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A B S T R A C T

Farming in Switzerland is still mainly dependent on family work. Nevertheless, non-family employment is 
gaining importance, and farm managers have to think about recruiting methods, since a labor shortage can be 
observed in this sector. Due to the lack of relevant data, little is known about the working conditions of em
ployees in agriculture. In this paper, we descriptively compare the working conditions of non-family employees 
at farms to those in the hospitality sector, which has similar working conditions and is a competitor in 
employment for the agriculture sector. Based on this analysis, we use linear regression to examine which factors 
determine the duration of employment in these two sectors. We use data from a 1 % representative sample of the 
Swiss resident population (2015–2020), which is mainly characterized by regular employment. Hence, we 
provide insights into a specific, comparatively less-studied subgroup: persons who are permanent residents and 
therefore partially integrated into national labour market institutions. While our dataset does not capture all 
qualitative facets of job quality, it does measure several core dimensions consistently, including wages, 
contractual and actual working hours, timing of work, and indicators related to employment stability. These 
measurable facets provide a transparent entry point for describing job quality patterns among farm employees 
and situating them within broader debates on decent work and social sustainability, responding to growing 
attention to labor standards in agriculture. Our analyses identify four key challenges for non-family employment 
in the agricultural sector: the high proportion of already retired employees, low wages, long working hours and a 
comparatively low level of education. Further, the results suggest that a higher income and fixed working time 
models are positively related to longer employment duration in farming.

1. Introduction

The farm workforce relies substantially on non-family employees 
(Dufty et al., 2019; Dupraz and Latruffe, 2015) especially since natives 
and family workers tend to leave farming for other opportunities (Ryan, 
2023). In many countries, the proportion of non-family employees in the 
total farm workforce is steadily increasing, including in Switzerland 
(Federal Statistical Office, 2021). However, quantitative research on the 
socio-economic situation of non-family farm employees is scarce (Mann, 
2024). Data on farm employees are rather difficult to obtain due to the 
nature of temporary employment and the migrant status of some em
ployees (Contzen et al., 2025; Meemken et al., 2024, 2025). Conducting 
research directly with non-family farm employees requires resources to 
capture the diversity of foreign employees who often do not speak na
tional languages. Besides national reports, which inform on the share 
and on some of the basic demographics and characteristics of non-family 

employees, little is known about the working conditions of non-family 
farm employees in terms of their skillfulness, working conditions and 
wages earned. Therefore, there is a need to examine their workload and 
socio-economic situation, which would contribute to evaluating social 
sustainability of farms in terms of labor and work conditions.

Social sustainability has been recognized as a central pillar of sus
tainability in the agriculture sector even though it is still conceptually 
contested (Janker and Mann, 2020; Valiance et al., 2011). Recent re
views show that social sustainability is often defined through broad 
normative goals (e.g., equity, well-being, fairness), but empirical 
research remains inconsistent, with indicators dispersed across studies 
and assessment tools (Baffoe and Mutisya, 2015; Desiderio et al., 2022; 
Janker and Mann, 2020; Röös et al., 2019; Sannou et al., 2023). Most 
social sustainability indicators are operationalized on the farm-level and 
labor and working conditions recur as one of the most frequently 
invoked social dimensions (Sannou et al., 2023). Existing literature 

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: franziska.zimmert@agroscope.admin.ch (F. Zimmert). 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Rural Studies

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jrurstud

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2026.104036
Received 7 May 2025; Received in revised form 19 January 2026; Accepted 22 January 2026  

Journal of Rural Studies 123 (2026) 104036 

Available online 31 January 2026 
0743-0167/© 2026 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license ( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ). 

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5720-3931
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5720-3931
mailto:franziska.zimmert@agroscope.admin.ch
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07430167
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/jrurstud
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2026.104036
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2026.104036
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jrurstud.2026.104036&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


therefore use farm work as a core element of the socio-economic and 
long-run viability of agricultural systems. Farm workload assessments 
are hence relied upon as indicators of social sustainability (Hostiou 
et al., 2020; Umstätter et al., 2022). Farm workload is examined in terms 
of total working hours at the farms depending on farm activities with 
little consideration of the multidimensionality of farm workload and 
labor organization (Grenz et al., 2012; Schader et al., 2016; Zahm et al., 
2008). It remains undefined which aspects the assessment of labor and 
farm working conditions should include. Some researchers focus on 
assessing workload in terms of job satisfaction and working hours (Grenz 
et al., 2012; Zahm et al., 2008), while other focus on benchmarking 
working hours to other sectors (FAO., 2013). Other implications of 
workload, such as time for hobbies and for family (Waney et al., 2014) as 
well as economic indicators such as income are also prominent in 
examining the social sustainability of farms (Röös et al., 2019; Sneddon 
et al., 2006). However, there are two important gaps in existing litera
ture on farm workforce.

On the one hand, existing literature has focused on farm managers’ 
perspectives, rarely accounting for that of farm employees. On the other 
hand, employment quality aspects on farms are often undermeasured, 
even though they are central to the decent work agenda. The decent 
work lens provides a normative benchmark for what work should 
guarantee (e.g., fair remuneration, security, and protection) and how it 
should be measured to determine if any deficit in the main elements of 
decent work and its quality exist (Ghai, 2003; International Labour 
Organization, 2013). This framework emphasizes that working hours 
alone do not determine whether work is sustainable but the conditions 
under which time is worked (timing of work, contractual farming, wages 
and employment stability) are also central. As this framework has been 
operationalized in the agriculture studies to identify labor challenges in 
agriculture and inform policy discussions (Contzen et al., 2025; Fabry 
et al., 2022; Ghai, 2003; Senkrua, 2024), examining work dimensions 
among farm employees can provide insights into the working conditions 
on farms beyond farm households, despite the scarcity and in
consistencies of worker level working conditions and social sustain
ability (Mann, 2024; Molinero-Gerbeau et al., 2021).

The present study hence provides a baseline empirical portrait of 
non-family farm employees in Switzerland using nationally represen
tative labor force data (Federal Statistical Office, 2020b) and oper
ationalizes social sustainability through decent work conditions for 
hired agricultural employment. Labor force surveys rarely capture the 
full breadth of decent work (e.g., dignity, voice, workplace relations, 
autonomy, harassment, detailed OSH exposures). However, they often 
measure core job-quality components consistently. Building on the fact 
that job quality is multi-dimensional (Cazes et al., 2015), we focus on 
indicators available in our data that align with key domains emphasized 
across the decent work framework. We argue that establishing baseline 
empirical evidence is a necessary first step before more explanatory 
analyses can be meaningfully pursued. Understanding the 
socio-economic situation of non-family farm employees is crucial to 
better understand the farm employment prospects in a changing agri
culture landscape (Malanski et al., 2021; Meemken et al., 2024) and the 
attractiveness of farming as a profession especially in the noted decline 
in interest in farming (Burton and Fischer, 2015).

First, we aim to determine the characteristics of the non-family farm 
employees and their roles at farms for a well-developed country. Second, 
we compare their socio-economic situation to that of employees in the 
hospitality sector and all other sectors. We selected the hospitality sector 
for comparison, as this sector is a strategic comparator sharing several 
labor market characteristics: low wages and challenging work condi
tions (i.e., being physically demanding with long working hours and 
seasonal peaks; e.g., Díaz-Carrión et al. [2020]). In addition, the hos
pitality sector is considered a competitor to the agri-food sector in terms 
of employment (Hyejin and Swinnen, 2023; World Travel and Tourism 
Council, 2017). Moreover, the decent work framework has also been 
explicitly discussed and operationalized in hospitality employment 

(Wang and Cheung, 2024) making it a relevant reference sector for 
interpreting similarly relevant decent work domains such as wages, 
working time arrangements, and employment stability. This comparison 
is not intended to suggest equivalence between sectors, but to provide a 
reference point for interpreting patterns observed in farm employment. 
Finally, we use linear regression to examine which factors are associated 
with the duration of employment and draw practical conclusions from 
this.

2. Theoretical framework

In agri-food systems research, social sustainability often lacks 
consistent worker-centered operationalization. Due to feasibility, the 
focus has been on farm households, but not on farm employees espe
cially not on foreigners and migrants (Baffoe and Mutisya, 2015; Janker 
and Mann, 2020; Mann, 2024; Sannou et al., 2023). The decent work 
concept provides a reference point by specifying the minimum 
employment conditions required for work to support human well-being 
and social justice.

Generally, the International Labor Organization (ILO) frames 
“decent work” as "opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and 
productive work in conditions of freedom, equity, security, and human dig
nity"(Ghai, 2003). The Decent Work framework often has objectives 
structured around four pillars: (1) job creation and productive 
employment, (2) rights at work (including fundamental principles and 
rights), (3) social protection, and (4) social dialog (Ghai, 2003; Inter
national Labour Organization, 2013). Overall, it refers to access to 
productive employment that provides a fair income and workplace se
curity, ensures social protection for workers and their families, and of
fers opportunities for personal development and social integration. For 
monitoring of decent work, ten elements are derived to measure decent 
work deficits which include employment opportunities, unacceptable 
work, adequate earnings and productive work, decent working hours, 
work-life balance, stability and security of work, fair treatment in 
employment, safe work environment, social protection, and social 
dialog and workplace relations (International Labour Organization, 
2013; Senkrua, 2024).

Ensuring that all workers in agriculture have decent work is key to 
achieving social sustainability and social justice. However, in farming, 
there are clear and persistent “decent work deficits” across these pillars, 
particularly linked to precarious employment (e.g., seasonality of the 
jobs) alongside labor and skills shortages, which are partly driven by 
relatively unattractive wages and working-time arrangements compared 
with other sectors (International Labour Organization, 2023; Ryan, 
2023). Accordingly, this study focuses on those decent-work domains 
with the most evident deficits (i.e., earnings, working time, employment 
stability, security, and skill-related aspects of productive employment) 
in line with previous studies which applied the decent work framework 
in agriculture explicitly or to more general job quality measures 
(Harrison and Getz, 2015).

It is important to note that a recent review on the application of the 
decent work framework in agriculture by Contzen et al. (2025) cautions 
that the ILO decent work concept is not yet fully operational on all levels 
of workers (such as self-employed farmers) given seasonality, hetero
geneous employment forms, blurred boundaries between household and 
enterprise, and the need to better incorporate workers’ subjective ex
periences. Taking in consideration this limitation of the decent work 
framework, we use the latter primarily as a normative benchmark and 
focus empirically on a measurable subset of core domains that are most 
salient and can be captured consistently in labor force data (mainly 
adequate earnings (wages), decent working time (contractual and actual 
hours), and employment stability, security (tenure)) while treating skills 
as an element of productive employment and prospects.

The analysis of Mann (2024) is most similar to the present study but 
with the following differences: He analyzes the duration of employment, 
the wage level, and the quality of employment of non-family employees 
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on Swiss fruit, wine and vegetable farms with a focus on seasonal 
employment. The farm managers were interviewed for this purpose, 
which can lead to biased answers. Our analysis is based on a represen
tative survey of all non-family employees with a focus on the permanent 
resident population. It primarily reflects regular employment among 
permanent residents; many seasonal workers and short-permit migrant 
employees are not covered. Consequently, our analysis does not repre
sent the most vulnerable segments of the farm workforce but instead 
provides evidence on a comparatively less-studied group which are the 
non-family farm employees who are partially integrated into Swiss labor 
market institutions (e.g., Swiss citizens and holders of longer-term 
residence permits). While the used dataset cannot capture all qualita
tive facets of job quality (e.g., autonomy, dignity, workplace relations), 
it does measure several core dimensions consistently, including wages, 
contractual and actual working hours, timing of work (e.g., 
shift/on-call/weekend work), and indicators related to employment 
stability such as tenure. These measurable facets provide a transparent 
entry point for describing job quality patterns among farm employees 
and situating them within broader debates on decent work and social 
sustainability, responding to growing attention to labor standards in 
agriculture.

3. Data and methods

To analyze the situation of non-family employees in farming, we 
used data from the Swiss Labour Force Survey (SLFS; Federal Statistical 
Office, 2020b). Each year, the Federal Statistical Office interviews the 
permanent resident population older than 15 years about their 
employment situation. Data from different social insurance registers 
(old age, survivors’, and disability insurance (AVS/AHV), disability 
pensions (AI/IV), complementary benefits (PC/EL), and unemployment 
insurance (AC/ALV)) can be merged with the SLFS to obtain more in
formation on the topics of income, unemployment, and retirement 
(Federal Statistical Office, 2020a). The 1 % representative sample in
cludes information about the entire working population, such that we 
can only use a smaller subset of agricultural workers.

3.1. Definition of agricultural employment

As the SLFS informs about the occupation (Swiss Standard Classifi
cation of Occupations CH-ISCO-19) and sector in which the employee 
works (General Classification of Economic Activities NOGA-2008), we 
can filter agricultural (skilled and unskilled) employees (cf. Tables A.1 
and A.2 in the Appendix).

We further distinguished between self-employed, family, and non- 
family employees. In addition, we focused on workers with their main 
jobs in farming. We observed around 70 non-family employees and up to 
800 family farm workers per year. The respective weighted numbers 
correspond to about 9000 non-family employees per year. The Farm 
Structure Survey of the Federal Statistical Office, covering all farms in 
Switzerland, gives a higher number of about 35,000 non-family em
ployees each year. This gap can be explained by the SLFS's focus on the 
permanent resident population, such that employees with short resi
dence permits (e.g., seasonal employees) are almost not represented in 
our sample. The Swiss Farmer Union estimates the number of seasonal 
workers to be about 20,000–25,000, many of whom are foreigners with 
short residence permits. Furthermore, as we focus on the main occu
pation, part of this gap is made up of employees with a secondary job in 
agriculture. This leads us to the conclusion that our analysis is mainly 
based on regular employees with permanent residences in Switzerland. 
In fact, almost 70 % of our sample have Swiss citizenship, which is 
comparable to employees in other sectors (cf. Table 1). Almost 23 % are 
settled foreign nationals who have the right to settle in Switzerland 
without any time restrictions or conditions (C permit). The remaining 
10 % resided in Switzerland for a long enough period to earn a residency 
permit that is renewed annually or biannually (B permit). In addition, 

more than 80 % have a permanent working contract (cf. Table 1). As the 
SLFS is in accordance with international definitions of the International 
Labour Organization, it can be compared with OECD and EU data. For 
example, Ryan (2023) found a similar proportion of temporary work 
(people aged 25–54 for the years 2011–12) for Switzerland.

3.2. Comparison with the hospitality sector

The limited number of observations precludes the use of complex 
multivariate models without risking unstable estimates. For this reason, 
we adopted a pure descriptive empirical comparison in our main anal
ysis, which we consider methodologically more appropriate and trans
parent given the data constraints. Employees in the hospitality sector 
were chosen as a reference group for non-family workers in farming. As 
in the agricultural sector, the hospitality sector is usually characterized 
by a high share of temporary and unskilled work. Moreover, it is often 
criticized for low wages and generally poor working conditions (Unia, 
2023). This may be only part of the reason why the sector is struggling 
with a shortage of skilled employees (Müggler et al., 2022). The large 
loss of employees from the sector during the Covid pandemic and the 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics on socio-economic and job characteristics.

(Non-family) employees in the

farming 
sector

hospitality sector other sectors

Type of working contract* (in %)
Seasonal work 6.1 4.7 0.4
Other type of non-permanent 

job
11.2 5.1 7.9

Permanent job 82.8 90.2 91.7
Residence permit* (in %)
Swiss 67.7 55.3 72.8
C permit 22.6 22.8 16.9
B permit 9.8 21.8 10.3
Age (in years) 41.7 

(16.4)
36.9 (13.0) 41.7 (12.6)

Working beyond the 
statutory retirement 
age (in %)

11.3 1.7 2.3

Male (in %) 64.0 29.1 52.2
Education* (in %)
Compulsory elementary 

school
25.7 22.8 8.9

Other school 8.9 7.0 3.7
Apprenticeship 42.0 35.7 36.0
High school diploma 16.1 24.9 23.1
University (or similar) 4.4 9.3 28.0
Occupational position (in %)
Skilled 55.7 53.0 Information not 

available
Unskilled 44.3 47.0 Information not 

available
Economic activity* (in %)
Arable farming 43.3 Information not 

applicable
Information not 
applicable

Animal production 44.2 Information not 
applicable

Information not 
applicable

Mixed farming 12.5 Information not 
applicable

Information not 
applicable

Tenure (in %)
< half a year 17.1 20.7 9.4
< one year 6.2 12.1 7.6
< two years 9.9 16.9 11.7
≥ two years 66.7 50.3 71.2
No answer – – 0.1
Number of observations 406 2117 198,867

Notes: For variables marked with an asterisk (*), only categories with more than 
10 observations are included. The standard deviation (if applicable) is in 
parentheses.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office 
(2020a; 2020b).
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fact that many found jobs in other sectors have shown that employees 
are flexible enough to switch between sectors (Schulze, 2022). Thus, the 
farming sector may be a potential competitor when it comes to filling 
vacancies. A full list of occupations and economic activities referring to 
the hospitality sector can be found in Table A.3 in the Appendix.

The SLFS includes a total of about 2100 employees from the hospi
tality sector for the years 2015–2020. Concerning citizenship, they have 
similar characteristics to farming employees. The majority has a Swiss 
passport (55.3 %), and about equal shares have a C or B permit (cf. 
Table 1). A similar distribution can also be observed for the type of 
working contract (cf. Table 1). A slightly higher proportion of 90 % 
indicates having a permanent working contract, and only 10 % have a 
seasonal or some other type of non-permanent job.

To have a complete overview of the total workforce, we also included 
employees from all other sectors. The SLFS includes about 33,000 em
ployees from other sectors per year, which corresponds to about 200,000 
employees for all years.

3.3. Regression analysis

To derive constructive and practical tips that can support employers 
in their recruitment efforts we analyze which factors are related to the 
duration of employment (in days) denoted by Y. By interacting the main 
regressors X with a dummy variable for the hospitality sector D, we can 
directly deduce whether there are differences between the two sectors. 
We estimate the following linear equation (1) using OLS. 

Y = β0 + β1X1 + … + βkXk + γ0D + γ1D ∗ X1 + … + γkD ∗ Xk + ε (1) 

However, we interpret the coefficients with caution and avoid a 
causal interpretation due to the small sample size and the limited 
number of potential confounders.

4. Results

In the following section, we present our descriptive and regression 
findings. First, we present the socio-economic and job characteristics of 
employees in the farming and hospitality sectors (cf. Table 1) and then 
compare their working conditions (cf. Table 2). Finally, we show the 
results from linear regression with the duration of employment as 
dependent variable.

4.1. Descriptive comparison of employment in the farming and hospitality 
sectors

4.1.1. Age, sex, and education
The average non-family farm employee is about 42 years old and is 

thus slightly older compared to employees in the hospitality sector. 
Quite interestingly, we observed a large proportion of about 11 % of 
agricultural workers being active beyond the statutory retirement age 
(65 years for men and 64 years for women). In other sectors, only 2 % 
worked beyond the statutory retirement age.

The majority of non-family agricultural workers in our sample are 
male (64 %), which applies to only 29 % of employees in the hospitality 
sector. In all other sectors, the shares are balanced. About one-third hold 
a degree from elementary or some other school, and more than 40 % 
have completed vocational training. The remaining 21 % had a higher 
degree from high school or university (or similar). The proportion of 
employees with higher levels of education is about 15 percentage points 
higher in the hospitality sector.

4.1.2. Job characteristics
About 44 % of non-family farm employees in our sample carry out 

helper activities (“unskilled work”), while more than half can be clas
sified as skilled workers, following the CH-ISCO-19.1 For employees in 
the hospitality sector, we can observe similar numbers. The majority of 
male non-family farm employees carried out skilled work (58 %). This 
proportion is lower among women (52 %).

Non-family farm employees were more deployed in arable farming 
(43 %) compared to family farm employees (11 %).2 In this farming 
activity, helper jobs (and especially temporary work) are probably more 
in demand (Bock-Schappelwein, 2023). About half of all unskilled em
ployees have jobs related to arable farming. Almost 80 % of family 
workers are employed in animal production, of which more than 70 % 
work on dairy farms. Only 44 % of non-family employees work in animal 
production, and about half of them work on a dairy farm. The share of 
skilled workers is also the highest in animal production (about 50 % 
compared to 36 % in arable farming and 14 % in mixed farming). The 
remaining 13 % of all non-family farm employees are employed on 
farms that are involved in different activities without special focus 
(“mixed farming”).

4.1.3. Employment duration, working hours and timing of work
The majority of farming jobs tend to last quite long. Two-thirds of 

non-family employees have worked for their current employer for more 
than 2 years, which is similar to other sectors, but higher than in the 
hospitality sector.

Non-family employees in farming work, on average, 40 h per week 
(full-time: 49.7 h; part-time: 22.1 h). In the hospitality sector, agreed- 
upon hours are, on average, lower, and amount to about 32 weekly 
hours. Although the part-time share is higher among those employees 
(57 % versus 43 % in farming), this fact still holds when conditioning on 
full-time jobs. Full-time employees in the hospitality sector work an 
average of 42.7 h per week. While many employees in both sectors 
indicated not having a fixed number of working hours (about 20 %), we 
also observed variations within one year. In the third quarter (i.e., in 
summer), employees in the farming and hospitality sectors had the 
highest workload (cf. Fig. 1), which can be explained by the harvest and 
the holiday months, respectively. For employees in other sectors, the 
average agreed-upon working hours are constant across the year and 
amount to about 35 h per week (including full- and part-time 
employees).

Table 2 
Descriptive statistics on the timing of work.

(Non-family) employees in the

farming sector hospitality sector other sectors

Shift work* (in %)
Yes 6.2 53.9 16.2
Work on call (in %)
Yes 19.8 16.8 5.0
Work during evening (7 p.m. to midnight; in %)
Normally 11.0 58.9 13.9
Sometimes 17.1 18.6 24.0
Never 72.0 22.5 62.1
Saturday work (in %)
Normally 43.7 55.7 15.2
Sometimes (paid) 22.2 25.8 17.7
Never 31.3 17.9 63.7
Sometimes (unpaid) 2.8 0.6 3.4
Sunday work* (in %)
Normally 21.9 35.9 7.6
Sometimes (paid) 19.8 23.4 11.1
Never 58.3 40.1 78.9
Sometimes (unpaid) – 0.6 2.4
Number of observations 406 2117 198867

Notes: For variables marked with an asterisk (*), only categories with more than 
10 observations are included.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office 
(2020a; 2020b).

1 The proportion of unskilled work is higher (55 %) among those with a 
temporary working contract.

2 Statistics on family farm workers can be obtained from the corresponding 
author upon request.
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Working-hour preferences can deviate from those agreed upon. 
Many employees state that they would like to work less or more 
(Zimmert and Weber, 2021). Full-time farming employees want, on 
average, to work 45.9 h (a mismatch of 3.8 h). In contrast, part-time 
employees have a higher preference of 28.2 h than their agreed-upon 
hours (a mismatch of − 6.1). The same pattern can be observed in the 
hospitality sector. However, the size of the mismatch is less pronounced.

The amount of work may be one reason why employees feel stressed 
by their work or develop health problems. However, the timing of the 
work is also crucial (e.g., Costa, 2010). Table 2 shows that about 20 % of 
employees in the farming and hospitality sector work on call. Only a 
minority of farm employees work on shifts. In comparison, more than 
half of employees in the hospitality sector and about 16 % of employees 
in other sectors do shift work. In addition, we observed smaller shares of 
employees working during the evening (7 p.m. to midnight) in the 

farming sector (cf. Table 2). Saturday and Sunday work are widespread 
in the farming and hospitality sectors compared to all other sectors, but 
this is at a lower level in farming. We also found that employees in dairy 
farming work more often during the weekend than employees in arable 
farming. However, their average weekly working hours were about the 
same.

4.1.4. Income
One-half of our sample working in the farming sector earns less than 

20 Swiss francs per hour, which applies only to about 17 % of employees 
in the hospitality sector and to about 6 % in other sectors (Fig. 2). An 
hourly wage of more than 25 francs is paid only to about 17 % of farm 
employees (about 40 % in the hospitality sector). Different skills do not 
make a big difference in the wage distribution, but this pattern nor
malizes somewhat upon closer examination of the gross monthly income 

Fig. 1. Average agreed-upon or normal working hours for farm employees and between occupations.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office (2020b).Notes: Working hours refer to the contractually agreed-upon amount of hours. Of 
the non-family farm employees, 87 (20 %) had varying working hours and did not indicate a value. This share is similar for employees in the hospitality sector. In the 
hospitality sector, 57 % work part-time, and 43 % of non-family farm employees have part-time contracts.

Fig. 2. Distribution of hourly wages between occupations.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office (2020b).
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(Fig. 3). Since average agreed-upon working hours are higher in 
farming, thus compensating for the lower hourly wage, the distributions 
of the gross monthly income are comparable between the farming and 
hospitality sectors. The only difference is the comparatively large pro
portion of marginally employed (below the annual income threshold of 
2300 Swiss francs) in farming (about 6 %). This result also highlights the 
structural differences between the two sectors. We view this comparison 
more as a heuristic benchmark than as a definitive cross-sector assess
ment. Wage differences can have far-reaching causes, for example with 
regard to the recognition of qualifications or sector-specific institutional 
conditions such as minimum wages.

Low lifetime earnings and old-age pensions can explain why people 
decide to continue working beyond the statutory retirement age. Since 
we have seen that the proportion of working pensioners is high in 
farming, we compared their number of old-age pensions (AHV-IV) with 
that of other sectors. For employees in farming, it amounts to about 1750 
Swiss francs per month, while for employees in the hospitality sector, it 
is about 100 Swiss francs higher and at a similar level compared to other 
employees.3 As the old-age pension (AHV-IV) covers only part of the 
Swiss pension system, these figures provide an incomplete view of the 
actual extent of possible old-age poverty. Furthermore, we find that the 
share of recipients of an invalidity pension is also slightly higher in 
farming (6.4 % compared to 1.4 % in the hospitality sector and 1.8 % for 
other employees).

4.2. Regression analysis: describing the duration of employment

To derive constructive tips that can support employers in their 
recruitment efforts, we additionally investigated which factors are 
related to the duration of employment and whether there are differences 
between the farming and hospitality sectors. The findings from linear 
regression are depicted in Table 3.

Foreign employees with a residence permit have significantly shorter 
employment contracts than Swiss employees. In the hospitality industry, 
however, origin makes less of a difference. The same can be said about 

education. Better-educated farm employees tend to stay in their jobs for 
shorter periods of time. Although better-educated employees in the 
hospitality sector also have shorter job durations, the relationship is less 
pronounced. Older employees, on the other hand, and especially em
ployees who have reached the retirement age, have significantly longer 
periods of employment.

Concerning the working conditions, we find that the gross annual 
income is positively related to the employment duration. Full-time and 
shift workers also tend to stay for longer durations, while on-call work 
has a negative coefficient. This may point to the role of fixed working 
time models in the agricultural sector. All these factors differ signifi
cantly from the hospitality sector, for which they are virtually irrelevant. 
Other factors appear to be more important here. Finally, due to the small 
number of observations, we cannot prove a clear relationship between 
weekend work and the duration of employment.

5. Discussion

This study aims to characterize the job situation of regular non- 
family farm employees, using the hospitality sector as a reference 
point. Our analyses identify four key challenges for non-family 
employment in the agricultural sector: the high proportion of already 
retired employees, low wages, long working hours and a comparatively 
low level of education.

Furthermore, it seems that farm employees have longer employment 
durations than those in the hospitality sector, implying that the farming 
sector offers longer period contracts than the hospitality sector. By 
contrast, hospitality is widely discussed as facing retention problems, 
difficult working conditions, and recruitment challenges (including in 
Switzerland), which helps explain higher turnover and shorter tenure as 
part of a broader pattern of labor scarcity in the sector (Müggler et al., 
2022; Schulze, 2022). However, longer employment durations in 
farming do not necessarily convey resilience or stability of the farming 
sector, especially since the analysis is mostly descriptive. Longer 
employment durations can in specific instances reflect stable employ
ment relationships and satisfactory conditions (e.g., permanent con
tracts), but they can also reflect limited alternatives and lower sector 
mobility for farm workers. In fact, a recent study of Romanian seasonal 
workers in Spain shows that farm workers despite having precarious 

Fig. 3. Distribution of annual gross income between occupations.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office (2020a).Notes: Below the threshold of 2300 CHF, employees are not liable to pay social 
security contributions. The average gross annual income amounts to 37,373 CHF in the hospitality sector, 35,357 CHF in farming, and 73,959 CHF for other sectors.

3 The minimum old-age pension amounts to 1225 Swiss francs, and the 
maximum is 2450 Swiss francs.
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living conditions related to housing issues, low wages and little access to 
benefits, they still return to their farming jobs in the Spanish regions due 
to lack of other alternatives (Molinero-Gerbeau et al., 2021). In 
Switzerland, these constraints seem more pronounced for foreign em
ployees than Swiss residents with the type of contracts offered and could 
even plausibly drive older employees to have longer employment 
durations.

In fact, the data show a high share of non-family farm employees 
working beyond the statutory retirement age. This finding potentially 
presents the financial vulnerabilities of non-family farm employees due 
to low incomes during working life. It is not surprising that employees in 
other sectors have better wages; however, the hourly wage in the 
farming sector is lower than that in the hospitality sector, pushing non- 
family farm employees to agree to work longer hours to compensate for 
the low hourly wage. From a decent work perspective, reliance on longer 
working hours in farming is a marker of vulnerability even if it leads to a 
similar gross monthly income compared to other sectors (International 
Labour Organization, 2023). Furthermore, our regression results show 
that higher incomes would be a lever for achieving longer-term job 
durations - a result that has also been shown in previous studies (Mann, 
2024).

Furthermore, working schedule and arrangements can impact 

employment durations in farming. Farming and hospitality expose em
ployees to different forms of unsocial hours from shift to on-call work. 
From a social sustainability perspective, weekend and on-call work can 
be indicative of precarious scheduling if they reduce predictability and 
restrict recovery time, even when night work is limited (Arlinghaus 
et al., 2019; International Labour Organization, 2022). Farm employees 
may prefer fixed working time arrangements, which include shift work 
but excluding on-call work. However, peaks in working hours during 
summer are expected due to the nature of harvesting in farming jobs. 
Our results further show discrepancies between actual and preferred 
working hours for both employees in the farming and hospitality sectors, 
although they are less pronounced in the hospitality sector. Non-family 
farm employees with a full-time working contract desire on average to 
work about 4 h less, while part-time employees desire on average to 
work 6 h more. Our data cannot identify causes (e.g., employer con
straints, bargaining power, household needs), but they indicate that 
working-time arrangements may not align well with worker preferences, 
suggesting room for more flexible yet predictable models. Reynolds 
(2003) argues that work hours mismatches can be used as an indicator of 
constraint reflecting under- and overemployment realities. It is impor
tant to note that overemployment can have a negative impact on how 
employees carry out their work but also on their private lives (Reynolds, 
2003). Improvements in farming hence may depend particularly on 
predictability and worker control during peak periods and weekends.

As in other OECD countries, the (formal) level of education among 
farm employees is rather low compared to other sectors in Switzerland 
(Ryan, 2023) and employers face difficulties in retaining 
better-educated employees. This finding can become problematic, as 
increasing technologization requires a higher number of skilled workers 
(Christiaensen et al., 2020; Vougioukas and Fountas, 2019). The 
informal way of acquiring skills (e.g., on-the-job training) could prove to 
be a solution to the challenges of finding and retaining labor for some 
farming activities. Therefore, relying on training, the non-family 
employee is indispensable and could motivate farm managers to 
enhance their contracts with the employees to ensure their long tenure 
(Mann, 2024). This saves farm managers’ resources by not having to 
continuously train new employees. However, this way of skill acquisi
tion may be less compatible with emerging and continuously evolving 
skill requirements, especially digital and technological ones. The agri
cultural workforce tends to face greater barriers (e.g., language re
strictions and immigration status) to participate in further training than 
workers in other sectors (Arcury et al., 2010; Vázquez et al., 2025). 
Hence, the challenge is to ensure that pathways for upskilling are 
accessible. In addition, the data revealed that skilled employees are 
more often required for animal production, while in plant production, 
helping jobs are more common. However, as farm incomes are, on 
average, lower in dairy farming (Hoop et al., 2022), which is the most 
common farm type in Switzerland, these farms may have to rely more on 
family work and cannot afford skilled non-family employees. A question 
arises about the composition of labor in terms of what types of skills exist 
versus those that are required and which difficulties in hiring farm 
workers are experienced by farm managers. This information is missing 
and needs to be addressed to tailor strategies to the difficulties faced and 
the labor needs identified.

There are important limitations to the present study. The under
representation of seasonal and migrant workers is not a minor limita
tion, but a fundamental empirical boundary of the dataset used. Hence, 
our findings do not capture the most vulnerable segments of the agri
cultural workforce but rather provide insights into a specific subgroup: 
non-family farm employees who are permanent residents and therefore 
partially integrated into national labor market institutions. There is a 
need to collect detailed data on the socioeconomic situation of seasonal 
employees, especially foreigners, to better understand the total farm 
workforce and its implications for farm labor and Swiss immigration 
policies (Meemken et al., 2024). Moreover, the sample of the agriculture 
subgroup analyzed is small and a primarily descriptive analysis is 

Table 3 
Results from linear regression describing the duration of employment in 
farming.

Coefficient Standard 
error

t- 
value

Type of working 
contract 
(Reference: 
Seasonal work)

Other type of non- 
permanent job

− 4.50 668.85 − 0.01

Permanent job 905.90 532.05 1.70

Residence permit 
(Reference: Swiss)

C permit ¡1241.02 434.28 − 2.86
B permit ¡1866.24 515.36 − 3.62

Age (in years) ​ 119.87 14.16 8.46
Working beyond 

the statutory 
retirement age (in 
%)

Yes 1131.41 557.20 2.03

Male Yes 367.76 322.85 1.14
Education 

(Reference: 
Compulsory 
elementary school 
or other school)

Apprenticeship ¡1647.65 364.15 − 4.53
High school 
diploma or 
university (or 
similar)

− 1352.94 404.12 − 3.35

Monthly gross 
income (in 1000 
Swiss francs)

​ 21.60 7.51 2.88

Full-time job Yes 798.87 382.35 2.09
Shift-work Yes 2185.50 616.10 3.55
Work on call Yes ¡923.75 370.84 − 2.49
Work during 

evening (7 p.m. to 
midnight; 
Reference: 
Normally)

Sometimes 715.46 540.85 1.32
Never 453.62 455.80 1.00

Saturday work 
(Reference: 
Normally)

Sometimes (paid or 
unpaid)

− 646.13 421.45 − 1.53

Never 166.56 385.79 0.43
Sunday work 

(Reference: 
Normally)

Sometimes (paid or 
unpaid)

282.98 522.02 0.54

Never − 588.84 433.68 − 1.36
Employed in 

hospitality sector
Yes 500.18 1125.89 0.44

Number of observations 2368
Adjusted R-squared 0.319

Notes: The coefficients correspond to β in Equation (1). γ is not presented in this 
table. Coefficients that differ statistically significantly from the hospitality sector 
are marked in bold.
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Federal Statistical Office 
(2020a; 2020b).
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conducted with the purpose of characterizing this group. In addition, 
there are interesting subgroups (e.g., farm employees working in crop 
production versus animal production) within the data that are repre
sented, but the samples are not sufficient to draw valid conclusions for 
all variables of interest. For instance, we found that employees in animal 
production were more likely to work during the weekends than those 
employed in crop production, although the total working hours were 
similar between the two types of farm production. Future research 
should further examine the differences and issues faced by labor in each 
of the production types to understand tenure challenges faced at each 
production type and find ways to address them.

6. Conclusion and policy recommendations

Using nationally representative labor force data for 2015–2020, this 
paper provides a characterization of non-family employees whose main 
job is in Swiss farming and captures decent work indicators against the 
hospitality and other sectors. The results show that in farming, hourly 
wages are substantially lower, and similar monthly incomes are reached 
through longer working hours. This wage-hours trade-off is accompa
nied by work-time challenges (weekend and on-call work, seasonal 
peaks), a workforce that is on average older with a comparatively high 
share of employees working beyond the statutory retirement age, and 
having lower formal education. Further, results suggest that a higher 
gross annual income and more structured working-time arrangements 
are positively related to longer job duration in farming, while on-call 
work is negatively related. These findings align with a decent work 
perspective where job quality cannot be inferred from income alone, but 
must be assessed jointly across adequate earnings, decent working time, 
predictability, and access to skills development.

Concretely, policies should prioritize the adequacy of hourly wages. 
There could be considerations for clear compensation rules for weekend 
or on-call work and peak-season intensity. Predictable scheduling 
(explicit on-call rules, minimum rest) and support for seasonal planning 

arrangements (e.g., via advisory boards) could help in ensuring job 
quality and hence employment durations in farming. In order to cushion 
seasonal peaks and distribute working hours more evenly throughout 
the year, new working models such as the joint employment of workers 
for several farms could be considered. To develop skills and raise the 
level of education, shortened or modular training modules could be 
used, also for career changers. The recognition of foreign qualifications 
could also be helpful in this regard.

Finally, given the underrepresentation of seasonal and short-permit 
workers, policymakers should strengthen the monitoring of the 
“missing” workforce through complementary data collection and 
harmonized reporting to track decent-work indicators across the overall 
agricultural labor market.

Funding information

The research in this paper was not funded.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Franziska Zimmert: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Method
ology, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – re
view & editing. Rita Saleh: Conceptualization, Methodology, Writing – 
original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare no competing interests.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank Stefan Mann and Nadja El Benni for 
helpful comments and remarks that have improved the article.

Appendix 

Table A.1 
List of occupations related to farming included in the present study based on the Swiss Standard Classification of 
Occupations (CH-ISCO-19)

CH-ISCO-19 Description

60000 skilled workers in agriculture, forestry, and fishing without further specification
61000 skilled workers in agriculture without further specification
61100 gardeners and arable farmers without further specification
61110 vegetable farmers
61120 fruit and berry farmers without further specification
61121 tree and shrub growers without vineyards
61122 tree and shrub growers, vineyards
61140 skilled workers in mixed crop agriculture
61200 livestock farmer without further specification
61210 livestock farmer (without poultry) and dairy farmers without further specification
61211 livestock farmer (without poultry and horses) and dairy farmers
61212 livestock farmer (horses)
61220 livestock farmer (poultry)
61230 beekeepers and silkworm breeders
61290 livestock farmers not elsewhere mentioned
61300 arable and livestock farmer without special focus
92100 unskilled workers in agriculture, forestry and fishing without further specification
92110 unskilled worker in vegetable and fruit farming
92120 unskilled worker in livestock farming
92130 unskilled worker in arable and livestock farming without special focus
© 2023 Federal Statistical Office

Notes: All included occupations are presented with their CH-ISCO-19 codes and descriptions.
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Table A.2 
List of the economic activities in farming included in the present study based on the 2008 
General Calssification of Economic Activities (NOGA2008)

NOGA2008 Description

011 cultivation of non-perennial plants
012 cultivation of perennial plants
013 plant propagation
014 animal production
015 mixed farming
016 support activities to agriculture and post-harvest crop activities
© 2023 Federal Statistical Office

Notes: All included economic activities are presented with their NOGA2008 codes and 
descriptions.

Table A.3 
List of occupations and economic activities in the hospitality sector included in the present 
study for analysis. All occupations and economic activities included in the Swiss Standard 
Classification of Occupations (CH-ISCO-19) and General Calssification of Economic Ac
tivities (NOGA, 2008) with their codes and descriptions.

CH-ISCO-19 Description

51311 chef de service in restaurants
51312 service specialist
51313 service assistant
51320 barkeeper
© 2023 Federal Statistical Office
NOGA 2008 ​
551 hotels, inns, and guesthouses
552 holiday accommodation and similar places of accommodation
553 camping sites
559 other accommodation establishments
561 restaurants, pubs, snack bars, cafés, ice cream parlours, etc.
562 caterers and other food service activities
563 serving of drinks
© 2023 Federal Statistical Office

Notes: All included occupations and activities are presented with their CH-ISCO-19 and 
NOGA2008 codes and descriptions.

Data availability

This article uses confidential data from the Swiss Labour Force Sur
vey (SLFS) and information gathered from different social insurance 
registers (SESAM) maintained by the Federal Statistical Office 
Switzerland. The authors are not authorized to share this data. However, 
it can be obtained after application at info.arbeit@bfs.admin.ch. For 
further information, please see here. The R code for data preparation 
and analysis can be obtained from the corresponding author upon 
request.
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