’.

Yet, the expression of instrumental logics was rarely so dichoto-
mous and emphatic. Rather, farmers actively and explicitly speculated 
on the possibility of incorporating tree growing into various enterprise 
scenarios and for different purposes. In this context, trees were non-
exceptional with respect to the economic goals of farming and needed 
to be evaluated in those terms: ‘If we're going to be planting more 
trees in productive land, then the trees should be productive’ (Alistair, 
poultry, Cumbria). In making these instrumental arguments, farmers 
commonly regarded trees as playing important roles within existing 
farming systems, most notably providing ‘shelter and shade’ for live-
stock. Others considered growing trees as a way to create value out of 
marginal land. As William, a dairy farmer in Cumbria, put it:

A lot of people have bits of farm which you try and 
farm it because it's there, but it's a pain in the arse. It's 
where you're going to get stuck, it's where your crops 
are not going to grow … I think there's a huge, missed 
opportunity with that for planting trees.

While some farmers speculated about the challenges of transitioning 
to systems where the instrumental value of trees could be actively har-
nessed and integrated into new economic practices, for others, this 
prospect was bewildering: ‘You start putting in fruit trees, who is pick-
ing those? Where are we selling those apples or whatever it is? They're 

TA B L E  1  Farmer sample criteria and numbers.

Criterion Category

Number

Phase 1 Phase 2

Age <36 5 0

36–50 8 6

>50 20 13

Gender Male 23 17

Female 10 2

Time farming Long time
(responding ‘family 
established’ or ‘1st 
generation established’ 
[Phase 1] OR over 
10 years [Phase 2])

26 17

New to farming
(responding ‘family 
new’ or ‘1st generation 
new’ OR under 10 years 
[Phase 2])

5 2

No response 2 0

Farm business 
type
(some farmers 
reported 
multiple types)

Arable—General 
cropping or cereals

3 10

Pastoral—LFA Grazing 16 0

Pastoral—Lowland 
grazing

4 0

Pastoral—Dairy 9 9

Mixed/Misc 2 0

Poultry 1 0

Tenure (Predominantly) Owned 10 12

(Predominantly) Rented 5 3

Mixed 18 4

AES 
participation

Yes 28 16

No 4 2

No response 1 1

Farm size <100 ha 9 1

>100 ha 24 18
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putting in nuts or something like this, again, you need to find a market 
for all this’ (Murray, cereals, Southeast).

In general, farmers conveyed a sense of cautiously executed 
marginal decision-making where the economic costs and benefits 
of food production over tree growing were being continually ne-
gotiated. As Darren and Jackie, market gardeners from Southern 
England, suggested, planting trees was the casualty of a straight-
forward economic calculation, ‘It wasn't going to generate enough 
to replace what we've lost; that would have been the problem’. As 
such, tree planting was considered as highly sensitive to the shifting 
dynamics of funding, garnered either directly through new markets 
or via state-sponsored agri-environmental schemes.

I haven't gone into a scheme because, at the minute, 
my sheep are performing well and they're offering me 
more income than the scheme would offer. In future, 
if that does change, I will have to look at planting more 
trees and going into a scheme. 

(Michael, sheep, Cumbria)

At the end of the day if we're not making enough 
money out of food producing then we'd look at car-
bon farming, you know, because we've got to. 

(Sarah, dairy, Southwest)

As these farmers suggest, the potential for growing trees is highly me-
diated by the way trees are constructed as objects of economic value. 
However, this was not necessarily reducible to the challenge of inte-
grating, aligning and reconciling trees with the norms of food produc-
tion, but with a range of ecological functions and services. As Miles, a 
sheep farmer in Yorkshire, puts it:

Planting trees, they do bring key advantages like re-
ducing your soil erosion, shelter for livestock, pro-
tects communities living down the stream from any 
risk of flooding, then boosting diversity as well. It 
brings so many key advantages and benefits and ob-
viously carbon as well.

Or, for Dean (grazing livestock, Cumbria):

I enjoy the fact that I have it [tree cover] on the farm. 
We've got a couple of—we call them becks round 
here—but streams that run through the farm and 
they've got quite a lot of tree cover on the curtilage. 
I've always wanted to keep trees on the beck banks. 
It stops erosion.

In conclusion, instrumentalism with respect to growing trees extends 
beyond their role as productive entities to include an appreciation of 
the diverse benefits trees might confer upon farm enterprises, the 
surrounding landscapes and the communities they are part of.

4.2  |  Relational values

Importantly, these instrumental considerations can be seen to in-
teract with relational understandings of trees within landscapes; in 
some cases, serving to reinforce instrumental logics, and in other 
cases tempering and overriding them. For instance, some respond-
ents turned to specific trees in particular places to convey how trees 
accrued significance in their lives, with some respondents going to 
considerable lengths to protect valued trees, even at the expense of 
realising productive objectives. So, while some viewed growing trees 
as interfering with economic objectives, farming practices were also 
interpreted as threatening the existence of singularly important 
trees in a landscape:

There's only one tree—a big, ancient oak—it must have 
been there a couple of hundred years, fabulous look-
ing tree. So, what we've done to protect that tree … 
it's at the pointed end of a field. But we have taken 
that end of the field out of production. It's only an 
acre or so … half a hectare. And it protects that tree 
and its roots from any cropping. It's been there a cou-
ple of hundred years; it can stay a bit longer I think. 

(Aaron, cereals, East Midlands)

One of my favourite trees that I remember from 
childhood blew down last year and that was a bit of 
a shame. There are one or two other, what I would 
call iconic trees … they're not particularly majestic 
specimens. We've got one gnarly twisted old rowan 
tree that is just pleasing, shall we say, at certain times 
of the year when it's hung with fruit, etc … there are 
familiar trees and they're a presence throughout your 
lifetime one way or another. If you stop to look and 
think about them, yes, they are significant. 

(Dean, sheep, Cumbria)

Relationships with particular trees in particular places therefore serve 
to amplify the tension between trees and the economic logics guid-
ing farm enterprises, while also highlighting the cultural, historical 
and aesthetic importance of trees and farmers' relationships to them. 
When Allan, a dairy farmer from Southeast England, suggests, rather 
matter-of-factly, that trees ‘don't contribute anything to the profit of 
the business, but we just like to see them’, he is pointing to the wider, 
non-economic, more relational context in which arguments for tree 
growing could be made.

We see this logic echoed in diverse farming contexts: growing 
trees cleaves to a wider relational sphere in which aesthetic values, 
wildlife conservation, personal productivity and positive social rela-
tions are bound together and continuously reproduced.

If you're happy in your landscape, happy in your 
work, and it might be because you're surrounded 
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by nice green things that you're nurturing, then you 
are more productive. So, I don't know if I would 
be happy farming in a treeless world (laughs). I'm 
certainly glad of going into the shade on a day like 
today. 

(Sheila, dairy, East Midlands)

I'm not planting up trees because I'm looking to get 
timber from them in 30-40 years' time or whatever. 
I'm planting them because I just enjoy them being 
there. I liked having the areas of trees, I think it's good 
for wildlife, it just enhances the area in general. So I 
think it's less financial probably and more just, yeah, 
for the good of the community if you want and for the 
good of me and my family. 

(Murray, cereals, Southeast)

Interestingly, a small number of farmers felt that growing trees did 
not fit with or extend the character of their landscape. In these 
cases, aesthetic dimensions of landscape history reflect farmers' 
often deep attachment to and relationship with their locales. As 
Jane, a young mixed farmer in Yorkshire, suggested, ‘We wouldn't 
even plant up an acre with trees because it wouldn't fit our land-
scape’. Or, as Ross, a sheep farmer also from Yorkshire, suggested, 
‘We don't want to wreck our dale; we don't want to make it look bad’.

Alongside these aesthetic dimensions of relationality, the impor-
tance of social relations in our findings is also worth emphasising. 
Much has been written about how farming values are mediated by 
professional norms and identities, through which notions of ‘good 
farming’ are culturally reproduced. Our interviews suggest that tree 
growing is both enabled and constrained by such dynamics of social 
identification. In some contexts, growing trees was construed as a 
practice that distinguished farmers as contributing to a public good. 
For example, George, a dairy farmer from the Southeast, explained 
that:

As a landowner and a farmer, I want to be seen to 
be doing the right thing. And so, I suppose, the tree 
planting initiative was really started by me belonging 
to the Tesco's sustainable dairy group and you got 
points then for planting trees, particularly outside 
your farm entrance, so that you portrayed this, you 
know, this very wholesome kind of farm.

However, in other cases, we turn full circle: growing trees was not only 
viewed as interfering with farming objectives at the economic level, 
but also as contradicting the guiding purpose and meaning of being a 
farmer. Elisa, a sheep farmer from Yorkshire, implored, ‘Surely, we're 
about food production, not planting trees?’ The instrumental benefits 
arising from growing trees could thus be overridden because they were 
seen to contravene deeply held notions of good farming. As Miles, a 
sheep farmer from Yorkshire, explained:

If we were to fill up all that land with trees and some-
one was to come to me and say, “I'm a good farmer”, I 
would disagree because that's just re-wilding, it's not 
farming … [Other farmers may see tree planting as] 
the easy way out … going for the £10,000 a hectare 
paycheck.

In sum, alongside instrumental considerations, attitudes towards 
growing trees are implicated in how farmers define themselves in rela-
tion to one another and to their surroundings. Relational values often 
reinforce logics that position growing trees as inconsistent with, if not 
contravening, the economic imperatives of farming and dominant un-
derstandings of what it means to be a farmer. At the same time, these 
relational values highlight how growing trees can be aligned with pos-
itive identifications built around the provision of wider public goods, 
and close, affiliative relationships with individual trees on farms.

4.3  |  Expressive values

Farming as a meaningful form of self-expression and personal fulfil-
ment, described here as expressive value, can be seen as closely re-
lated to the instrumental values associated with farming, collectively 
contributing to farming as a ‘way of life’. When considering farm-
ers' views on growing more trees on their farms, the idea of growing 
trees did not immediately give rise to a sense of personal satisfaction 
or pride traditionally associated with farming objectives and, by ex-
tension, demonstrating the skills of a ‘good farmer’. Farmers empha-
sised a duty to ‘feed the nation’ (Brian, dairy, Cumbria), with some 
suggesting that taking land out of food production is a ‘scandal’ 
(Ross, sheep, Yorkshire) or even a ‘crime’ (Josh, tenant sheep farmer, 
Yorkshire). Growing trees on farms was viewed in some cases as 
directly at odds with the ‘skillset’ of farmers, as Louise, a livestock 
farmer, put it: ‘I guess most farmers would not see managing wood-
land or they wouldn't want to acquire a lot of woodland, because 
that's not where their skillset is’.

Importantly, pride and recognition of the skill and hard work de-
manded of farmers to fulfil their roles were articulated as ‘a privilege’ 
deserving of ‘respect’, suggesting that it is the activities inherent to 
farming itself that enable the strongest forms of expressive value:

It's probably the most privileged job you can be in … 
quite literally feeding the nation. 

(Jane, young mixed farmer, Yorkshire)

We've got to show respect for the people who actu-
ally put their time and sweat into making this environ-
ment as it is today. 

(Samuel, sheep, Yorkshire)

In this context, growing trees shifts the role farmers play in the land-
scape and may challenge their ability to demonstrate good farming 
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through skilled work, thus limiting their potential for personal fulfil-
ment. The potential for tree growing to be an expressive endeavour is 
thus both an opportunity and a challenge for farmers faced with cur-
rent imperatives to incorporate more trees on their land. One arena 
in which this presented itself was in how farmers reflected on the 
renewed interest in hedges on farms, and deliberated on their future 
significance in terms of skills:

We've been doing the hedges for a long time. And yet, 
a lot of people have just sort of started on that jour-
ney … I mean, there are a few neighbours still do it 
but they get contractors in. So, the skill has been lost, 
really. It only takes one generation to not do it and 
then they can't pass it on to the next. Because it is 
quite a skilled job, hedge laying … that will bring prob-
lems in 10 or 15 years that these hedges are going to 
want laying. 

(Phillip, dairy, Cumbria)

In articulating a commonly reported problem regarding hedge laying, 
Phillip went on to highlight an important aspect of realising new forms 
of self-expression through the new imperatives of tree planting. He 
explained farmers' reticence at seeking knowledge of hedgerow plant-
ing, stating that:

It isn't the sort of gung-ho, macho farmer type of 
thing to be doing. So, they will just sort of ask [in-
directly] about how we're managing the hedge and 
where should they start and stuff.

New forms of agri-environmentalism, such as tree planting proj-
ects may not immediately appear to align with traditional farming 
norms—the ‘goals and values’ that Gasson highlighted as central to 
farming. Yet, regaining ‘lost’ skills (such as hedge laying) could be 
one avenue to invigorate the special abilities and aptitudes that en-
able satisfying self-expression, creating opportunities for ‘pride and 
prestige’ that, in some cases, were present in farmers' relationships 
with hedgerows:

We're very proud of our hedgerow network, we've 
got a really good hedgerow network, much of it is 
very old. There was not an enclosure act, so some of 
the hedges are probably 15th century onwards. 

(Sheila, dairy, East Midlands)

Despite the challenges of finding expressive value in non-traditional 
farming activities, like increasing trees on farms, expressive value 
was evident in farmers' reports on how they were realising personal 
objectives in relation to more environmentally friendly practices. For 
many, it was evident that wider environmental discourses were being 
incorporated into farming decisions and valued as such, with trees 
holding a central role. In this regard, ‘doing my bit’ for nature may be 
understood as expressive value, where personal and social objectives 

lead to a sense of fulfilment and satisfaction from achieving something 
worthwhile:

I think I make a positive impact. We've got trees in 
different stages of development. Okay, we've got ma-
ture trees, but we've got trees that are growing, so 
they're absorbing carbon. Where all the things that 
we're doing are positive for biodiversity, keeping the 
rides wide, encouraging butterflies, moths, you know, 
I think I'm doing my bit. 

(Louise, grazing livestock, region not recorded)

I suppose I feel like I'm getting something out of doing 
it as well. It's not just a case of planting trees for plant-
ing trees' sake, but I feel like I'm benefitting. It's quite 
a tangible outcome. It's lovely, when the spring comes 
again and all the leaves start coming out on them. 
Some of them are now twice as high as the guards 
that are surrounding them, so you get this sense now 
that you've created a woodland. It's not just a field 
of grass with plastic poles sticking out of it, which is 
good. 

(Peter, dairy, Cumbria)

The extent to which growing trees on farms contributes to per-
sonal growth and fulfilment is a dimension of farmer values that 
remains underexplored. It is significant nevertheless, as we find 
nascent forms of this in farmers' narratives. As farming increas-
ingly becomes the focus for environmental agendas, it is inter-
esting to observe how new avenues for self-expression may arise 
from this.

4.4  |  Intrinsic value

The idea that growing trees may be a source of personal fulfilment 
leads to questions of intrinsic value, where farming activities 
are valued in their own right. According to Gasson, this includes 
farmers' preferences for a healthy, outdoor life, for engagement 
in purposeful, hardworking activities and the validation of a 
way of life that is independent and free from supervision. These 
intrinsic motivations were, for Gasson, the dominant set of values 
that characterised the farming role. While our research did not 
reveal farmers explicitly conceiving of growing trees in these 
terms, intrinsic value surfaced when trees were understood as 
integral components of the wider natural world and significant 
beyond a prescribed human benefit. At one level, it was common 
for farmers to make general allusions to the value of trees for the 
environment. They speak, for instance, of the role trees play in 
‘increasing’, ‘enhancing’ and ‘improving’ nature and biodiversity, 
thus recognising the flourishing of natural systems as an end in 
itself. As Henry, a dairy farmer in the Northwest, stated: ‘I like 
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planting trees; it's good for the environment’. Farmers sometimes 
also spoke of trees as companions in the landscape, as Peter, a 
dairy farmer from Cumbria, explained: ‘I mean, I guess they're 
there sharing the landscape with us in a way, aren't they? They're 
part of it. They're a great part of that, and life's better for them 
being there’. Beyond these philosophical engagements with the 
place of trees, an appreciation for trees in their own right was often 
expressed through aesthetic judgements that were connected to 
trees' lifecycle through the seasons:

Then there are other trees that you just like to sit and 
look at, because as they sway in the wind or as they 
go from … if they're deciduous from no leaves to their 
first leaves to maybe, you know, a crop of … I don't 
know, like an ash tree. 

(Darren, market garden, Southern England)

More generally, farmers conveyed a strong aesthetic sense of the 
value of trees, seeing them as intrinsically ‘good to look at’. As 
Patrick (organic mixed farming, Yorkshire) said, the ‘benefit is just 
looking at them really […] it's the joy of life really’. Such sentiments 
are close to the ‘connection of care for the natural world’ that 
O'Neill  (1992, p. 133) suggests is central to an ethics of intrinsic 
value. Farmers' appreciation for the worth of trees as an aesthetic 
(natural) entity was also described in terms of their benefits to 
livestock and wildlife. This highlights the multiple forms of intrin-
sic value that trees can embody:

The intention was very much to introduce more 
hedgerows and more trees, freestanding trees in the 
pastures. Both as shelter, as landscape features, also 
as something for the livestock to browse and to gain 
nutrition from. 

(Alexander, grazing livestock and previously arable, 
East)

I'm well up for trees being planted … Helping the wild-
life out … sucking in a bit of carbon at the same time, 
but then producing good healthy food as well for us. 

(Miles, grazing livestock, Yorkshire)

Similar to the earlier appeals to the ‘gung-ho, macho kind of farmer 
thing’, the potential for growing trees to contribute to the inherent 
worth of farming is often complicated by the overlapping of instru-
mental, expressive and relational discourses that arise when speaking 
of farming as a meaningful act or a way of life.

5  |  DISCUSSION

Within UK agricultural policy, trees are widely regarded as instru-
ments for advancing sustainable farming and land management 

(Defra, 2024). However, recurring concerns around the UK's ability 
to produce food mean that extending environmental protections 
through farming and maximising farm productivity do not immedi-
ately make for easy bedfellows. Internationally, policymakers are 
facing growing questions around land use priorities and how best to 
balance food production with environmental imperatives. This issue 
manifests in multiple contexts, from debates about the sustainable 
intensification of agriculture to issues of land sparing and land shar-
ing, and into wider agendas for ecosystem restoration in which calls 
to grow more trees have increased.

While a substantial body of literature explores the complexi-
ties of farmers' non-economic motivations and decision-making, 
the policy and practical application of these insights remain a sig-
nificant challenge (Hill & Bradley,  2023). Against this background, 
our research demonstrates the range of things farmers care about 
in relation to trees and how they fit into wider worldviews, but also 
some of the challenges and opportunities that arise for policy initia-
tives aimed at increasing tree cover on farms. Values are complex 
and interconnected. Adopting the lens of the four orientations has 
allowed us to retain and reflect this complexity without overplaying 
and overformalising the distinctions between different aspects of 
value. Overall, we suggest an instrumental value orientation remains 
important in farmers' worldviews, a finding echoing related scholar-
ship on agroforestry and afforestation (Fleming et al., 2019; Kaine 
et  al.,  2023). However, we also argue that this needs to be inter-
preted alongside other value orientations, which can both reinforce 
and challenge this mindset.

Running a good or successful farm business is not solely about 
financial viability but also about how to operate in a ‘good’ or 
‘right’ manner. In much the same way that Gasson demonstrated 
the importance of non-economic drivers, our findings show that 
tree growing sits outside the prevailing economic logic of farm en-
terprises. This alternative logic interacts powerfully with the rela-
tional and expressive dimensions of farmer identity and of farmers' 
recognition of trees' intrinsic value. While growing trees can be 
viewed as inconsistent with the strategic and marginal decisions of 
established business models—interfering with productive spaces, 
presenting uncertainties and risks vis-à-vis new enterprises (e.g. 
growing fruit or nut crops)—this practice can also be understood 
as relationally important to farmers. Fleming et  al., for example, 
demonstrate how trees are considered ‘essential’ by many farmers 
and important to plant ‘regardless of time, effort or cost’ (2019, p. 
9). Contrary to prevailing concerns that tree growing undermines 
productivity, farmers in our study displayed significant apprecia-
tion of and affiliations for trees within their farmscapes. The value 
of particular trees in particular places, for instance, was commonly 
asserted, both as objects of beauty and as familiar companions in 
the landscape. The aesthetic values expressed by farmers in this 
study remain significant but under explored. Aesthetic experience 
has been shown to be closely related to intrinsic and instrumental 
values of nature, which, in turn, influence social acceptance of en-
vironmental management programmes (Ford et al., 2014). A fruit-
ful avenue for further research is how the aesthetic considerations 
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might be factored into tree planting initiatives, for instance, 
through greater recognition of, and appeals to, the importance of 
landscape character.

Growing trees also reinforced farmers' social identity when, as 
members of formal networks, they were incentivised to plant trees 
for the public good. This appreciation for trees on farms extends 
beyond personal benefits to livestock, wildlife and the land itself. 
It encompasses widely recognised notions of care inherent to the 
stewardship identity of farming (Chapman et al., 2019), and points 
to the importance of ‘co-benefits’ to farmers when participating in 
environmental schemes (Torabi et al., 2016).

Investment in and support for professional social networks or 
peer learning programmes can be a key enabler of participation 
in environmental management programmes (Mould et  al.,  2020; 
Reid, 2017), offering farmers opportunities beyond the institution-
alised frameworks of government schemes. Furthermore, many 
farmers have accommodated the public goods narrative within 
which tree planting is situated, recognising the potential for alter-
native income sources. Such narratives were cited by participants 
in decisions about growing new trees, re-establishing hedgerows 
and appreciating the intrinsic benefits of trees. As such, personal 
fulfilment, enjoyment or satisfaction derived from these activities 
creates opportunities for self-expression through new skills and ini-
tiatives that ally with environmental policy agendas and farming pri-
orities. In such cases, environmental values can become established 
norms for farmers (Wheeler et al., 2018).

Understanding farmer behaviour through a values lens rec-
ognises the competing and coalescing values at play and presents 
an important contribution to research and policy interested in up-
scaling tree planting on farms. One important avenue for future 
research lies in the application of these findings to a focus on the 
intentions of farmers to become involved with policy programmes 
in the first place. Barriers to tree planting may not be the most ef-
fective vehicle for engaging farmers (Kaine et  al.,  2023); shifting 
attention from understanding values as a way of addressing barri-
ers to understanding how values and intentions interact might save 
the costs of policy efforts to ‘change’ behaviours, as noted in Kaine 
et  al.'s  (2023) research on farming in New Zealand. As we found, 
farmers may value and embrace trees but also at times actively op-
pose them where they are deemed financially impractical or are not 
seen to ‘fit’ with the character of a landscape. These sites of conflict 
illuminate the nuanced decision-making processes farmers employ 
when navigating business concerns, care for the land and intimate 
knowledge of the landscapes they farm, and contribute to policy 
formation by removing assumptions that barriers are simply hurdles 
to overcome. Overall, an empirical focus on the way values play out 
across different types of tree contexts on farms will bring more nu-
ance to our understanding of farmer receptivity to growing trees.

In England, the intersection of these different value orientations 
suggests a trajectory of farmer behaviour well-aligned with policy 
ambitions to grow more trees on agricultural land, provided that pol-
icy is able to ‘meet’ farmers on this basis. As Chapman et al. (2019) 
and others (Fleming et al., 2019) argue, programmes are more likely 

to succeed where they resonate with farmers' values, by enabling 
the types of environmental activities farmers value, delivered in 
ways that appreciate local and individual contexts. This often means 
working through trusted advisors and using language that aligns 
with the values farmers prioritise. Such approaches are essential 
to fostering the changes required to increase tree cover on farms 
and achieve socio-environmental policy imperatives in England and 
beyond.

6  |  CONCLUDING REMARKS

Agendas for tree growing provide a new context for a longstanding 
challenge in agri-environmentalism: how to encourage farmers to in-
tegrate environmental objectives into systems of food production. 
While growing trees is not a primary occupational goal for farmers 
today, neither is it inconsistent with the values and worldviews of 
farmers who are navigating the realities of a changing agricultural 
landscape. As these environmental agendas become embedded and 
normalised within farming, it is worth noting the new avenues for 
self-expression that tree growing engenders in response. Farmers' 
evident appreciation for and affiliation with trees highlights their 
role as more than just policy instruments; trees are also meaningful 
relationships within farming systems.

The challenge for those involved in promoting the growing of 
trees on farms lies in conveying how growing trees aligns with the 
things farmers care about while supporting their capacity to inte-
grate trees into their farming systems. In other words, recognising 
and understanding values helps identify opportunities for where 
policy can align with things that matter to farmers. By doing so, tree 
cover expansion can move from a perceived external imposition to 
an accepted and valued component of farming practice.
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