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1. [bookmark: _Toc213686862]Identification of a Business problem 
The UK agriculture and farming sector is experiencing a significant workforce challenge. Despite its crucial role in food production and supply, the sector struggles with both recruitment and retention of employees. This problem is particularly pronounced in seasonal, task-based roles such as harvesting, planting, and field maintenance, where employment is linked to completing specific tasks rather than fixed hours. While the construction sector also faces labour challenges, the nature of work differs due to project-based cycles and varying reward systems (Kyakoonye, 2023).
Recent evidence from the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA, 2023) highlights structural labour shortages across farming, horticulture, and food processing sectors. Businesses are finding it increasingly difficult to recruit and retain workers, particularly for seasonal and physically demanding roles. This results in operational instability, lower workforce continuity, and challenges in maintaining productivity and quality standards. Workforce data indicate that the total agricultural workforce in England was 279,000 in June 2025, representing a 1.9% decline from 2024, with 40% of principal farmers aged 65 or older (DEFRA, 2025).
The issue is compounded by the reliance on short-term labour, which limits skill development, continuity of experience, and organisational knowledge on farms. Compared with construction, where project structures allow more stable labour deployment, agriculture relies heavily on completing specific tasks within strict seasonal timelines. Inefficient management of task-based roles can result in delays, higher turnover, and reduced employee engagement (Cheng et al., 2023; Sorensen et al., 2021).
Motivation and reward theories such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) and Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) suggest that employee autonomy, recognition, competence, and relatedness influence performance and retention. However, there is limited research on how these factors function in task-based, manually intensive industries like agriculture. Evidence from the construction sector suggests that task-based pay can influence employee performance. However, the impact of task-based flexible arrangements on motivation and retention in farming remains unclear (Kyakoonye, 2023; Whitmore, 2025).
The practical effects of task-based flexible work arrangements on employee motivation, performance, and retention in agriculture remain underexplored. Addressing this gap can provide managers with evidence to design work systems that enhance efficiency, well-being, and workforce stability while improving overall organisational performance (Paciello, 2024; DEFRA, 2023).
2. [bookmark: _Toc213686863]Research Aims, Objectives and Questions
2.1. [bookmark: _Toc213686864]Aims
To examine how task-based flexible work arrangements impact employee motivation, performance, and retention in agriculture, while exploring employees’ experiences of autonomy, well-being, and engagement.
2.2. [bookmark: _Toc213686865]Objectives
· Examine the influence of task-based flexibility on employee motivation using Maslow (1943), Herzberg (1959), and Total Reward frameworks (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014).
· Assess the impact of these arrangements on employee performance and productivity.
· Investigate retention patterns and factors influencing long-term employment in agriculture.
· Identify practical recommendations for managers to improve workforce stability.
2.3. [bookmark: _Toc213686866]Questions
A. How do task-based flexible work arrangements influence motivation among agricultural employees?
B. What is the effect of these arrangements on employee performance?
C. How do flexible work structures affect retention in seasonal and task-based roles?
D. What strategies can be implemented to improve workforce stability in agriculture?
3. [bookmark: _Toc213686867]Preliminary literature review
Flexible work arrangements have been widely studied in office environments but are less explored in manual labour sectors such as agriculture (Onyekwelu, Monyei and Muogbo, 2022; Dedieu et al., 2022). To provide context, evidence from the construction sector is included because, like agriculture, it involves task-based, project-driven work where the organisation of tasks can influence employee motivation, performance, and retention (Kyakoonye, 2023; Whitmore, 2025). 
Motivation theories provide a useful framework: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) and Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) emphasise autonomy, competence, and relatedness, while Herzberg’s two-factor theory (Herzberg, 1959) and Total Reward frameworks (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014; CIPD, 2022) highlight the role of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards.
Although research in agriculture demonstrates workforce instability due to seasonal demand and high turnover (DEFRA, 2023, 2025), the impact of task-based flexible arrangements on motivation, performance, and retention remains underexplored.
 Evidence from construction suggests that task organisation and flexible allocation can improve efficiency and engagement, offering insights that may apply to agricultural contexts. Social factors such as collaboration, knowledge sharing, and workplace support further influence engagement (Cheng et al., 2023). 
These insights directly inform the proposed survey and interview design: quantitative items will measure autonomy, recognition, competence, satisfaction, and intention to stay, while interviews will explore perceptions of task-based work, well-being, and engagement.
4. [bookmark: _Toc213686868]Research Methodology and Design 
4.1. [bookmark: _Toc213686869]Research Approach 
A mixed-methods approach is selected to combine quantitative data on performance, retention, and motivation scores with qualitative insights from interviews regarding employee experiences (Feilzer, 2023).
4.2. [bookmark: _Toc213686870]Philosophical Paradigm 
Pragmatism is adopted to allow practical problem-solving and integration of multiple data sources (Feilzer, 2023).
4.3. [bookmark: _Toc213686871]Data collection methods
Quantitative: Surveys will measure motivation, performance, and retention intentions. Motivation will be assessed using Likert-scale items based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Herzberg’s two-factor theory, capturing both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Performance metrics will include self-reported productivity and, where possible, objective indicators, while retention intentions will assess employees’ likelihood to stay (Schutt, 2019).
Qualitative: Semi-structured interviews with farm managers and employees will explore perceptions of task-based work, well-being, and autonomy. This approach allows participants to discuss experiences in depth while ensuring key topics are addressed, providing context and insight to complement the survey data (Alsaawi, 2014; Edwards and Holland, 2020).
4.4. [bookmark: _Toc213686872]Sampling Techniques
To ensure relevant and informed participation, purposive sampling will be used to select farm managers and employees who have direct experience with task-based work arrangements. To reach seasonal or temporary workers who may be harder to contact, snowball sampling will be applied, and convenience sampling will be used where access is limited. The study aims to collect survey data from 50–100 participants and conduct 15–20 semi-structured interviews (Parker, Scott and Geddes, 2019; Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024; Etikan, Musa and Alkassim, 2016).
4.5. [bookmark: _Toc213686873]Data analysis
Quantitative data: Descriptive statistics will summarise participants’ motivation, performance, and retention scores, providing an overview of the data distribution. Correlation analysis will examine relationships between task-based work arrangements and outcomes such as motivation and retention, while regression analysis will test the predictive influence of task structure and other factors on performance and retention (Schutt, 2019). This will help identify key drivers of employee outcomes and quantify the strength of associations.
Qualitative data: Thematic analysis will be used to systematically code and categorise interview transcripts to identify recurring patterns, themes, and insights related to experiences of task-based work, well-being, autonomy, and potential barriers (Alsaawi, 2014; Edwards and Holland, 2020). This approach allows for an in-depth understanding of the contextual and subjective factors that influence employees’ perceptions, complementing the quantitative findings
4.6. [bookmark: _Toc213686874]Ethical Considerations
Participants will be fully informed about the purpose of the study, what participation involves, that it is voluntary, and that they can withdraw at any time without penalty (Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023; Åkerfeldt and Boistrup, 2021).
Data will be anonymised or pseudonymised wherever possible, stored securely, and handled in accordance with the UK Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR to ensure confidentiality and privacy.
Ethical approval will be obtained from the relevant institutional review board before data collection begins.
The study will be designed to minimise any risk of harm to participants, protect their rights, and ensure transparency in data use. Participants will be informed of how their data will be used, who will have access, and how long it will be kept.
If a participant chooses to withdraw, their data will be removed or anonymised promptly, unless already anonymised or aggregated.
Following ethical regulations is essential not only to protect participants but also to ensure that the research is credible, reliable, and can be shared or published. Careful attention to ethics ensures that the findings can be used responsibly and contribute value to the wider academic and public community (Sivasubramaniam, 2025).
5. [bookmark: _Toc213686875]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
Understanding how task-based flexible arrangements affect motivation, performance, and retention can help managers stabilise agricultural workforces and reduce turnover costs, which are estimated to account for up to 20% of HR expenditure in seasonal industries (Paciello, 2024). Improved workforce continuity can also enhance productivity, reduce delays in critical seasonal tasks, and maintain quality standards.
 Insights from construction indicate potential efficiency gains under task-based pay systems (Kyakoonye, 2023), which may be adapted to agriculture. Combining flexible arrangements with technology can further reduce overwork, support employee well-being, and facilitate knowledge sharing (Whitmore, 2025; Cheng et al., 2023). This research provides practical, evidence-based guidance for implementing task-oriented work structures that improve both organisational performance and employee engagement.
6. [bookmark: _Toc213686876]Plan of work and time schedule 
Stage 1 (Dec 2025): Refine research questions and complete literature review.
Stage 2 (Jan 2026): Design survey and interview instruments; obtain ethical approval.
Stage 3 (Jan–Feb 2026): Conduct surveys and interviews with agricultural employees and managers.
Stage 4 (Feb 2026): Data cleaning and preliminary analysis.
Stage 5 (Feb–Mar 2026): Quantitative and qualitative analysis; triangulation of findings.
Stage 6 (Mar 2026): Draft final report, incorporate feedback; complete referencing and final submission.
7. [bookmark: _Toc213686877]Conclusion 
This research proposal has outlined the significance of investigating task-based flexible work arrangements in the UK agriculture sector, focusing on their impact on employee motivation, performance, and retention. The sector faces structural workforce challenges, including declining workforce numbers, high turnover in seasonal roles, and an ageing employee profile (DEFRA, 2023; DEFRA, 2025). While similar issues exist in construction, agriculture presents unique demands due to seasonal cycles, physically intensive tasks, and reliance on short-term labour (Kyakoonye, 2023).
The literature review demonstrates that motivation and reward theories, including Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943), Herzberg’s two-factor theory (Herzberg, 1959), Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985), and Total Reward frameworks (Armstrong and Taylor, 2014; CIPD, 2022), provide valuable insights into employee engagement. However, there is limited empirical research applying these theories to task-based roles in agriculture, which this study seeks to address. Flexible work arrangements may offer opportunities to improve motivation and retention, but careful design is required to balance productivity, well-being, and safety (Sorensen et al., 2021; Cheng et al., 2023; Whitmore, 2025).
The proposed mixed-methods approach, combining surveys and interviews with purposive and snowball sampling, will allow the study to capture both quantitative outcomes and qualitative insights into employee experiences (Feilzer, 2023; Schutt, 2019; Alsaawi, 2014). Ethical considerations, including informed consent, anonymity, and participant protection, will ensure that data collection is conducted responsibly (Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023; Åkerfeldt and Boistrup, 2021).
Potential limitations include challenges in accessing seasonal or transient workers, potential response bias in self-reported motivation, and variability across different types of agricultural businesses. Despite these limitations, the study is expected to provide practical insights for managers seeking to stabilise the workforce, improve performance, and enhance employee well-being. The research will contribute to the field by extending motivation and reward theories into manual, task-based sectors and informing evidence-based human resource strategies for agriculture and related industries.
Future research could explore longitudinal outcomes of task-based flexible arrangements, differences across sub-sectors such as horticulture, livestock, dairy, and comparative studies between agriculture and other manual labour industries like construction. Additionally, examining the integration of technology and AI tools in supporting task allocation, productivity, and employee well-being could provide further insights into sustainable workforce management.
In summary, this research addresses a critical gap by investigating how task-based flexible work arrangements influence motivation, performance, and retention in agriculture. It combines theory and practical application, aiming to provide actionable recommendations for improving workforce stability, operational efficiency, and employee engagement in one of the UK’s most vital sectors.
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