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Abstract: This paper presents the results of a study of social sustainability in the U.S. beef industry
with a focus on the pre-harvest, cattle ranching portion of the industry. Using an integrative literature
review and interviews with fifteen thought leaders in the field, we synthesize key indicators of
social sustainability and provide a framework to be used in analyzing social sustainability in the
pre-harvest beef industry. We identify six themes that are critical to social sustainability: human
health; learning/adaptation; community relations; equity and inclusion; land ownership, tenure, and
succession; and industry structure. However, our results also indicate that social sustainability as a
term is insufficient for representing the positive futures desired by ranchers and that quantifiable
indicators and metrics are not able to capture some of the subjective qualities of social sustainability.
There is a need for future research that builds on these ideas and explores alternative future scenarios
for the U.S. beef industry by engaging more diverse perspectives.

Keywords: social sustainability; ranching; beef industry; social justice; community resilience

1. Introduction

A three-pillar conception of sustainability with a “triple bottom line” involving envi-
ronmental, economic, and social considerations emerged from multiple sources in the 1980s
and has become ubiquitous in sustainability work [1]. The 1992 United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro defined the social pillar to include concepts
like “the right to live a decent life; inter-generational, intra-generational, and international
social justice; and local participation in [sustainable development] processes” [2] (p. 217).
The social dimension remains the least clearly conceived of the three pillars, and numerous
studies have called for the development of clearer definitions and frameworks to analyze
the social dimensions of sustainability [3–8]. Across multiple disciplines, work has emerged
to clarify and frame social sustainability, with a considerable body of scholarship focusing
on social sustainability and community resilience in the urban context [9–13]. Much less has
been written on what social sustainability means and how to achieve it in rural, agrarian
contexts. In response to a request from the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA),
we conducted a study determining indicators of, and pathways and barriers to, social
sustainability in the U.S. beef industry, focusing on the pre-harvest cattle ranching sector.
The results of this study provide the first comprehensive assessment of scholarship and
industry activity on the social aspects of sustainability in ranching and contribute to efforts
to better define and apply the concept of social sustainability across the globe. Based on
our analysis, we propose a framework for evaluating social sustainability in cattle ranching
at three different scales: ranch, community, and industry.

The U.S. cattle and beef industry has long prided itself on meeting the needs of beef
consumers worldwide by “producing a safe, affordable, and nutritious protein” [14]. Cattle
production consistently accounts for the largest share of U.S. agricultural receipts, and
there are over 700,000 cattle farms, ranches, and feedyards that support rural economies
throughout the country [15,16]. With global population growth and rising income levels,
demand for beef is increasing and expected to grow [16]. Responding to consumer health
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and safety concerns, the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food Safety Inspection Service
partnered with leaders in the beef industry in 1982 to develop the Beef Quality Assurance
program, which marked the beginning of decades of work within the industry to ensure a
healthy and environmentally safe product, including a number of metrics and indicators to
assess sustainability [17,18]. While most of this work has focused on environmental sus-
tainability, there is growing interest in the economic and social impacts of beef production
and the social sustainability of the U.S. beef industry.

While social sustainability remains a poorly defined concept, a few definitions circu-
lating in the beef industry served as a base for our investigations of the topic, including
the following: “socially sustainable communities are equitable, diverse, connected and
democratic and provide a good quality of life” [19] (p. 6), and social sustainability is
“community and organizational resilience, based on principles such as equity, health, so-
cial capital, and well-being” [20] (para. 4). In conducting our study, we began from the
premise that a socially sustainable beef industry would be one in which the beef industry
created conditions of social well-being for all those impacted by it—ranchers, employees,
consumers, and other stakeholders. Concern that the beef industry does not promote social
well-being has been growing. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a new level
of media attention and scrutiny regarding the disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on
meat packing plant workers, many of whom are members of underserved racial minority
populations [21]. Further, national media attention has recently showcased conflict in
agricultural communities, for example between ranchers and public land managers and
between non-tribal ranchers and tribal members over resource access, as seen in articles in
Reuters and the New York Times [22,23]. As this increased attention to the social aspects of
the cattle and beef industry demonstrates, the beef industry’s social license to operate will
increasingly depend on its social sustainability efforts. Consumers and advocacy groups
are questioning whether the beef industry can maintain and contribute to social well-being
in the rural U.S., suggesting that a viable future for the industry must include practices
that value and care for lives all along the supply chain.

The U.S. beef supply chain operates at multiple scales and across multiple regions.
While social sustainability is critical in all these contexts, in this paper we focus primarily
on the pre-harvest production of cattle and especially on cow–calf ranching operations.
Cow–calf operations raise herds of mother cows to produce offspring that are typically
transported elsewhere (feedlot or custom grazing operation) to be “finished” before slaugh-
ter. We examine social sustainability within pre-harvest production at three scales: the
individual ranching operation, the ranching community, and the larger beef industry. Spec-
ifying these three interconnected scales allows us to probe how social life and relationships
are valued and protected on ranches, within ranching communities, and more broadly
through the structure of the national beef cattle industry. Of course, social sustainability is
critical in the post-harvest processing, packaging, and distribution sector of the U.S. beef
industry as well, and we do draw connections to this sector in this paper. However, the pre-
and post-harvest sectors have unique social contexts, and due to the scarcity of work done
on the pre-harvest sector, we have chosen to primarily focus on the pre-harvest/ranching
portion of the beef industry.

In this paper, we review scholarly literature on the concept of social sustainability and
its application to agricultural and specifically cattle ranching contexts. We then present the
results of semi-structured interviews with fifteen thought leaders on socially sustainable
approaches to beef production. We consider definitions, criteria, and indicators as well as
barriers and pathways to social sustainability in beef production. Building on analyses
from the literature and on insights from our key informants, we propose a qualitative
framework for evaluating and improving social sustainability in the cow–calf sector of
the beef industry that considers processes and activities at the three interconnected scales
described above. Simultaneously we pose questions that need further contemplation
including: Is the term sustainability adequate and useful for envisioning a truly bene-
ficial beef industry? Are quantifiable metrics and indicators useful for considering and
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addressing social sustainability issues? What systemic changes need to happen for the beef
industry to balance the three pillars of sustainability (environmental, economic, social)?

2. Materials and Methods

Research for this paper included an integrative literature review and semi-structured
interviews. An integrative approach to assessing literature “reviews, critiques, and synthe-
sizes representative literature on a topic in an integrated way such that new frameworks
and perspectives on the topic are generated. The body of literature includes all studies that
address related or identical hypotheses or research problems” [24].

We conducted our review using Web of Science and Google Scholar during winter 2021
with the goal of synthesizing representative literature in order to inform a new framework.
We focused on analyses of, and efforts to define, social sustainability in the context of
agriculture broadly and cattle ranching specifically. While there is a considerable amount
of work done on social sustainability in agriculture, we focused on articles that sought to
synthesize and identify metrics and indicators. We also searched for social sustainability as
it relates to ranching, which has received far less attention. We found only three articles
explicitly addressing social sustainability on cattle ranches. However, we also searched for
articles that addressed terms represented in definitions of social sustainability as described
in the introduction, namely community resilience, social justice, equity, health, and well-
being in connection with cattle ranching, and this provided a greater breadth of articles to
draw on. We also searched for sources in the bibliographies of key articles. This approach
was narratively focused on the social aspects of cattle ranching and carefully structured
to access a wider range of contributing literature than just those articles using the term
social sustainability.

To supplement the findings of the literature review, in spring 2021 we conducted
interviews with fifteen key informants. We selected interviewees through purposive
sampling informed by the authors’ knowledge of thought leaders on the subject of ranching
and social sustainability, suggestions from our sponsors, and snowball sampling [25]. To
participate, interviewees had to have worked in or around the cattle ranching industry in
some capacity for at least fifteen years and be known or recommended to us as someone
who had given the issue of social sustainability substantial thought.

Our interview sample has roughly equal representation by gender and region, with
participants from across the U.S., Far West, Northwest, Southwest, Great Plains, and
Southeast. Our sampling method facilitated access to key informants within a relatively
small study scope who have extensive experience with the subject of our study. However,
there are also some important limitations to our sampling method, including the small
number, which is not meant to be statistically representative but rather to compliment
the literature review in developing a preliminary framework for social sustainability that
can be tested and evaluated in a more robust study of the beef industry in the future. An
important limiting factor in our sample is the racial composition of interview subjects,
who are all White. This lack of racial diversity reflects both the comparatively small
number of non-White ranchers in the U.S., as well as the need for a more sustained effort
to recruit ranchers of color as participants in rangeland social science studies [26]. We
hope that future research will take the need for focused effort on recruiting participants of
color seriously.

Informed by our literature review, interview questions asked how the interviewees
define social sustainability and what indicators of social sustainability exist at the ranch,
community, and industry scales. Topics explored included labor relations and employment;
gender relations; community relations; land ownership; animal welfare; and human health,
quality of life, and well-being. Interviewees were given the opportunity to comment on
topics not covered in our interview guide, as well. We also asked for interviewees’ insights
into key barriers and pathways to social sustainability at all three scales. Interviews lasted
from one to two hours and were recorded and transcribed. We used a thematic analysis
approach with repeated coding, sorting, and categorizing to analyze the interviews. The
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coding resulted in the identification of key indicators, pathways, and barriers to social
sustainability that emerged consistently from the qualitative data [25,27]. Quotes by in-
terviewees included in this paper are attributed using a letter and number attribution
system where R = rancher, N = NGO personnel, and A = academic/writer. The num-
bers 1–15 represent the order in which the interviews were conducted. Thus, RN7 is a
rancher and NGO employee and was the seventh interview we conducted. Table 1 shows
interviewee demographics and the attribution system used in this paper.

Table 1. Interviewee demographics and attribution structure.

Attribution Beef Industry
Affiliation Gender Race/Ethnicity Geographic

Region

R1 4th generation rancher Female White U.S. Northwest

R2 4th generation rancher Male White U.S. Northwest

N3 NGO personnel Male White U.S. Far West

A4 Academic/writer Male White U.S. Southwest

A5 Academic/writer Male White U.S. Southwest

R6 4th generation rancher Female White U.S. Northwest

RN7 Rancher and NGO
personnel Female White/Latina U.S. Great Plains

RA8 Rancher and Academic Female White U.S. Northwest

RN9 Rancher and NGO
personnel Female White U.S. Great Plains

N10 NGO personnel Female White U.S. Great Plains

N11 NGO personnel Male White/Latino U.S. Far West

R12 2nd generation rancher Female White U.S. Northwest

R13 2nd generation rancher Male White U.S. Great Plains

R14 1st generation rancher Male White U.S. Far West

R15 4th generation rancher Male White U.S. Southeast

3. Results: Literature Review
3.1. Defining Social Sustainability in Agriculture

There is a considerable body of work examining the social dimensions of agriculture.
Here we begin with a review of key sources that aim to explain social sustainability and its
indicators in the context of agriculture. We then move to a broader discussion of relevant
studies that use related terminology of community resilience, social justice, equity, health,
and well-being rather than social sustainability. We chose these terms based on definitions
of social sustainability discussed in the introduction.

One of the most comprehensive frameworks for assessing social sustainability in
agricultural communities is presented by Janker, Mann, and Rist in the Journal of Rural Stud-
ies [28]. Combining Maslow’s hierarchy of needs with a systems approach to understanding
the various actors and interactions in the social agricultural system, this framework iden-
tifies the fulfillment of human physiological and security needs defined by human and
labor rights as the minimum threshold for social sustainability in the agriculture sector.
Beyond these basic requirements, social sustainability should also provide for additional
human needs including belonging, esteem, and self-actualization for all actors involved in
the agricultural system. What these needs are and how they can be met, the authors argue,
depends on the local cultural contexts and thus universal metrics and indicators may be
less useful than embedded, place-based studies of how social needs are met for actors in
an agricultural system.
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Another particularly helpful article in identifying key indicators of social sustain-
ability is Janker and Mann’s analysis of eighty-seven sustainability assessment tools in
agriculture [6]. Janker and Mann identified five reappearing themes in the eighty-seven
sustainability assessment tools: human rights, work, life quality, impact on society, and
context-embeddedness of social aspects. The work theme received the most attention, with
over 50% of the tools assessing topics such as work hours, labor intensity, job training, and
occupational health and safety. References to human rights, the next most common cate-
gory, included the topics of gender equality and equity. Life quality included topics such as
household food security, securing farm succession, life satisfaction, and livability. Societal
impact incorporated such topics as land acquisition, stakeholder conflicts, and consumer
education. Finally, although the tools rarely explicitly stated that social sustainability might
vary between local contexts, a few were adaptable to specific contexts. The authors feel
this place-specificity is important to analyses of social sustainability.

Other scholars have drawn attention to farm labor in both conventional and alternative
agriculture as a critical aspect of social sustainability that is too often ignored in studies of
sustainable agriculture that focus on farm owners. The low wages, occupational hazards,
and vulnerability of undocumented migrant status experienced by many farmworkers
are examples of the lack of social sustainability in agriculture today [29–33]. Others link
social sustainability to risk mitigation and equitable social relations [33,34]. To further flesh
out these later concepts that were not as frequently referenced within studies of “social
sustainability,” here we include an analysis of studies on agriculture and equity.

For example, a considerable body of work on gender and agriculture demonstrates
that ensuring farms and ranches contribute to a socially vibrant and resilient society re-
quires addressing the vulnerabilities produced in agricultural contexts through gendered
norms and expectations. Gendered norms often delineate who receives farms in fam-
ily succession, who makes farm decisions, and what type of resource access one might
have [35,36]. Further, these norms can constrict both men and women into particular
expressions of identity that may prevent them from meeting their needs for belonging and
self-actualization [37,38]. A particularly illustrative example of the need to attend to gender
in order to achieve social sustainability is Barbour and Guthman’s study of pregnant farm-
workers’ exposure to pesticides in the strawberry industry in California [30]. They show
that pregnant women farmworkers face socio-cultural barriers that make them less able to
protect themselves and their unborn children from pesticide exposure compared to their
male counterparts. Further, these women bore an additional emotional burden associated
with the need to protect themselves and their children. We thus conclude that achieving
social sustainability requires critical attention to how gender dynamics shape the ability of
individuals to experience health, safety, and quality of life in agricultural communities.

Another body of scholarly work that brings important insights to a complete frame-
work for evaluating social sustainability in agriculture is Black, Indigenous, and decolonial
scholarship. These studies highlight the ways in which the agricultural system in the U.S.
has been built on racial differentiation and the exploited land and labor of non-White
people, beginning with the removal of Native Americans from their lands and plantation
slavery from the 17th to mid-19th centuries [39–43]. Although these atrocities are in the
past, their legacies have marked agriculture with a number of enduring racial inequities, so
that Black, Indigenous, and other people of color (BIPOC) still often bear the largest health
and safety risks in the industry and receive the least government support [43]. For example,
in 1887 Native American farmers in the United States lost a significant amount of land
when the Dawes Act regulated and subdivided tribal landholdings, giving many parcels to
White settlers and leaving Native Americans with smaller communal holdings [44]. Today
some federally funded conservation incentive programs for agriculturalists in the United
States exclude Native Americans from qualifying because of these communal land tenure
arrangements [45]. For Black farmers, discriminatory loan servicing and loan denial has
led to foreclosure and the loss of their farms [46]. Finally, undocumented immigrants are
frequently exposed to the worst labor abuses as they may be willing to work for low wages
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and in poor conditions because they fear deportation [47–50]. Montenegro de Wit [43]
calls for the dismantling of these uneven systems of vulnerability through the cultivation
of life-affirming institutions and relationships. This scholarship makes clear that greater
racial equity in land ownership, working conditions, and livelihood security are critical to
achieving socially sustainable agriculture. We now turn to work done specifically on social
sustainability in the beef industry and particularly in cattle ranching.

3.2. Social Sustainability in the Beef Industry

A 2021 review article published in Sustainability systematically mapped literature on
sustainability at the farm-level for beef and sheep production [51]. The study examined
environmental, economic, and social sustainability where they included social equity,
health equity, livelihood, labor rights, community development, community resilience,
animal health, and animal welfare as aspects of social sustainability. The systematic
mapping found thirteen out of twenty-two sustainability studies on cattle farms that
included some analysis of the social pillar; nine of these were conducted in Europe and four
in North America. The article demonstrates the relatively wide set of concerns necessary to
a framework for evaluating social sustainability in cattle ranching as well as the limited
number of studies done, particularly in the U.S. context.

One key source is Rivera-Huerta et al.’s study of twelve private cow–calf ranches
in southeastern Mexico, three of which used monoculture, five of which used intensive
silvopastoral systems, and four of which used native silvopastoral production systems.
The study evaluates the twelve ranches for the social sustainability indicators of human
rights, working conditions, and health and safety, and shows that there is little difference in
the rankings between the three production systems and that all twelve ranches rank poorly
on these indicators [52]. Another study evaluates the role of cattle ranching in achieving
the tenth sustainable development goal to reduce inequality in Paraguay and Bolivia [53].
Findings indicate that cattle ranching exacerbates rather than reduces inequality except in
cases where Indigenous communities’ land rights and internal governance structures are
respected and supported. A set of articles by Gosnell and colleagues demonstrates that in
the U.S. and Australia beef farmers’ quality of life and psychological well-being improved
when they transitioned to more environmentally sustainable methods of production [54–57].
Together, these studies suggest that cattle ranching has not yet achieved social sustainability
in most parts of the world.

A key challenge to social sustainability on U.S. ranches identified in the literature is
shifting ranchland ownership dynamics, as wealthy absentee owners displace multigen-
eration ranch families in rural communities throughout the high amenity U.S. West and
engage in different land and water management practices [58–61]. Loss of local knowledge,
diminished opportunities for “neighboring” and shared labor, and divergent values around
private property access and wildlife management (e.g., wolves, elk) can create conflict and
impact community well-being and quality of life for established ranch owners/operators.
In addition, nascent work on gender in ranching suggests that paying greater attention
to women’s experiences in ranch decision-making could play a pivotal role in improving
material and cultural well-being by gaining a more complete understanding of the needs
of ranching communities and families [62–64]. Further, some scholars have advocated for
attending to animal welfare as part of social sustainability, given that animals’ lives are
part of the social system of the ranch and that the well-being of people and animals are
linked [65]. Together, these works point to notions of well-being, equity, safety, and security
on ranches as important elements of social sustainability.

Finally, a recently published article synthesizes sustainability indicators and metrics
used by NGOs, agencies, and academics such as Audubon’s Conservation Ranching Initia-
tive, the Bureau of Land Management, the First Nations Development Institute, the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), and the U.S. Roundtable for
Sustainable Beef (USRSB) [18]. The study evaluates twenty one assessments that collec-
tively include 180 indicators and identifies twenty commonly-used “core” indicators of
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sustainability. Of those twenty, eight address socioeconomic well-being broadly, with three
primarily social: rancher satisfaction with livelihood, rancher connection to community,
and community health. We note that the first two relate to the ranch scale, while the latter
relates to the community scale. There were no indicators identified that address social
sustainability at the industry scale. The authors note that of the 21 approaches evaluated,
only three included indicators related to equity, fair treatment, and employee rights for
ranch workers. They portray this as a problematic gap in the way rangeland sustainability
is conceptualized and measured and ask why these indicators are not prioritized by more
entities within the beef industry. Related, there are efforts underway, though incomplete,
to develop a “social” life-cycle assessment (LCA) in the beef industry. This approach is
promising given the broad engagement of industry organizations with LCA as a means to
assess environmental sustainability [66–68].

To conclude our review, we briefly describe the USRSB and its approach to sustain-
ability assessment in the beef industry. In 2010, the Global Roundtable on Sustainable
Beef formed, and five years later its U.S. counterpart formed with 94 members that in-
cluded large players in the beef industry, such as the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association,
Cargill, National, Dreyfus, and Tyson, and support from a number of NGOs and land
grant universities. In 2019, USRSB released a sustainability framework that drew heavily
on the structure provided by Beef Quality Assurance [69]. The framework facilitates the
assessment of sustainability in five sectors of the supply chain: cow–calf operations, the
auction market, feedyard, packer and processor, and retail/food service. For each sector,
an online assessment tool is provided for assessing one’s operations according to six indica-
tors (water resources, land resources, air and GHG emissions, efficiency and yield, animal
health and well-being, and employee safety and well-being), and a guidance document is
provided for improvement. For the cow–calf sector, this document is 48 pages long. Two
pages each are given to advice on water resources and land resources, sixteen pages to air
and greenhouse gas emissions, nine pages to efficiency and yield, twelve pages to animal
health and well-being, and four pages to employee safety and well-being. We find this to
be reflective of a larger pattern within the industry to give relatively limited attention to
the social dimensions when compared to environmental and economic indicators. Never-
theless, efforts to coordinate and monitor amongst industry leadership are important and
recognized characteristics that contribute to more sustainable supply chains.

Our review identified a number of indicators of social sustainability, including safe
and healthy working conditions, good quality of life and personal sense of well-being,
human rights including gender and racial equity, and strong community relations. We
supplemented our review with interviews with fifteen key informants. The goal of these
interviews was not to be statistically representative of all ranching experiences, but rather
to identify current debates and concerns in the beef industry around the social dimensions
of sustainability to allow us to build a more robust framework that can later be evaluated
with a statistically representative sample.

4. Results: Key Informant Interviews

A qualitative analysis using thematic coding of fifteen interviews with thought leaders
on social sustainability in the beef industry resulted in qualitative data that allow us
to better flesh out the concept of social sustainability as it relates to the beef industry,
particularly cow–calf operations, across industry, community, and individual scales. We
begin with a broad analysis of terminology and indicators as described by our interviewees,
then move into six emergent thematic areas: human health; rancher learning/adaptation;
community relations/support; equity and inclusion; land tenure and succession; and
industry structure. Finally, we conclude this section with our findings regarding barriers
and pathways to social sustainability.
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4.1. Terminology

Interviewees consistently found the term “sustainability” to be insufficient in describ-
ing their goals for ranches. Instead, interviewees preferred words such as “regenerative”,
“resilient”, and “adaptable”, when applied to both social and ecological dimensions of
ranching (R2, N4, RA8, R14). As one interviewee stated, “we have left [the word] sustain-
ability a long time ago because to sustain is to keep it as it is, rather than to get to where
it needs to be” (RN7). Another asked, “Why would I want to sustain a resource that is
degraded?”(N11). A consistent dissatisfaction with the term sustainability among our re-
search participants indicates that they believe sustaining what we have now is insufficient,
and what is needed is recovery and improvement, in both ecological and social realms.

Key indicators of social sustainability described by our interviewees include physical,
spiritual, and emotional health; community well-being; love; safety; nourishment; hap-
piness; connection; relationships; stability; the capacity to care and have empathy; and a
willingness to listen and work through conflict (R2, N3, A5). The following three quotes
provide a sample of the breadth of definitions given by our interviewees:

But I think ultimately, people want to live in safe communities. They want people in their
communities to be happy and healthy and well fed. And they want to live in community
with other human beings that they feel connected to. (R6)

When I think of social sustainability, I’m usually thinking about the nature of how
people communicate with each other about things that are really important. Then how do
they respond in ways, either individually or collectively, that actually get to the heart
of the unmet need, and how do they build the capacity to really make a difference over
time? (R13)

So financial reserves are important. But also we need ... You guys will have to help
me with the right words. Is it psychological? Is it personality reserves? . . . we need
emotional reserves so that when someone comes up and says, “We ought to get cattle off
federal ranges,” that [we] can ask some questions rather than snarl at them. If people say
that cattle are bad for the environment, we ought to be able to ask questions rather than
simply say, “No, they’re not.” So we have to have the capacity to absorb those blows to
our emotions and come back as reasonable human beings. (R2)

One of our interviewees also described their understanding of a socially unsustainable
ranch as one where the ranchers were mired in conflict, isolated, struggling economically,
and “not having very much fun” (R13). The socially unsustainable rancher, the interviewee
continued, feels that they are a victim of factors beyond their control, whether that be the
government, climate change, or vegetarians; and so they are always angry, threatened, and
complaining, and have difficulty adapting.

Many of the dimensions of social sustainability highlighted as important by our inter-
viewees are not ones that can be easily measured using quantitative metrics and analytical
tools. Rather, our interviewees indicated that several aspects of social sustainability are
more subjective and qualitative, yet no less important than the more easily quantifiable
dimensions of economic or ecological sustainability [N10]. This point speaks to aspects of
social sustainability that require attention and effort on the part of the beef industry but
may not be easily measured or supported by industry organizations. We explore those
themes that were most prominent in our interviews here.

4.2. Human Health

One of the key themes that emerged from our interviews on the social sustainability
of cattle ranching and the U.S. beef industry was that of human health and well-being.
Indicators of human health and well-being are easily observable across multiple scales,
including that of the individual ranch operation, the ranching community, and the national
industry. Interviewees’ comments under this theme emphasized that cattle ranching
creates an opportunity for a healthy lifestyle and high quality of life as ranchers are active
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and outside frequently. One interviewee described the physical and emotional value of
the lifestyle:

You get to be in open space, you get to be in nature, you get to be outside and you get to
be in the weather. You get to experience the beauty of the land in a seasonal way that’s
unique... I just think the opportunity for quality of life is really high. (R1)

However, interviewees also described a number of risks to human health. In particular,
a number of interviewees expressed concerns about high rates of depression and anxiety in
the beef industry paired with a worry that most ranchers are unwilling to acknowledge
or discuss these emotional health challenges. For example, one interviewee told a story
of being at a conference attended primarily by ranchers where the speaker, an expert on
mental health in agriculture, asked, “’How many of you have been depressed or know
people who have been?’ and almost every hand in the room went up” (A5). Another
explained the pressure that can lead to mental health challenges in ranchers:

It’s almost like our job in the world is to take care of the world, but to take care of the
world, you’ve got to take care of yourself. If your business is relatively stable, you’re more
able, either as a ranch family or as an individual, to be able to respond to the needs of
others. If you’re really struggling and anxious and fretting about your business, you’re
going to have less energy capacity to help other people in your community. (R13)

Some interviewees described how stress and anxiety, along with a social culture of
drinking, have led to alcoholism in some ranching communities that is a threat to rancher
health. Another argued that it is not just emotional, but also physical health, that is at risk:

There’s a toxic treatment of your body and that you should endure pain at any cost and
never acknowledge when you’re having physical discomfort. Even if that means you more
profoundly injure yourself than if you just took [more] time. (R6)

Emotional and physical health are deeply tied to one another, and although ranching
creates opportunities for a high quality of life and good health, there are currently a
number of significant health concerns facing the ranching community. Further, although
our interviews focused on cow–calf operations, it was mentioned that in feedlots and
processing centers, many employees face health risks associated with their labor (N3).
Finally, at an industry scale, the ways that beef is raised, finished, and processed impacts the
quality of the meat, thus influencing consumer health (R15). Human health creates a cross-
scale linkage in considerations of social sustainability, as the method of meat production
impacts the rancher, the rancher’s community, the packaging/processing employees, and
the consumer.

4.3. Learning/Adaptation

A second thematic category to emerge from our interviews is the importance of learn-
ing and adaptability to a socially sustainable beef industry. Interviewees highlighted
learning across multiple scales; for example, they mentioned learning to use new technolo-
gies and big data to adjust ranching practices according to emerging needs (A4). They also
highlighted the importance of multigenerational learning between members of the family.
Elders must pass knowledge to younger family members to maintain that knowledge, but
elders must also be open to new knowledge obtained by younger generations off the ranch
and brought back (R1, R12).

Oftentimes a ranch family is a multi-generational thing . . . so you want all of the
generations engaged in hearing the new learning because they make decisions based on
that. [This] is also part of social sustainability, for the ranchers to have access to relevant
educational opportunities in their communities or that they can go to [and where] they
feel welcome. (R1)

The interviewee went on to describe the importance of a social network in facilitating
that learning:
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Sharing knowledge. Sharing new ideas. And . . . I think it’s interesting to think where do
those things happen in the ranching community? To me, they happen at the brandings,
at the ball games, at the memorials, at church, at [organization] annual meetings. Where
else does that happen? So that network is really important. (R1)

In order to facilitate this continual learning and adaptation, interviewees highlighted
the need for ranchers to remain open-minded. More than that, interviewees argued that
it was critical that ranchers listen with respect and openness to criticism. To do so, one
interviewee argued that ranchers need to build up a deep emotional reserve, or a sense of
personal value and an emotional support system, so that they can acknowledge problems
and begin working to rectify them:

I have a friend that lives in [western town], and he sent me an email. He said, “You know
what? Every time I read about the [beef industry] and their [ideas about] climate change,
all they say is, ‘We’re good for the planet . . . ’ and they always sound defensive.” And he
said, “I would love it if [ranchers] just once would say, ‘You know what? We might be
part of the problem, but it’s a problem that all of us share, and here’s what we’re doing
to tackle it . . . ’” And I don’t know how to respond to that except that we ought to have
those emotional reserves that we [can] say, “Well, you know we might be. Let’s look at
this together. Are those numbers right? Guys, maybe here’s something we ought to study
further,” rather than just going off to our corners and start pounding each other. (R2)

Like this rancher, many interviewees emphasized the need to remain open and un-
defensive, seek out and share new knowledge, and build emotional resilience so they are
prepared for productive dialogue (R1, R2, N4, A5, R6, R12). Learning and adaptability
were not indicators of social sustainability that emerged from the literature review; rather,
they emerged inductively from the interview data where many interviewees emphasized
the importance of these traits to rancher well-being, sustainable and resilient ranches, and
a socially-vibrant beef industry.

4.4. Community Relations

Consistent with the scholarly literature we reviewed, our interviews revealed that
ranchers’ relationships with others comprise a key aspect of social sustainability. There
was a common sentiment that ranchers must cultivate their social networks strategically.
One interviewee referred to this set of relationships as a “spider’s web” that includes other
ranchers, community members, stakeholders, public land and wildlife managers, urban
people, consumers, Indigenous peoples, and any others with a stake or interest in how
public and private rangelands are managed and how beef cattle are raised (N11).

When I see a rancher that I would call sustainable, it’s that person who is embedded
in the community, the school, church, whatever. They’re networked with conservation
organizations, the Farm Bureau, HMR Service, NRCS, you name it. They can establish
their spider web of support. Those are the ones that are successful. (N11)

So all of the nodes [in the network] need to become a lot closer. And the rancher, too,
needs to become closer to the scientist, to the market, and explain, teach, share . . . share
the pain points, share the fears, share the challenges. (RN7)

Interviewees noted that a healthy social network will support a rancher when challenges
arise, making them less vulnerable to shocks, stressors, and unexpected crises. Further, a
cultivated network can improve consumer trust and reduce conflict between stakeholders.

How willing are you as a ranching community to work with nontraditional partners that
are actually interested in your well-being, like The Nature Conservancy or Audubon
or World Wildlife Fund? Or working with agencies in a positive way that creates
opportunities for you and maybe reduces potential regulations by entering into extended
voluntary agreements. Now we’re seeing groups, and you can get at the heart of social
sustainability, you’re seeing these ranchers in [western state] organizing around these
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themes and working with these kind of partners to tell the story of what we do, how we
do it, and why can we be a trusted partner taking care of public lands. (R13)

In addition to good relations with stakeholders with interests in land, water, and
wildlife, there is a felt need for mutual understanding, respect, and empathy between
ranchers and beef consumers, many of whom are urban people.

As long as I can remember, we in agriculture have talked about the importance of urban
people having a better understanding of agriculture. But we never put the shoe on the
other foot and say, ‘Rural people ought to have a better understanding of what’s going on
in [western city].’ (R2)

I see a lot of farmers complaining that they feel misunderstood and that they’re victimized
and that urban populations don’t understand their concerns. And I see very little
reciprocated compassion for the concerns of urban people and people living in cities, who
are the people that we feed and ultimately serve. The reason why we exist is to create
sustenance for these people. And so I feel like that’s a conversation that should cut both
ways . . . What are you doing to understand what other people are experiencing right
now and what concerns they care about? (R6)

In other words, socially sustainable ranchers make a conscious connection with con-
sumers and strive for awareness of their evolving concerns and needs. Conversely, healthy
urban-rural relationships seek to reduce the disconnect between consumers and the reality
of where their food comes from. Consumers should cultivate an appreciation for the
challenges ranchers face in their roles as stewards of natural capital upon which urban
people depend. Ignorance and misunderstanding between ranchers, consumers, and other
stakeholders is a key threat to the social sustainability of the beef industry.

In some cases, socially sustainable community relations demand accountability and
rectification, for example where the community includes Indigenous peoples whose lands
ranchers now own and manage. A growing number of ranchers are coming to terms with
the history of their land, and, for some, this is leading to a desire to engage in rectification.

And why was that land even available to be purchased [by my grandfather] in the first
place? Because the [name of local tribe] Indians were displaced through this incredibly
brutal war . . . And so, there was this whole history that now I’m just starting to really
learn more about, that’s the real truth behind the colonization of this place. And from there,
that begs the question, what is regenerative agriculture? And what are we regenerating?
And that’s where I’m sitting right now. (R6)

Community relations are determined in part at the ranch scale, i.e., how the rancher in-
teracts with others; but they are also inextricably related to the legacy of settler colonialism
and the structure of the U.S. beef industry, which, according to some of our interviewees, ex-
acerbates the disconnect between producers and consumers. Social sustainability demands
that ranchers work to overcome the various disconnects described here.

4.5. Equity and Inclusion

Our interviewees frequently brought up themes of equity and inclusion, indicating a
growing belief that social sustainability in ranching cannot be achieved without rectifying
inequities that exist within the beef industry. Interviewees identified three aspects of equity
and inclusion that need to be addressed. First, diverse representation in decision-making
is needed and does not currently exist in most ranches and beef organizations. Second,
structural inequities in land and resource access resulting from unjust historical policies
and practices need to be rectified. Third, rural cultural norms and behaviors should be
reworked to be more inclusive of non-majority identities such as women, LGBTQ+ people,
and people of color (R1, R2, R6, RN7).

The first aspect of equity and inclusion highlighted by interviewees was the need
for more diverse representation in decision-making in order for ranching to adapt to
current challenges and sustain itself into the future. However, diverse representation



Sustainability 2021, 13, 11860 12 of 23

alone is insufficient without a simultaneous shift in power structures so that previously
marginalized voices have power and sway (R6). To achieve this, interviewees argued
that we must address those institutional arrangements and barriers to entry that have
frequently excluded people of color, women, and LGBTQ+ people from cattle ranching (R1,
RN7). This reflects the second aspect of equity and inclusion that interviewees highlighted:
structural inequities.

Interviewees provided examples of the ways that their White families had succeeded
in their industry because they had access to resources unavailable to people of color (R1,
RA8). For example, one interviewee explained, “We got ahead in ranching because my
father could get the GI bill because he was a GI and White men got the GI bill” (R1).
African-American veterans had a much more difficult time obtaining benefits from the GI
bill [70]. If those who could not get capital seventy years ago had difficulty getting into
ranching, the barriers to entry seem even higher today. One interviewee explained the
barriers to entry for people of color in this way:

So, when someone says to me, “Why are we not seeing people of color [in ranching]?”
Well, holy hell, if [White] people can’t even get an FSA loan, I have very little faith that a
person of color or a person who has not had a lifetime of [advantages] in an industry is
going to have access to this money. And, yes, agriculture is so heavy on necessary capital
to get started and the margins are so low, it is an extreme barrier for any person who is
not independently wealthy to somehow get into agriculture. (RN9)

Not only are there significant barriers of entry for low-income people and people of
color to become ranch owners and decision-makers, but those who do surmount those
barriers and bring in new perspectives bear an immense emotional burden:

Unfortunately, anyone who is in a position [where] they are not the dominant decision
maker and they are trying to shift and make change, they are taking the weight and the
burden of society and tradition and culture, [which is] continuously signaling to them, in
soft and firm ways, ‘You need to get back to the spot that was designed for you. We’re all
much more comfortable when you’re in your place and we’re in our place.’ And that can
be an exhausting experience . . . . When I say dominant culture in ranching, I’m saying
White males is the dominant decision-making culture. (RN9)

This interviewee went on to explain that shifting the dominant culture is difficult (the
third aspect of equity and inclusion identified by interviewees). It takes work to create
a space that welcomes difference. They suggested that this is because it is more efficient
not to have differences, but instead to have similar mindsets. Efficiency has long been a
driving motivator for the beef industry.

Although women are active on ranches and are often influential in certain aspects of
the ranching industry, women also frequently cope with exclusion and inequity in ranching.
Interviewees consistently pointed to the pivotal roles of women on ranches, including
everything from cooking to roping (R1, R2). In particular, several interviewees highlighted
that women have played notable roles in the ecological conservation aspects of ranching
and conflict resolution between ranchers and others (RN9, N11). Some interviewees felt
that because women do indeed often hold pivotal positions on ranches, that perhaps gender
inequity is a thing of the past at the ranch scale; however, they still saw it in play at the
beef industry scale (R1). Other interviewees gave examples of how gender discrimination
continues at all scales of the industry. For example, women are exposed to more sexual
harassment than their male counterparts (R6). Further, women often face pressure from
their families not to go into ranching and/or are given very limited decision-making roles
(R6, RN9). Several female interviewees explained how their brothers had been given
the ranch despite not wanting it, while they were told that the ranch was their brother’s
opportunity, not theirs (R6, RA8). One interviewee shared the experience of returning to
take over the ranch from her father and how she was constantly ignored by his friends and
the workers she encountered in her daily duties:
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We would go to buy hay and load the hay up... and my dad would chat with whoever
the old dude we were buying hay from was. I would be sitting in the truck or standing
there and there would be no acknowledgment that I existed. Nor did my dad pick up on
[the idea] that maybe that was weird, but I remember just feeling like, ‘Whoa, am I even
here?’ (R6)

Importantly, interviewees pointed out that women sometimes reinforce the patriarchal
structure of the ranch, as they are socialized from a young age to see it as normal:

Women who grew up in it . . . they just say all these positive things about their dad,
and talk about their dad all the time, and I always say, “Where was your mom in these
stories?” I don’t know. Cooking, or whatever, like, she likes being in the kitchen... Like,
they’re not even processing the system that their mother is in and the generation that she
was in. And this bizarre affectation towards the patriarch... and I always wonder what
she’s assuming if she marries a rancher, what that’s going to be like for her. Because very
likely her husband will have grown up in the same tradition she did, and his assumption
will be that she’ll be in the kitchen and taking care of the kids. And that is completely fine,
there’s nothing wrong with that, but I can guarantee you, [many women I know], they’re
not telling me, “That’s what I long to do. That’s the only thing I long to do.” (RN9)

Interviews made clear that the beef industry has a long way to go in achieving equi-
table access to land, resources, healthy working conditions, decision-making, and respect
for women, LGBTQ+ people, people of color, and the poor on cattle ranching operations,
in ranching communities, and in the broader industry. For our interviewees, achieving
greater equity and inclusion is critical to building a socially sustainable beef industry.

4.6. Land Ownership, Tenure, and Succession

Another recurring theme had to do with the role that land ownership, land tenure,
and succession play in social sustainability. Interviewees highlighted the challenge of
buying land to begin ranching without pre-existing wealth; and the ways in which historic
land policies and cultural values have largely limited land succession opportunities to
mostly White men already in ranching families. Many families are faced with succession
challenges and conflict around how the ranch will continue when the patriarch passes.

I’ve met a lot of young women that really are excited and passionate about using livestock
to manage landscapes. And I just know that there is no financially viable path for them
to get started now in the context that they’re operating in. Compared to when my great
grandparents were leasing land and then my grandfather was able to buy it. But he paid
$2000 for the original piece of land that he bought here. And he got a loan from a relative
who was a very successful wheat farmer. So, that is not a path to land ownership that
was open to a lot of people. (R6)

Interviewees noted that in many ranching communities, the next generation is opt-
ing for opportunities off the ranch, for a variety of reasons (RN7). To sustain the family
ranch tradition, young people need to be welcomed back, made to feel heard, and see
their new ideas incorporated (R1, R12). This relates to the points discussed under Learn-
ing/Adaptation.

I think what’s more important is getting a welcome mat out in rural areas for young
people, whether they grew up in those areas or are from urban areas, that we need to
create better jobs and ways of making a living for young people in rural areas. (R2)

I know that we need more people that want to learn how to do this stuff because the people
that are doing it now are getting freaking old. And so we need to be recruiting young
people. (R6)

Some suggested that ranchers should consider other people to hand the ranch off
to besides the oldest son. This could be a daughter, an apprentice, or an employee, for
example (R6).
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A complicating factor for the future of ranch land ownership is the rapid rise in
agricultural land values over the past few decades. This has made it more difficult for
ranchers to own land and pass it on to their children. Ranch land in many places is worth
more than livestock production value. These trends are resulting in development and land
conversion on the one hand and ownership changes involving absentee and/or amenity
buyers with different land management priorities on the other.

Are we creating a system in which the next generation or generations are able to continue
ranching? What are the barriers to that? In California, we lose 20,000 acres of rangelands
[to development] every year. (N11)

We’ve seen land get more valuable. But it’s not valuable for its natural resources or what
its natural resources can produce. It’s valuable for its solitude, its beauty, its hunting,
things that we normally do not put an economic value on. These are what, ironically, are
driving up the value of these ranches. So you asked, is that a good thing or a bad thing?
And it’s neither. It’s just a thing. And so we have to adapt to it. (R2)

There was already a lot of absentee buyers buying up the American West, and then
COVID happened, and we have just seen an explosion in the state of Montana of absentee
buyers who know nothing about land stewardship and land care . . . How can we make
working lands viable and keep people in these rural communities? (RN9)

These newcomers are displacing family ranchers and, in some cases, replacing cattle
production with an emphasis on fish and wildlife management, leading to a perceived
decline in functional working landscapes throughout the West. Several interviewees
commented that ranchers are having to adapt to this new reality and noted that there are
pros and cons to this ownership transition.

To prevent large-scale land conversion, ranchers need to cultivate strategic partner-
ships with nonprofits, land trusts, and philanthropic investors interested in preserving
working landscapes. This relates to the theme of community relations, discussed above.

Their dependence on other ranchers depends on the rural feel of the community and this
is also crucial because as ranchers sell their land and the neighbors are not there to help
them, their feed store moves further away, the vet moves further away. Every time we
lose a rancher, the rest of the ranchers also take a hit because again that infrastructure,
that network, social network keeps getting eroded and eroded. That connection with just
their home, fellow ranchers is really important. (N11)

To deal with the growth in absentee and amenity ownership, ranchers need to learn
how to work with absentee landowners, many of whom are wealthy and have different
values and priorities for their land. When the owner is not the operator, there can be a
disconnect (N11). However, in some cases, absentee owners are interested in investing in
the local community (RN9, R2). Thus, absentee owners were not inherently considered
a negative by interviewees, but our interviews did show the importance of productive
relationships between on-the-ground ranch managers and absentee owners to ensure good
land stewardship and community contributions (R2, N11).

One interviewee noted that some of the best opportunities for future ranchers may be
as managers for wealthy absentee owners. This may create opportunities for those who
cannot afford to buy land to enter ranching, but it also requires a different skill set that
includes communication skills, presenting a vision to an owner, and building a business
plan (RN9). Further, while ranchers do not need to own the land on which they raise cattle,
security of tenure can be important to healthy communities because people who have a
sense of security may make more long-term decisions.

So land ownership in itself is not a prerequisite for a healthy community. However, land
ownership might give you a sense of tenure on the land and more effective long-term
decision-making. So I think you can throw that out as well. But is there something
valuable in family-owned, family-operated ranches continuing in the West? I think there
is, but it isn’t the ruination of the West that land values are up so high. (R2)
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Issues related to land ownership and succession are relevant to social sustainability at
the operator scale in terms of family legacy and family dynamics; at the community scale
because of the ways in which owner operators contribute to rural community vitality; and
at the industry scale, as family ranchers producing beef are increasingly at risk of being
replaced by absentee owners and large corporations.

4.7. Industry Structure

Interviewees had a lot to say about the tensions between the beef industry, social
sustainability, and, especially, community resilience. A common observation was that the
centralized industry structure with its emphasis on efficiency has had a negative impact
on rural communities, and that what is good for the industry is not necessarily good for
the community, the individual rancher, or the animals. One rancher observed that rural
communities throughout the U.S. that were thriving in the 1950s and 1960s have become
“ghost towns” (R15) due to the loss of local infrastructure and associated jobs.

So, the economic impact on the local community is a function of the centralization.
Instead of having small abattoirs scattered throughout the countryside that were a local
economic driver, it was centralized into huge slaughter plants, fabrication plants that
would slaughter hundreds of head per hour. And when doing that, they made the packing
branch incredibly efficient. They lowered the cost per unit of slaughter dramatically.
And that’s a good thing for the packer. It also rendered the small towns economically
irrelevant. The local community was not needed anymore. (R15)

And what factory farming did is remove it from that social context, and just take an
engineering perspective, ask how you can extract the most from the animal. And it
doesn’t matter if you end up with something that’s socially abhorrent, do it anyway. That
was the spirit of early factory farming. And this is why factory farming has all these
welfare problems that your traditional animal husbandry doesn’t, because there have
always been moments of trade-off between what’s good for the animal and what’s good for
the economy. (N3)

This last quote draws the connection between animal and human welfare, suggesting
that both are too often compromised in the current beef industry structure. The quote also
stresses the importance of the social context of the rural community, as does this one:

Agriculture, and especially since industrial agriculture took over, and the whole food
system, as it is today, has prioritized volumes and efficiencies and has eroded ecological
and social richness and capital. So we have lost a lot of our traditions, a lot of our culture,
a lot of our indigenous knowledge . . . on how to do things. And with that goes so much
social, cultural, traditional, wisdom and richness. (RN7)

This quote suggests that the maintenance of culture, knowledge, and tradition may
be an indicator of social sustainability, a theme that emerged briefly in our literature
review [71]. For the above interviewee, the beef industry’s current structure makes these so-
cial sustainability indicators difficult if not impossible to achieve. Similarly, the next quote,
from an interviewee reflecting on a recent drive across the U.S. Great Plains and South,
connects the loss of strong social structures and well-being to the current industry structure:

But I’ll tell you, we were in a food desert for one thing [as we drove through cattle
country]. The grocery stores, the communities . . . I just can’t even get over it. Like
how absolutely degenerated, unsustainable the ranch country is and so the only places
that you see any kind of vibrancy, maybe are places that have been gentrified, but the
gentrified places, you can’t buy ranches there. Anyway, it’s incredibly sad. So I do not
see that the beef industry is contributing anything that I can see to social, ecological, and
economical sustainability. It is contributing to huge industrialized agriculture. (RA8)

Interviewees suggested that to achieve social sustainability at the ranch, community,
and industry scale, it would be important to decentralize the industry structure to build lo-
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cal economies and rekindle traditional cultural practices associated with animal husbandry
and slaughter (N4, R14).

There’s a lot of tradition around just livestock, the cow and how it’s raised, how it’s
tended to, how it’s killed, how it is prepared and consumed. There’s tradition and there’s
community in all of that. How do we rekindle that? And for that, I think we’ll need all of
us, the whole, what I call value network or value web, not supply chain, because it’s not
linear and it’s not just the supplies. (RN7)

According to another interviewee, this linear system focused on efficiency does not
provide the breadth of rural jobs and community relations that would mark a socially
sustainable ranching community (R15).

One rancher suggested that public opinion has swayed so strongly against feedlots
that the industry should consider moving away from them in order to maintain and repair
consumer trust (RN9). This interviewee asked how beef and corn might be decoupled so
that new approaches to the country’s farmland could become an option. If we no longer
needed to plant corn in the Midwest for feedlots, how might we use that land and what new
forms of socially and ecologically resilient communities might emerge (RN9)? However,
they recognized that ranchers’ choices to work within the current industry structure are
profoundly shaped by government policy and economic need:

The major problem I see [to] changing folk’s paradigms, is the fact that current government
policy is set up to keep beef and corn coupled. The subsidy system has farmers planting
things that might make zero sense from a soil health/regenerative standpoint, but they
know they can get paid for what they are currently planting . . . [but] when we are
asking people to change, we must be very, very aware that we are talking about people’s
livelihoods and their ability to keep the family farm/ranch together. If it is currently
working for them, and we are asking them to get more creative, there must be a tandem
movement occurring to create policy which is in support of such change. (RN9)

Interviewees emphasized the system’s vulnerability, and some pointed to breakdowns
during the recent COVID-19 pandemic as evidence of this vulnerability (R1, RA8, RN9). As
synthesized here, interviewees felt that the structure of the industry needed to shift away
from linear supply chains and efficient production towards the cultivation of strong local
economies and extensive social networks that would provide rural communities with more
and better livelihoods; renewed culture and knowledge sharing; and vibrant social lives.

4.8. Barriers and Pathways to Social Sustainability

Our interviewees also provided insights into the key barriers and pathways to social
sustainability. At the individual rancher scale, interviewees identified risk aversion, an
unwillingness to listen and learn, and poor planning for succession as major barriers
to achieving social sustainability (R13, R15). They identified neighborly support and
community building as important pathways to achieving social sustainability at the ranch
scale (R2, N11). Further, they said good succession planning and retaining knowledge
through generations was also critical (R2).

At the community scale, interviewees identified a lack of diverse perspectives, land
values that prevented working landscapes from being economically viable, and a lack of
access to land and capital as major barriers to achieving social sustainability (R1, R2, R6).
As one interviewee stated:

I don’t know, I just feel like land is so incredibly expensive and inaccessible to any person
trying to start out, and certainly if you’re not a person that has at least some seed of
startup money, I do not see how it’s viable to start at all a functioning livestock operation.
Most of those programs that incentivize require years of business history, financials, and
so you have to be able to at least [do] something on a small scale and that is not always...
that can be really time consuming and not financially rewarding. So I think we’re already
putting a big barrier before people can access a lot of the startup financing that’s available.
Yeah, and if you’re poor, you have bigger problems. (R6)
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Important pathways they identified at this scale included community co-ops such
as Country Natural Beef, developing relationships and trust between producers and
consumers by visiting retail stores or inviting consumers to the ranch, ensuring there
are good schools in the community, creating opportunities for dialogue and diverse ideas,
and building organizations that allow members to participate in the betterment of their
community (R2, RN7, N11).

Finally, at the industry scale, interviewees identified the size and structure of the
industry as a barrier to nimbleness, responsiveness, and adaptability, making change
difficult. They considered the inability to decouple beef and corn, a monopolized industry,
a focus on efficiency and volume, and lack of government support for small-scale, grass-fed,
and non-conventional methods of ranching to be major barriers (RN7, RA8, RN9). One
interviewee explained that support agencies have had their budgets cut and their human
resources stretched thinner:

At the same time that we keep raising the bar, particularly for the ranchers [to produce beef
that is environmentally friendly, cheap, available year around, etc.], we have dismantled
the network of support that they used to have through the Natural Resources Conservation
Service, conservation districts, cooperative extensions, and Farm Service Agency. All
those budget cuts and allocating the money to different things, different programs... We
ask more of them, but at the same time, we took away the support that they had. Let’s
bring that support back. That’d be a start . . . [but incentivize] good stewardship, good
practices and stop subsidizing bad practices, because that’s part of the narrative that the
urban folks have is that you don’t know if farmers are being subsidized and they’re just
polluting the water and the air and the soil and all that. (N11)

Interviewees had many ideas for structural changes at the industry level that they
felt would create pathways towards more social sustainability in the beef industry. For
example, several interviewees argued that a more decentralized beef industry would
facilitate a production process with better opportunities and quality of life for employees
and better relationships between producers and consumers. One interviewee suggested
that we need to change the culture around beef production and consumption. Rather
than quantity and price being driving factors, they suggested that beef could be marketed
like wine, known for its terroir and its careful cultivation with deep knowledge of the
land on which it was grown and the people who harvested it. They stated, “Another
one of the big obstacles is the actual supply chain design, that is designed for volumes
and consistency and not differentiation and richness and uniqueness” (RN7). There was
consistent concern with the ability of the feedlot system to deliver a truly environmentally
and socially sustainable product, and interviewees urged shifting away from feedlots and
into seasonal beef production methods on ranches. This would require consumer education
so that they accepted seasonally available meat and meat that was more expensive than
feedlot beef.

There’s a lot of investment that needs to happen in the right things. Shortening the
supply chain into a relation of value networking, investing by all nodes, education at all
levels, and tons of storytelling work, a way to get these out so public opinion can shift,
and therefore policy will follow. (RN7)

Our interviews indicate that the centralization and focus on efficiency of the current
industry structure are barriers to social sustainability across all scales, but education, policy
shifts, and storytelling may be pathways to shift the industry structure.

5. Discussion

In this section, we propose a framework for assessing the social sustainability of cattle
ranching that includes results from the literature review as well as those that emerged
inductively from the interviews. We organize our framework indicators by thematic area
and across three scales of analysis: the ranch, community, and industry. We intend this
framework to serve as a starting point for a deeper engagement with social sustainability
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issues in the pre-harvest portion of the beef industry. In this section we also discuss cross-
scale linkages and implications for enhancing social sustainability in the beef industry.

Our literature review provided insight into how social sustainability is currently per-
ceived and addressed as part of broader sustainability frameworks in the beef industry. In
assessment tools used by various industry stakeholders, rancher satisfaction with liveli-
hood, rancher connection to community, and community health are common indicators
of the social pillar of sustainability [18]. Many evaluation tools, including those used by
the USRSB, include animal welfare and employee safety as indicators of social sustain-
ability. Other indicators referenced in the academic literature include human and labor
rights, equity, and psychological well-being. Below we highlight five findings that emerge
when comparing the themes identified in the literature review with those that emerged in
our interviews.

First, we note that while working conditions and employee safety were key themes of
social sustainability in the literature, working conditions were only minimally discussed
by our interviewees. Although we asked about working conditions and labor on cow–calf
operations, few of our interviewees spent time discussing this topic. We posit that the lack
of discussion on working conditions at the pre-harvest ranch level when compared to the
post-harvest sectors may indicate that hired help on ranches is an understudied topic in
rangeland science (see also [26]). We posit that hired, seasonal laborers, and even family
members in the ranching sector are still profoundly impacted by working conditions and
that this aspect of social sustainability on cow–calf operations requires more attention.

Second, while both the interviewees and academic literature discussed equity and
inclusion as critical aspects of social sustainability, this topic is elided in social sustain-
ability frameworks currently used by beef industry organizations. We observed nothing
related to equity and inclusion in the USRSB framework, and Ahlering et al. found that
only three of the twenty-one approaches they analyzed included attention to equity, fair
treatment, and employee rights [18,68]. Our interviewees gave countless examples of why
equity and inclusion in the beef industry are necessary to achieve the conditions of social
sustainability. For example, while all ranchers frequently experience insecurity due to
consumer skepticism of the beef industry, rising land costs, and younger generations not
returning to the ranch, women ranchers, ranchers of color, and undocumented immigrants
working on ranches have long lacked security within the beef industry as they struggle
for succession rights, decision-making roles, and recognition of their contributions. Inter-
viewees suggested that these experiences not only affect their sense of security, but also
their ability to meet esteem and self-actualization needs, needs identified as necessary
for social sustainability by Janker, Mann, and Rist [28]. Further, interviewees suggested
that more diverse social representation in the beef industry would create a more resilient
system and a healthier community, just as ecological diversity improves the quality of the
environmental system. Thus, we conclude that equity, and inclusion must be high priorities
for achieving social sustainability.

Third, and relatedly, our findings show that achieving equity and inclusion requires a
deep reckoning with discriminatory histories and systems, rather than simply a metric for
having more women or people of color in ranching. The literature on food justice [40–43]
provides a necessary addition to that on social sustainability in agriculture by showing the
changes that need to happen to create a system where people of diverse backgrounds can
engage in healthy, fulfilling, and secure food production livelihoods and can be guaranteed
respect and opportunity.

Fourth, our findings indicate that animal welfare is important to a socially sustainable
and just beef industry, yet, simultaneously, ranches and organizations must be careful
not to elevate animal welfare above human social needs. For example, consumer concern
for animal welfare has led many ranchers to use animal welfare certification tools to
reassure consumers that they employ animal-friendly methods. This is valuable, yet we
observe that there are few certification efforts to ensure equitable and fair treatment of
laborers in the industry. The danger here is that animal welfare could become a sort
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of “stand-in” for other social sustainability concerns such as the inequitable and poor
treatment of underrepresented groups in the beef industry. Both the scholarly literature
and our interviewees argued that human and animal welfare are connected and urged
industry sustainability frameworks to better attend to human welfare alongside animal
welfare [48,65].

Fifth and finally, our interviewees consistently emphasized strong community re-
lations at multiple scales (for example, between neighbors, producers and consumers,
and urban and rural communities), dialogue across difference, and ongoing social learn-
ing by all members of the beef industry as key indicators of social sustainability. The
prevalence of these topics in our interviews stood out given their absence in the scholarly
literature, though we did find brief mention of governance and rancher connection to
community [18,52]). This discrepancy suggests that these dimensions of social sustain-
ability have received inadequate attention and require deeper attention in sustainability
frameworks and evaluation tools.

Drawing on these findings, we have developed a set of indicators of social sustain-
ability at the ranch, community, and industry scales for the pre-harvest sector of the beef
industry (see Table 2). Each of the indicators is linked to those at other scales so that achiev-
ing social sustainability at the ranch scale is dependent upon achieving social sustainability
at communal and industry scales and vice versa.

Table 2. Indicators of social sustainability in the pre-harvest sector of the beef industry at three scales.

Ranch Scale Community Scale Industry Scale

Human Health

Ranchers have good physical
health

Community has physical
and mental health services

The beef provided to
consumers is high quality

Ranchers have good mental health
There is awareness,

acceptance, and support for
health challenges

Working conditions
throughout the industry

are healthy

Learning
and Adaptation

Ranchers utilize new ideas
and technology

Community members
dialogue across difference

Industry organizations
facilitate learning

opportunities
Opportunities exist for

social learning

Community
Relations

Ranchers cultivate relationships
with stakeholders and consumers

Forums exist for
community dialogue

Industry organizations
solicit and respond to

feedback from ranchers and
consumers

Community members
participate in collaborative

problem-solving

Equity and Inclusion

People from diverse backgrounds
have equitable roles in

decision-making

Diverse constituents feel a
sense of belonging in

the community

Industry governance
characterized by

diverse leadership

All people on the ranch feel safe
and respected

Efforts are made to recruit,
train, and support people

from underrepresented
groups to participate

in ranching

Inequitable impacts of the
industry are addressed, e.g.,
there are opportunities for

BIPOC to own/control
means of production

Land Ownership,
Tenure, Succession

Next generations return to the
ranch

Owners are invested in
the community

Land market and beef
prices allow for working

landscapes to be profitable

Ranches have succession plans
Invested community

members have the
opportunity to own

Industry Structure
Ranches are food secure Communities are vibrant

and livable

Organizations are held
accountable for social

sustainability indicators

Ranches provide secure livelihoods Good paying rural jobs in
beef exist

Monitoring programs are
in place



Sustainability 2021, 13, 11860 20 of 23

Achieving a socially sustainable, regenerative, resilient, and adaptable beef industry
will require that we attend to indicators as they cross these themes and scales. For example,
an indicator of a socially sustainable ranch at the ranch scale is that future generations
return to the ranch, which is dependent upon a land market that allows for intact working
landscapes, an industry scale indicator. There are also linkages across themes. For example,
communities dialoguing across difference, an indicator of rancher adaptation and learning,
is necessary for collaborative problem-solving, an indicator of socially sustainable com-
munity relations. A final significant consideration is that our summary of barriers and
pathways to social sustainability, as identified by interviewees, shows that indicators of
social sustainability at one scale and in one theme may often serve as a pathway towards
social sustainability at another scale and in another theme.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we have explored the concept of social sustainability in general and
as it relates to the agricultural sector and the U.S. beef industry more specifically. We
identified key themes in the scholarly literature and used them to develop an interview
guide for fifteen conversations with thought leaders on the topic of social sustainability
in the beef industry. While some of what we heard reflected what we had learned from
the literature, a number of surprising new themes emerged; and our qualitative approach
gave interviewees the opportunity to contemplate strengths and weaknesses of the current
system, share stories and experiences, and visualize alternative futures. Based on our
experiences and findings, we suggest that future efforts to evaluate social sustainability
would benefit from an approach that creates space for qualitative insights, rather than
focusing solely on indicators that can be measured quantitatively.

Another core finding has to do with the term social sustainability itself, which was
at best opaque to many of our interviewees and, more often than not, unsatisfying and
less desirable than terms like resilient and regenerative. The latter terms were more
compatible with interviewees’ efforts to imagine a positive future, while many agreed
that sustainability felt like a low bar. When the current situation is less than desirable,
sustaining it does not make sense.

Key indicators of social sustainability identified in this research can be organized
under the themes of human health; learning/adaptation; community relations; equity and
inclusion; land ownership, tenure, and succession; and industry structure. Indicators were
examined across the ranch, community, and industry scale and cross-scale linkages were
identified. A final important point emerging from this project is that systemic changes are
needed in order for the beef industry to better balance the three pillars of sustainability.
There is a need for future research that builds on the nascent ideas presented here and that
explores alternative future scenarios for the U.S. beef industry, including those that might
emerge from a value system not built around efficiency and volume.
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