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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1 Evaluation Scope & Purpose 
 
This report summarises the conduct and findings of an interim evaluation of the Scottish Monitor Farms Programme delivered by Scottish 
Government with QMS, DairyCo, HGCA, NFUS and SOPA.  The evaluation assessed the success of the Programme in achieving its core objective 
of improving the profitability of Scottish farmers and also identified learning and good practice in knowledge exchange. The evaluation, conducted 
between November 2013 and March 2014, was informed through desk research, survey, and consultations with stakeholders, Monitor Farmers, 
Monitor Farm Facilitators and Monitor Farm Community Group members. Consultation and surveys provided for 2010 and 2014.  
 
2 The Monitor Farms Programme 
 
The current concept of a Monitor Farm is that a farm, typical of a type or location is selected by peers to receive support from consultants in the 
form of reviews, baseline monitoring, analyses, surveys and benchmarking.  Monitor Farms have, since their inception in New Zealand, followed 
a distinct model of farmer-led, farmer-focused meetings, which utilise the skills, knowledge and experience held within the group of attendees. 
This concept of Knowledge Exchange distinguishes them from Knowledge Transfer projects which typically transfer experience from individuals 
to an audience.  To date a total of 40 Monitor Farms have been initiated in Scotland.  The 18 Monitor Farm Projects which are the subject of this 
evaluation have been delivered using a programme approach overseen by the Monitor Farms Development Group representing the project 
funders and delivery partners.  The average duration of a Monitor Farm Project is three years with around 18 meetings over this period.  The 
Monitor Farms evaluated had an average of 27 Active Farmers in their Community Groups alongside a range of key input suppliers to the sector. 

 
3 Evaluation Conclusions 
 
Monitor Farm Projects, funded mainly through the Scottish Government’s Skills Development Scheme, have been successful in facilitating practical 
and effective knowledge exchange amongst all participants and have positively impacted on farm practices and performance.  The Monitor Farm 
model should be retained as a primary method for delivering knowledge exchange across the rural sector. Participants highlighted areas of good 
practice and made recommendations that together can maintain and improve the effectiveness and efficiency of Monitor Farm Projects initiated 
in Scotland.  
 
The evaluation research has led the evaluators to conclude as follows on the core evaluation questions: 
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Verification of the Monitor Farm Project approach 
 
� The Monitor Farm Projects have been successful in introducing improved farming practice and improved farm enterprise. 
� The Monitor Farm model is effective in driving changes in farming practice amongst active participants (the Community Group members). 
� 93% of Monitor Farmers stated that their project helped improve productivity and 85% reported that they had reduced costs through more 

efficient use of key inputs.  
� 95% of Community Group members agreed that Monitor Farms were an effective forum for exchanging knowledge and that the quality of 

information received was good or very good.  
� Participation in Monitor Farm projects results in a reduction in costs and improvements in productivity amongst active farmers. These changes 

are likely to contribute to improved profitability which will assist in sustaining farm enterprises and farm businesses.   
� The Facilitators value the flexibility of the Monitor Farm model as it is adaptable to farms of varying sizes, location and mixes of enterprise.   
 
Knowledge Exchange 
 
� Monitor Farm Facilitators adopt a wide range of techniques to encourage an exchange of knowledge between participants. These include 

group participation, off-farm visits, field trials, hands-on demonstrations, information, social media, benchmarking and topical discussion.  
� The projects helped Monitor Farmers gain in confidence and ability to present information to audiences, both on their farms and in the wider 

community. They in turn became more willing to receive and act on advice from others and share their experiences with neighbours.  
� Almost two-thirds of participants agreed that the Monitor Farm introduced them to new farming methods.  
� 46% of Community Group Farmers identified Monitor Farms as leading to changes in their farm practice and improvements in productivity. 
� 46% of Community Group Farmers stated that more efficient use of key inputs led to cost savings in their businesses. 
� Almost 60% of Community Group Farmers believed that Monitor Farm projects let to improvements in the financial performance of their farm 

businesses. 
 
Community Group involvement 
 
� Monitor Farm projects lead to significant commitment from Community Group members. 66% of Community Group members strongly 

committed to attending meetings with participants identifying the importance of Monitor Farms as an opportunity for social interaction and 
comparison of real life farming experiences. 

� Monitor Farm projects provide opportunities for personal development for all participants leading to improved levels of confidence, better 
engagement with others and greater strategic approaches to their businesses leading to better informed and considered decisions.  
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4 Evaluation recommendations 

 
The evaluators make the following recommendations to improve the delivery and impact of future Monitor Farm projects: 
 
Collection and better use of data: 
 
� The Delivery Partners should require greater emphasis and effort from the Facilitators in analysis of input and output Key Performance 

Indicators and financial performance on Monitor Farms.  This should be undertaken in advance of Community Group establishment, to act 
as a benchmark to be regularly revisited during the course of the Project. 

� A greater emphasis is required within the Programme for benchmarking and monitoring progress of financial KPIs on farms of Community 
Group members. Engaging a core group of committed Community Group Members more fully in the project could secure provision of 
performance data. Less engaged members would be able to reduce their attendance to fewer meetings.  

� Facilitators and Delivery Partners should introduce measures to record knowledge exchanged and changes in farming practice initiated by 
Community Group Members. A short, annual monitoring survey amongst Community Group farming businesses would help Facilitators assess 
changes made and financial benefits observed as a result of participation in projects.   

 
Improving Knowledge Exchange 
 
� Delivery Partners should continue to communicate to Facilitators good practice in Monitor Farm organisation and management.  This should 

include continuation of regular Facilitator meetings, ideally structured around a particular aspect of real life good practice reported from a 
Monitor Farm. 

� The Delivery Partners should update their descriptions of key competencies for Facilitators and Monitor Farmers in line with those highlighted 
by the participants through the evaluation research. These include an understanding of how to review impacts of projects on participants; 
mentoring skills where experienced facilitators work with Monitor Farmers and less experienced facilitators and training on social media to 
improve the reach of key messages to the widest possible audience.  

� A longer Monitor Farm project lifespan, beyond the current three years, would allow the changes made in the final period of the Monitor 
Farm to be recorded and reported to the Community Group.  

� Delivery Partners should continue to publicise and communicate knowledge gained and changes in farming practice delivered through Monitor 
Farm Projects and the Monitor Farm Programme to Scottish and wider farming audiences. The publicity is important to maintain interest and 
motivation for the wider farming community to engage in future Monitor Farms as Community Group Members. 
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Community Group involvement 
 
� Delivery Partners and Facilitators should continue to optimise opportunities for personal development in the implementation of Monitor Farm 

projects.  For example, Community Group members should be encouraged to engage with sub-groups or speak to their Community Groups 
about their experience of a particular topic. 

� Facilitators should be encouraged to identify participants who possess a particular skill or quality which could be developed through a role 
in the Monitor Farm process – e.g. as a Management Team member or Community Group chair.   

� The Delivery Partners should consider making the establishment of a Management Team a requirement for every Monitor Farm and specify 
the key roles it is to perform relative to the Facilitator and Monitor Farmer. 

� Projects would benefit if Delivery Partners and Facilitators could develop linkages to colleges and other education providers to embed the 
concept of lifelong knowledge exchange amongst new entrants to farming. 
 

Legacy  
 
� Changes in farming practice and financial performance due to Monitor Farm participation commonly continue after the closure of a Project 

and Delivery Partners should consider measuring outcomes in these subsequent years. 
� Additionally, a “Monitor Farms Revisited” component could be introduced– where Community Group members are invited back to see what 

happened next and gain further perspective on the effects of changes made during the Monitor Farm period. 
� Delivery Partners should consider succession routes for Monitor Farm participants using initiatives such as Business Improvement Groups.  
� Each new Monitor Farm project application should include a commitment to ensure that a legacy project continues after the project end, 

where the Community Group desires this.  Current project participants consider that legacy projects need to be supported by an industry 
group (levy body/member organisation) or Scottish Government to ensure that they continue after the Monitor Farm project concludes. 

� All participants should be informed of opportunities to further their personal development beyond the realm of their Monitor Farm project – 
including membership of, or adopting representative roles on, other Groups or enrolment in initiatives such as the Scottish Enterprise Rural 
Leadership Programme. 

 
 
 


