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Abstract 
This paper explores the extent to which commu-

nity farming can be a component of a community-

based circular food system. Community farming is 

part of a broader pattern of civic agriculture, 

whereby more localized food production and con-

sumption are linked to a wider, and sometimes 

global, set of economic, social and environmental 

factors. However, although aspects of community 

farming, notably community supported agriculture 

(CSA) and care (or social) farming have been well 

defined and studied, community farming as a 

broader process of civic agriculture has not. Fur-

thermore, there is a limited number of published 

studies on the social, economic, and environmental 

impacts of the varied components of community 

farming. In this study, a focus group was used to 

generate the following definition of community 

a * Corresponding author: Jonathan H. Hanson, Director, Jonny 

Hanson Ventures, Ballymena, Northern Ireland; and Research 

Fellow, c/o ARK, School of Social Science, Education and 

Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast; 20 College Green; 

Belfast, Northern Ireland, BT7 1LN; j.hanson@qub.ac.uk; 

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1495-4732 

b Ciaran Collins, Director, CiCo Consulting, Monaghan, 

Ireland; ciaran@fundingi.co.uk 

 S P E C I A L  I S S U E  

Community-Based 

Circular Food Systems 

Sponsored by 

the Thomas A. Lyson Center  

for Civic Agriculture  

and Food Systems 

c Tiziana O’Hara, Director, Co-operative Alternatives, Belfast, 

Northern Ireland; tiziana@coopalternatives.coop 

d Matthew N. Williams, Education and Conservation Manager, 

Jubilee Community Benefit Society, Larne, Northern Ireland; 

matt.williams@jubilee.coop 

See funding disclosure and author contributions and disclosures on the 

next page. 

https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2025.142.007
mailto:j.hanson@qub.ac.uk
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1495-4732
mailto:ciaran@fundingi.co.uk
mailto:tiziana@coopalternatives.coop
mailto:matt.williams@jubilee.coop


Journal of  Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

28 Volume 14, Issue 2 / Spring 2025 

farming: a process of collaborative transformation 

at the intersection of land, community, and enter-

prise; and a definition of a community farm: a 

place of collaborative transformation at the inter-

section of land, community and enterprise. This 

study also presents data from nine diverse commu-

nity farming projects in Northern Ireland that are 

part of the Cultivating Community Farming (CCF) 

project. Over a two-year period, social return on 

investment (SROI) methodology was used to quan-

tify their cumulative impacts, employing 12 met-

rics: 11 monetized and one nonmonetized. The 

overall SROI ratio for the nine projects was 3.52:1, 

with 90% of this value being social, followed by 

8% environmental and 2% economic. This study 

provides valuable insights into some of the value 

generated by community farming, notably social, as 

well as an operational definition that can catalyse 

further research, practice, and advocacy among 

stakeholders. It also articulates community farming 

as a continuum or umbrella term which can incor-

porate more multifunctional approaches such as 

care and social farming, and more food 

production-oriented practices such as CSA. 

Keywords 
Ireland, community supported agriculture, care 

farming, social farming, civic agriculture, social 

agriculture, social return on investment, 

community-based food systems 

Introduction 
Community farming can be conceptualized as a 

diverse spectrum of approaches that connect com-

munities with farming and farming with com-

munities. It is part of a broader pattern of civic 

agriculture, whereby more localized food pro-

duction and consumption are linked to a broader 

set of economic, social, and environmental factors 

composing a sustainability agenda, often at a 

global level (Kaika & Racelis 2021; Lyson, 2004). 

Multifunctional elements, especially involving 

wellbeing and education, may also be integrated 

with the food production components (Hender-

son & Van En, 2007). These elements can include 

formal care/social farming programs focused, for 

instance, on therapeutic interventions (Jarábková 

et al., 2022; Parsons et al., 2010). However, this 

breadth and diversity of community farming belies 

a lack to date of articulated scholarly definition. In 

a Google Scholar search for the term “community 

farming,” for example, none of the top four 

journal articles that mention the term in their title 

defines it (Davenport & Mishtal, 2019; Heise et 

al., 2017; Liu et al., 2017; Ravenscroft et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, there is a lack of clarity about how 

community farming relates to other, similar 

approaches, particularly care/social farming and 

community supported agriculture (CSA). 

 With its longstanding Japanese origins, and 

reflecting the reality of communal approaches to 

at least some agricultural tasks through most of 

human history (Takahashi et al., 2022), CSA 

remains the most commonly practiced, studied, 

and defined form of community farming. Robyn 

Van En, an early American pioneer of CSA, 

defined it as “food producers + food consumers 

+ annual commitment to one another = CSA + 

untold possibilities” (Henderson & Van En, 2007, 

p. 3). A later definition, in a report on English 

CSAs, suggested: “any food, fuel or fibre produc-

ing initiative where the community shares the 

risks and rewards of production, whether through 

ownership, investment, sharing the costs of 

production, or provision of labour” (Saltmarsh et 

al., 2011, p. 4). More recently, the Community 

Supported Agriculture Network UK (n.d.) has 

defined CSA as a “partnership between farmers 

and consumers in which the responsibilities, risks 
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and rewards of farming are shared” (p. 1). 

 The CSA Network UK also categorizes 

CSAs as farmer-led, community-led, producer-

community partnerships, and community-owned 

farms. The fourth category, however, may not nec-

essarily involve CSA models; for example, at 

Fordhall Farm, England’s first community-owned 

farm, the food is sold through a farm shop, farm 

café, and pop-up food trailers rather than through 

a CSA model (Hollins, 2012). Nor do these defini-

tions of CSA cover the wide range of social, cul-

tural, community, and environmental services pro-

vided by many CSA schemes in addition to their 

food shares. For these reasons, CSAs can be 

important in creating social value (Haney et al., 

2015). As well as through improving wellbeing 

(Rossi & Woods, 2021), this can include the devel-

opment of both bonding social capital, where con-

nections are created within a community of CSA 

members, and bridging social capital, where these 

interactions are extended to nontraditional CSA 

members or communities (Furness et al., 2022). 

Nevertheless, despite this social value creation, 

many CSAs struggle to achieve financial security 

and resilience (White, 2015). In the U.S., cost-

offset CSAs (CO-CSA) augment financial subscrip-

tions with grant-based income in order to benefit 

disadvantaged communities, such as through public 

health improvements (Sitaker et al., 2021). While 

the primary focus of CSAs may be food produc-

tion, it is also clear that they can be multifunctional 

entities in their own right, creating multiple and 

complementary forms of value. 

 This multidimensional ethos is at the core of 

care/social farming practices, which have also been 

studied extensively. (In this study, care and social 

farming are used interchangeably.) For instance, 

Jarábková et al. (2022) cite no less than eight defi-

nitions of social farming in their systematic litera-

ture review. The sector also uses differing termi-

nology, depending on situation. In the UK, for 

example, the term care farming is more widely 

used; it has been defined as the “therapeutic use of 

farming practices” (Parsons et al., 2010, p. 237). 

Jarábková et al. (2022) identify three broad strands 

of care/social farming, focused on wellbeing, social 

inclusion, and education; a categorization found, 

for instance, among social farming in the Nether-

lands (Hassink et al., 2020). While only 8.2% and 

6.7% of the 134 studies reviewed by Jarábková et 

al. considered environmental and economic topics, 

respectively, food production featured in four of 

the eight definitions. 

 As with the educational and wellbeing ele-

ments of CSA, the food production aspects of 

care/social farming have received less attention 

(e.g., Nazzaro et al., 2021; Nicolosi et al., 2021), 

although Tulla and Vera (2019) argue that it could 

be used as a tool to help achieve food sovereignty 

in Europe. While the primary focus of care/social 

farming may be its wellbeing, educational, and 

social inclusion components, food production 

clearly can be an important part of its mission. As 

with CSAs, care/social farms are able to create 

social, economic and environmental benefits in 

tandem (Hassink et al., 2020). 

 Irrespective of competing or absent defini-

tions, incorporating elements of CSA and care/ 

social farming, and with our working definition of 

community farming as a “diverse spectrum or con-

tinuum of approaches that connect communities 

with farming and farming with communities,” it is 

clear that community farming is diverse and multi-

faceted. The availability, affordability, quality, and 

sustainability of food are key tenets of the practice 

(Samoggia et al., 2019). It often involves economic 

or financial considerations on the part of the 

farmer, whether the farms are family-owned busi-

nesses (Piccoli et al., 2021; Pole & Gray, 2013; 

Samoggia et al., 2019) or social enterprises 

(Hudcová, 2022). Issues of connection and iden-

tity, especially between consumers and citizens on 

the one hand and their environment on the other, 

are often significant (Liu et al., 2017; Ravenscroft 

et al., 2012; Ravenscroft et al., 2013). These issues 

may often connect with wider, more global con-

cerns about equity and justice (Bonfert, 2022; 

Ostrom, 2007; Ravenscroft et al., 2012; Wittman et 

al., 2017). Significantly, community farming often 

aims to address and incorporate a range of envi-

ronmental, social, cultural and community con-

cerns (Bougherara et al., 2009; Piccoli et al., 2021), 

such as the inclusion of marginal groups such as 

refugees (Andreatta, 2006). 

 Community farming in Northern Ireland (NI) 

exhibits many of these same trends but is less 
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developed or studied compared to other regions of 

the UK, Ireland, and Europe. The CSA Network 

UK map shows four CSA members in NI, com-

pared with over 150 members for the whole of the 

UK (Community Supported Agriculture Network 

UK, 2024), though the numbers are similar on a 

per-capita basis. However, this small number rep-

resents an increase from one CSA—Jubilee Com-

munity Benefit Society (JCBS) (2024)—in 2018, 

with a small number of others that are in develop-

ment or unregistered. By comparison, care/social 

farming projects that incorporate wellbeing, edu-

cation, and/or social inclusion elements are better 

established, led by Rural Support with family farms 

and Social Farms & Gardens (formerly the Fed-

eration of City Farms and Community Gardens) 

with community and urban gardens. The former’s 

website shows 16 operational social farms in NI 

(Rural Support, 2024), while the NI map of the 

latter has more than 100 initiatives (Social Farms & 

Gardens, 2024), with some overlap between these 

and both the CSA Network UK and Rural Support 

projects. However, while social farming in NI has 

had clear buy-in and funding from both the 

Department of Agriculture, Environment and 

Rural Affairs (DAERA) and the Department of 

Health, and community gardening has received 

support from local governments (Social Farms and 

Gardens, 2023), community farming, including 

CSA, has had little to no official support to date 

from relevant government departments (Hanson & 

Walsh, 2024). Partly to address this gap, the Culti-

vating Community Farming (CCF) project was 

developed from 2022 to 2024, funded by the Co-

op Foundation, and delivered by Co-operative 

Alternatives and JCBS (Cultivating Community 

Farming, 2024). It worked with nine early-stage 

community farming projects across NI to acceler-

ate their growth through networking, mentoring, 

skills development and capacity building. Accelera-

tor and incubator projects like this have increased 

the success rates of other participating enterprises 

(Smith et al., 2019). Overall, community farming in 

NI has the potential to contribute to a more multi-

dimensional, circular, and sustainable agri-food sec-

tor (Albanito et al., 2022; Nature Friendly Farming 

Network, 2023), but this potential is poorly under-

stood. 

 Our review of the relevant literature has identi-

fied gaps in what constitutes community farming, 

including its relation to both CSA and care/social 

farming, as well as its social, environmental, and 

economic impacts. Within the wider framing of 

how community farming might be a component of 

a community-based circular food system, the fol-

lowing research questions were devised: 

1. What are the definitions of community 

farming and community farm? 

2. What are the social, environmental, and 

economic impacts of community farming in 

Northern Ireland? 

Methods 

Agriculture of all types has seen a recent 

significant increase in assessment of its impact and 

sustainability, driven by increasing environmental 

and social concerns (Latruffe et al., 2016). Overall, 

numerous benefits from assessing impacts have 

been cited, including improved innovation (Ryan 

et al., 2016), improved organizational practice 

(NPC, 2022a) and increased ability to attract fund-

ing (NPC, 2022b). A notable tension for many of 

the indices and measurements developed exists 

between, on the one hand, the need to have gener-

alized indicators that can be used in and compared 

between multiple regions and types of farming , 

and on the other hand, the challenges of like-for-

like comparisons across the diversity of these 

farming regions, practices, and systems (Gomez et 

al., 1997; Reig-Martinez et al., 2011; Zahm et al., 

2008). Similarly, as with all research approaches, 

broad quantitative methods can lack depth while 

narrow qualitative approaches can lack breadth. 

This study therefore employed a mixed-methods 

approach to capture the breadth and depth of 

community farming data.  

 Reports on CSA impacts in England (Salt-

marsh et al., 2011) and Wales (Little & Giles, 2020) 

have used varying methodologies to assess differ-

ent dimensions of CSA practice, especially surveys 

and questionnaires. Saltmarsh et al.’s (2011) study 

used the asset-based sustainable livelihoods ap-
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proach, while the Welsh report did not specify a 

framework. However, while the sustainable 

livelihoods approach is useful for providing an 

information baseline for access to assets, it is less 

useful for measuring changes and/or impacts to 

and/or from these resources. In addition, the lack 

of a standardized approach for both studies makes 

like-for-like comparisons with other impact assess-

ments challenging. However, the Saltmarsh et al. 

use of case studies provided in-depth qualitative 

information to complement the quantitative data. 

A project to provide a social impact toolkit for 

community food enterprises, by Coventry Univer-

sity and the Real Farming Trust, detailed an array 

of methodologies (Coventry University, 2018). 

Quantitative data on the social, environmental, and 

economic impacts of community farming can be 

used to assess their potential contribution to more 

circular food systems, as has been done in Europe 

(van Zanten et al., 2023). 

 Another quantitative option for community 

farming impact assessment is Social Return on 

Investment (SROI), a participatory and robust 

approach which, in monetising impact, can be of 

particular interest to policymakers. However, its 

complexity requires expert input and can be 

resource-intensive (Communities Living Sustain-

ably, 2015; Morris, 2019). Nevertheless, compared 

to the sustainable livelihoods approach, for 

instance, it allows changes in impact to be meas-

ured across social, economic, and environmental 

outcomes, as well as allowing like-for-like compari-

sons with other projects, whether focused on 

community farming or not. Furthermore, it 

involves project participants in defining the out-

comes they wish to measure and the indicators they 

wish to use in the process, increasing buy-in, 

involvement, and relevance to participants 

(Greenspace Scotland, 2011).  

 A review of SROI assessments from 20 Scot-

tish greenspace projects found ratios of between 

2:1 and 20:1, with approximately two-thirds at up 

to 9:1 (Greenspace Scotland, 2013). Similarly, a 

SROI analysis of three English community food 

projects had a combined result of 6.97:1 

(Courtney, 2014). More recently, Vasiliu et al. 

(2024) found an SROI ratio of 2:1 in the deter-

mined value of an urban greenspace in Northern 

Italy. In summary, SROI results can vary widely. 

 Finally, focus groups have been used success-

fully in analysing food projects (McGlone et al., 

1999). They provide a quick and accessible method 

to gather qualitative information, with the partici-

pation in the process increasing the depth and 

range of perspectives shared (Newing et al., 2011).  

 Overall, these impact measurement approaches 

to assessing community farming projects demon-

strate the inherent limitations of quantitative data 

in capturing the depth of human interactions with 

farming systems, as well as the difficulty of com-

paring multiple qualitative data sets. Consequently, 

mixed-methods approaches, such as that of 

Saltmarsh et al. (2011), can provide both quantita-

tive breadth and qualitative depth in attempting to 

measure the social, economic, and environmental 

benefits of the projects. 

The nine community farming initiatives that partic-

ipated in the CCF project were spread across three 

of Northern Ireland’s six counties (Figure 1). One 

was in Co. Tyrone, four were in Co. Antrim and 

four were based in Co. Down. Their legal struc-

tures varied from limited company and community 

interest company to community benefit society and 

unincorporated constituted group. Six of the 

groups owned land, two rented land and one did 

not have access to any land. Overall, the nine 

community farming projects made 37 acres of land 

available for community initiatives, with 7.4 acres 

given to food production and 17.2 acres to con-

servation. During the two years of the CCF pro-

ject, 1,587 individuals engaged with the projects, 

contributing 15,000 volunteer hours. Three of the 

groups sold goods through farm-gate sales, while 

one had a CSA operation and another an agri-

tourism operation. Further information on each of 

the nine projects, including case studies for each, 

can be found in the CCF final report (Cultivating 

Community Farming, 2024). 

Ethics are an integral part of conducting research, 

regardless of the institutional setting (Newing et al., 

2011). Central to ethics is the principal of informed 

consent. Accordingly, informed consent was ob-
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tained by all project impact assessment and stake-

holder focus group participants. Overall ethical 

approval and review was provided by the CCF 

project leads and their respective boards in 

collaboration with the project impact assessment  

consultant.  

Following the research guidelines of Newing et al. 

(2011), a focus group with representatives from 

the nine participating groups, as well as three of 

the authors, was conducted in September 2023. 

Keywords, phrases, terms, and references that 

participants felt defined community farming were 

collated. Following the approach of Parsons et al. 

(2010) to defining care farming in the UK, the 

authors refined and edited the material further to 

ensure brevity and clarity, and to create collabora-

tive definitions of community farming and of a 

community farm. 

Initially developed to evaluate the social value of 

grant requests in the U.S., SROI has become a 

common methodology globally, including, for 

example, in collaborations between nonprofit and 

public-sector organizations in the UK (Corvo et al., 

2022). Its ability to price previously undervalued 

social and environmental goods in a single econo-

metric has been recognized (Maldonado & Corbey, 

2016). However, it has been criticized as an exam-

ple of the “market society,” the financialization of 

day-to-day life (Roy & Teasdale, 2022). Arvidson et 

al. (2013) noted a tension in the approach between 

its participatory nature and its utility in competing 

for limited grants between third-sector organiza-

tions. Nevertheless, despite these concerns, its role 

has been cited as an important tool for manage-

ment, accountability, participation, and knowledge 

generation. 

 The SROI methodology followed the six 

stages of the National Social Value Standard: scope 

Figure 1. Map of Cultivating Community Farming Projects 
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and identify stakeholders; map outcomes, evidence 

and value outcomes; establish impact; calculate 

SROI; report and utilize data (National Social  

Value Standard, 2022). The objective of stages 1–2 

is the Theory of Change definition, while the focus 

for stages 3–5 is the monetization of outcomes. 

This mixed-method approach allowed both quanti-

tative and qualitative data to be obtained.  

 For stages 1–2, a semi-structured interview and 

a detailed web-based survey were undertaken with 

each participating CCF project from April to 

August 2023. The interviews and surveys were all 

completed with the leaders of each project, as they 

had the best overview of the project’s history and 

development. A focus group with the nine partici-

pating groups, and three of the authors, to refine 

the Theory of Change (ToC) and outcomes frame-

works, as well as the social, environmental, and 

economic outcomes of the CCF interventions 

reported by each group, was held in September 

2023. Based on these approaches, and across social, 

environmental and economic categories, 12 out-

comes were selected (Table 1).  

 For stages 3–5 of the SROI methodology, met-

rics were selected for the12 outcomes, of which 11 

were monetized and one was nonmonetized. They 

drew on a number of sources of validated quantifi-

cation (Banks & Dias, 2023; HM Treasury, 2022; 

National Social Value Standard, 2022). A nonmon-

etized measure of volunteering—hours—was also 

included to provide a contrasting lens through 

which to view the impact of volunteerism. First, 

the metrics were assigned indicators, an effect 

length, and, for the 11 monetized measures, a 

financial proxy. Next, to establish the impact of the 

11 monetized metrics, discounting with four con-

text-related factors was applied: drop-off, displace-

ment, attribution, and deadweight. In the final 

stage of the outcome monetization phase, and fol-

lowing the National Social Value Standard (2022), 

Loop Software was used to compute the SROI fig-

ures, across each of the three categories and overall 

(Loop, 2024). This also involved including the non-

monetized volunteering measure in the calculation. 

Additional technical information on the SROI 

approach undertaken is in the Supplementary 

Information. Stage 6 involved the production of 

the project report (Cultivating Community 

Farming, 2024), and its sharing via events, social 

media and networks. 

 Despite adherence to the methodology, and 

efforts throughout the study to increase data relia-

bility, the analysis has two related limitations that 

may impact the robustness and usefulness of find-

ings. First, standardization: given the nature of the 

study, there were limited baselines available for 

some of the participating groups prior to the start 

of CCF intervention, with no standardized impact 

measurement tool in use from the outset of the 

CCF project. Subsequently, some of this initial data 

could only be estimated retrospectively. Second, 

subjectivity: the study relied on the data and out-

comes reported by each participating group, their 

beneficiaries, and the stakeholders that they 

engaged with. While training on data collection and 

impact measurement were provided as part of the 

CCF project, these self-reported results were not 

independently verified. 

Results and Discussion 

Based on the focus group data, community farming 

was defined as a process of collaborative transfor-

mation at the intersection of land, community and 

enterprise. Similarly, a community farm was 

defined as a place of collaborative transformation 

at the intersection of land, community and enter-

prise. 

 The definitions of community farming and 

community farm articulated by the CCF project 

participants and coordinators focus on three dis-

tinct asset classes that are correlated with commu-

nity farming: land, or natural capital; enterprise, or 

physical and financial capital; and community, or 

human and social capital (Figure 2). In this regard, 

community farming has parallels with the widely 

utilized Sustainable Livelihoods framework, which 

has been used to assess the impact of CSAs in 

England (Saltmarsh et al., 2011). This definition 

also differs from the various definitions of CSA 

(CSA UK Network 2024; Henderson & Van En, 

2007; Saltmarsh et al., 2011), which focus more 

explicitly on the production and consumption of 

food and on the allocation of risk, reward, and 

responsibility in this process.  
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Table 1. Social Return on Investment Analysis Metrics, Categories, and Outcomes 

Metric Subcategory 1 Subcategory 2 Subcategory 3 Description 

1. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Community 

health 

Community 

mental health 

Lower impact 

intervention 

Interventions delivered to the community that improve 

their mental health. 

2. Supply chain SME, start-up, 

VCSE, or 

mutuals 

support 

(monetized) 

Full 

intervention 

N/A The number of stakeholders who attended a relevant 

event, i.e., for events relating to: small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs); start-ups; voluntary, community and 

social enterprise organizations (VCSEs); and mutuals 

benefiting from development support, seminars; and 

market/supplier engagement events between reporting 

periods. 

3. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Site visit 

(monetized) 

Hourly N/A A scheduled visit to a work site by school children or 

anyone who benefits from it in terms of education or 

employability. 

4. Environmental Biodiversity 

(monetized) 

N/A N/A Number of net biodiversity units created, representing 

habitat creation or protection. Natural England’s 

Biodiversity Metric 3.0 spreadsheet can be used to 

calculate the number of units. 

5. Environmental Material use 

(monetized) 

Organic Compost 

derived from 

food and 

garden waste 

Net reduction (+) in material use or net increase (-), 

against the relevant baseline. 

6. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Loneliness 

(monetized) 

N/A N/A Reduction in loneliness per person as a result of a 

specific intervention, which could be in a community or 

within a workforce. This is assuming a point shift in a 5-

point scale of loneliness. 

7. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Community 

learning 

interventions 

(monetized) 

Hourly N/A Community training opportunities created, other than 

apprenticeship. Where there is a qualification involved, 

the qualification metrics should be used. 

8. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Green space 

(monetized) 

Use of 

countryside 

green space 

N/A Number of individuals living in or within close proximity to 

desirable natural areas and environmental resources, 

such as private gardens and designated areas, which 

have been protected or created by the intervention. 

9. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Green space 

(monetized) 

Use of urban 

green space 

N/A Number of individuals living in or within close proximity to 

desirable natural areas and environmental resources, 

such as private gardens and designated areas, which 

have been protected or created by the intervention. 

10. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Volunteering 

(nonmone-

tized) 

No. of person-

hours spent 

protecting 

and improving 

the 

environment 

N/A Number of person-hours spent protecting and improving 

the environment. 

11. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Volunteering 

(monetized) 

Annually— 

several 

times a year 

N/A Time spent, unpaid, doing something that aims to benefit 

the environment or someone (individuals or groups) other 

than, or in addition to, close relatives. 

12. Community, 

charity, and other 

stakeholders 

Co-design/  

co-creation 

with stake-

holders 

(monetized) 

N/A N/A Co-design/co-creation implies a high degree of citizen 

control (i.e., independent community-based initiatives 

that help others to develop and carry out their own plans. 

Examples include co-design and co-production). The 

default assumption is a duration of one year or regular 

(1–2 monthly) meetings.  

Based on HM Treasury, 2022 & National Social Value Standard, 2022. 
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 Through the procedural element of this defi-

nition—“collaborative transformation”—the  

definition is more akin to the eight definitions of 

social farming reviewed by Jarábková et al. (2022). 

It also has parallels with Parsons et al.’s (2010) 

definition of care farming as “the therapeutic use 

of farming practices,” although only a few of the 

nine study projects offered formal care farming 

programs for disadvantaged groups. 

This study’s definitions of community 

farming and community farm there-

fore suggest that they may be continu-

um or umbrella terms, which can 

incorporate both more multifunc-

tional approaches like care/social 

farming, and more food production-

oriented schemes such as CSA 

(Figure 3). 

Table 2 details the SROI results by 

metric and category. The SROI 

analysis demonstrated that for every 

£1 invested in community farming 

through the CCF project, £3.52 of 

value was generated, equating to an 

SROI ratio of 3.52:1. In comparison 

to other SROI results, this was lower 

than for a community food project in 

England (Courtney, 2014), within the 

range of values for 20 greenspace 

projects in Scotland (Greenspace 

Scotland, 2013), and higher than an 

urban greenspace project in Italy 

(Vasiliu et al., 2024). 

 Overall, the £100,000 CCF 

investment created £351,630 of 

project value, including £316,242 of 

social value, £28,007 of environmental 

value, and £7,381 of economic value 

(Figures 4 and 5). The vast majority of 

the total social value of £316,242 was 

attributed to the social impact gen-

erated by the CCF intervention. This 

encompassed the positive changes in 

improved community mental health 

(£18,160); reduced loneliness 

(£60,464); use of countryside 

(£117,852) and urban (£50,184) green 

spaces; (monetized) volunteering 

(£22,578); and project co-design with 

stakeholders (£45,515) (Table 2). It   

Figure 3. Continuum of Community Farming 

Figure 2. Elements of Community Farming 
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Table 2. Social Return on Investment Analysis Metrics, Categories and Results 

Metric Subcategory 1 Subcategory 2 Subcategory 3 Achieved 

Achieved 

social (£) 

Achieved 
environ-

mental (£) 

Achieved 
economic 

(£) 

Achieved 

value (£) 

1.  Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Community 

health 

Community 

mental health 

Lower impact 

intervention 

15  18,160  0 2,412 20,572 

2. Supply chain SME, start-up, 

VCSE, and 

mutuals 

support 

(monetized) 

Full inter-

vention 

N/A 18  247  0 2,822 3,069 

3. Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Site visit Hourly N/A 30  406  0 0 406 

4.  Environmental Biodiversity N/A N/A 2  0  27,124 0 27,124 

5.  Environmental Material use Organic Compost 

derived from 

food and 

garden waste 

50  0  883 0 883 

6.  Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Loneliness N/A N/A 18  60,464  0 2,147 62,612 

7.  Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Community 

learning 

interventions 

(monetized) 

Hourly N/A 50  836  0 0 836 

8.  Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Green space 

(monetized) 

Use of 

countryside 

green space 

N/A 7 117,852  0 0 117,852 

9.  Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Green space 

(monetized) 

Use of urban 

green space 

N/A 2  50,184  0 0 50,184 

10. Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Volunteering 

(nonmone-

tized) 

No. of person-

hours spent 

protecting and 

improving the 

environment 

N/A 15,000  0  0 0 0 

11. Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Volunteering 

(monetized) 

Annually— 

several 

times a year 

N/A 18  22,578  0 0 22,578 

12. Community, 

charity, and 

other stake-

holders 

Co-design/  

co-creation 

with stake-

holders 

N/A N/A 10  45,515  0 0 45,515 

SMEs = small and medium-sized enterprises;  VCSEs = voluntary, community, and social enterprise organizations 
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also captured the benefit of the significant amount 

of (nonmonetized) volunteering involved: 15,000 

hours (Table 2), addressing volunteer hours as an 

engagement metric. Similarly, the monetized 

version of volunteering assigns economic value to 

those hours and other general volunteering, 

thereby offering different lenses through which to 

view the impact of volunteerism. The significant 

percentage of the total social value devoted to 

social impact underscored the effect the CCF 

intervention had on individuals and communities 

involved with the nine community farming projects 

across NI. It also demonstrates the significant 

social benefits that accrue from accessing green 

spaces, a trend noted in the literature on both CSA 

(Saltmarsh et al., 2011) and care/social farming 

(Jarábková et al., 2022). 

 This finding echoes studies in the literature 

that point to the importance of connection 

between community farming participants and a 

specific piece of land or their local environment 

in general (Hassink et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2017; 

Ravenscroft et al., 2012; Ravenscroft et al., 2013). 

It also highlights its potential wellbeing benefits 

for a wide range of groups (Andreatta, 2006; 

Parsons et al., 2010; Rossi & Woods, 2021; 

Sitaker et al., 2021). Furthermore, there is overlap 

with the development of bonding social capital, 

where relationships are developed within a com-

munity of CSA members, and bridging social 

capital, where connections develop between 

members of a community farm and of other 

communities, as noted in some British CSAs 

(Furness et al., 2022). However, in our study it 

was not possible to ascertain the direction of 

causality, i.e., whether community farming causes 

or is caused by high levels of social capital. 

Finally, the significant bias in this study toward 

social value creation corresponds with the defini-

tion’s placement of community farming on a 

civic agriculture continuum that can incorporate 

both food-focused and more multifunctional 

community farming approaches. 

 By contrast, environmental impact accounted  

for a much smaller portion of the total social value 

(Figures 4 and 5). Almost all of this value, £27,123, 

was due to biodiversity gains through the setting 

aside of land for conservation, while £883 was 

from on-site compost production (Table 2). The 

£28,007 assigned to environmental impact there 

Figure 4. Social Return on Investment Impact by Category 
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fore represents a tangible commitment to eco-

logically responsible farming, but was lower than 

expected given the frequency of environmental 

considerations among the project participants 

and its equal weighting in the definition. In addi-

tion, the setting aside of land for community  

farming purposes prevented its use for other, 

more environmentally damaging activity. How-

ever, the primary limit on environmental value in 

this study is likely to be the relatively short-term 

impact measurement cycle of two years, with 

environmental benefits in agro-ecosystems 

typically accruing over longer time periods 

(Albanito et al., 2022).  

 Overall, while environmental sustainability can 

be a key component of community farming (Hen-

derson & Van En, 2007; Saltmarsh et al., 2011; 

Samoggia et al., 2019), and the environment—or 

land—was one of the three pillars of this study’s 

definition, this finding is a further indication that 

what defines community farming most may be its 

social elements. This study also raises questions 

about the extent to which community farming can 

contribute to a more circular and sustainable agri-

food system, whether in Northern Ireland (NFFN, 

2023) or at the European level (van Zanten et al., 

2023), although longer time periods are required to 

accurately capture the full environmental benefits 

from the study’s nine projects. 

 The economic impact made up a very small 

fraction of the total social value of the CCF inter-

vention (Figures 4 and 5). As well as economic 

contributions toward improved community well-

being (£2,412) and decreased loneliness (£2,147), a 

significant element was the enterprise skills and 

capacity developed through support delivered to 

project participants (£2,822) (Table 2). The £7,381 

allocated to economic impact emphasizes the initi-

ative’s very limited role in bolstering the economic 

fabric of local communities, although enterprise is 

one of the three pillars of this study’s definition. 

However, as with the environmental value, eco-

nomic impact reflects the early developmental 

stage of many of the projects in the CCF initiative. 

Typical economic challenges faced by the nine 

groups included low margins and difficult routes to 

market, for example. As with other similar incuba-

tor or accelerator projects, it can take a consider-

able amount of time for new enterprises to become 

established (Smith et al., 2019). Similarly, as White 

Figure 5. Social Return on Investment Impact by Indicator 
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(2015) has noted for CSAs, many struggle to 

achieve financial resilience and security. 

 This relatively low amount of economic value 

in this sample contrasts with the greater economic 

impacts of CSA operations in England (Saltmarsh 

et al., 2011) and Wales (Little & Giles, 2020), and 

the greater focus on food production in CSA pro-

jects generally (CSA UK Network, 2024; Hen-

derson & Van En, 2007). Food production is also 

an under-researched aspect of care/social farming 

projects, with limited data available on its eco-

nomic value in these systems (Jarábková et al., 

2022; Nazzaro et al., 2021; Nicolosi et al., 2021; 

Tulla & Vera, 2019). The limited economic value 

generated in this study’s nine projects over two 

years may also restrict the attractiveness of com-

munity farming as a form of diversification to tra-

ditional family-farming businesses, for whom 

financial and economic considerations are often 

central (Piccoli et al., 2021; Pole & Gray, 2013; 

Samoggia et al., 2019).  

 Conversely, however, community farming may 

prove more attractive precisely because of its crea-

tion of greater social and, to a lesser extent, envi-

ronmental value to the majority of people who 

have no experience of the business side of farming. 

In this cross-section of projects, success did not 

depend primarily on economic value, despite the 

enterprising and income-generating activities of all 

nine CCF groups. This raises a question about the 

assumption that community farming needs to make 

a profit in order to carry the social and environ-

mental benefits that it has. Our results suggest that 

group members may be willing to participate in this 

activity as long as it has a minimum level of eco-

nomic sustainability. 

 However, the overall SROI value from this 

study, and the environmental and economic impact 

as well, is likely to be an understatement for two 

reasons (National Social Value Standard, 2022). 

First, several outcomes and stakeholders were 

excluded from the analysis because there were lim-

its to the number of variables that could be consid-

ered and certain variables were identified as most 

suitable by the participating groups. Second, it is 

likely that financial proxies have underestimated 

the value of some outcomes, due to the subjective 

nature of monetization in SROI methodology. For 

example, not all impacts can be monetized 

robustly, and the quality of some of the data from 

some of the participating projects limited the scope 

of analysis. These factors in the understatement of 

SROI value due to these methodological reasons 

are in keeping with the broader critiques and limi-

tations of the SROI methodology (Arvidson, et al., 

2013; Corvo et al., 2022; Maldonado & Corbey, 

2016; Roy & Teasdale, 2022). 

Conclusions 
This study’s definitions of community farming and 

community farms illustrate the interconnection of 

land, community, and enterprise (Figure 2) and of 

the role of collaboration in utilizing them in tan-

dem. This provides an articulation of the commu-

nity farming process that has been lacking in previ-

ous discussions of the concept (Davenport & 

Mishtal, 2019; Heise et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2017; 

Ravenscroft et al., 2013). This definition also sug-

gests that community farming can act as a contin-

uum or umbrella term that incorporates both more 

multifunctional approaches like care/social farm-

ing, and more food production-oriented schemes 

such as CSA (Figure 3). In fact, as a spectrum of 

approaches that connect communities with farming 

and farming with communities, community farm-

ing provides a definition and terminology that can 

capture this breadth of diversity. 

 However, in this sample of nine early-stage 

Northern Irish community farming ventures, a 

considerable majority of the total SROI value 

was attributed to social value, with limited 

environmental and economic value. This social 

value was primarily based on the mental health, 

volunteering, green space access, and stakeholder 

co-design aspects of the projects. This affirms 

the importance of social impact and wellbeing 

benefits noted in both care/social farming and 

CSAs (Furness et al., 2022; Haney et al., 2015; 

Hassink et al., 2020; Jarábková et al., 2022; Rossi 

& Woods, 2021; Sitaker et al., 2021). Neverthe-

less, the early-stage nature of many of the 

projects, and the time-limited impact measure-

ment period, likely affected valuation of the 

environmental and economic dimensions, as is 

common in similar incubator-type programs 

(Smith et al., 2019). Longitudinal assessments of 
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social, environmental, and economic value would 

provide a clearer indication of sustained value 

creation, which could lead to greater understand-

ing of how food production in community 

farming ventures could contribute to a more 

community-based circular food system in 

Northern Ireland (NFFN, 2023) and elsewhere 

(van Zanten et al., 2023). 

 Future research could therefore focus on 

exploring the environmental and economic 

aspects of community farming in NI and beyond, 

while the definition could catalyse further debate, 

research, practice, and advocacy among stake-

holders. Additional advocacy work is also required 

to provide policy support for the development 

and expansion of community farming in NI, due 

to its relative sparseness to date (Hanson & 

Walsh, 2024). The social capital causality—and its 

direction—remain an open question in this 

context, despite some work on social capital 

development in British CSAs (Furness et al., 

2022). Applying the work of Mouw (2006) and 

Chen (2022) to explore social capital in commu-

nity farming could help to explicate these 

relationships further. 

 Nevertheless, despite the caveats discussed 

above and a definition that incorporates the three 

pillars of sustainability, the value generated in the 

two-year period among the nine participating pro-

jects was primarily social. In this instance, there 

may be more “community” than “farming” in 

community farming. Yet this accumulation of col-

laborative and innovative social value may still help 

to accelerate the development of community-based 

circular food systems in Northern Ireland and 

beyond.   
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