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Rural Stress  

What is it? What can we do about it?  

 
"Things have gotten real bad around here. My husband and I fight all the time, he 
can't sleep, he complains about headaches, stomachaches. The kids are cranky and 
yesterday I almost hit my youngest for fighting with his sister. We're behind in our 

payments and we have a meeting that involves our creditors in two weeks. I don't know 
how we're going to make it. Talk about stress, we're up to our eyeballs in it."  

Saskatchewan farmer  

WHAT IS STRESS?  

Stress is our response to anything that threatens our survival. That survival can be 
physical, emotional, financial, or any kind of survival that's important to us. But not all 
stress is bad. When we are excited about something the anticipation we feel, our mental 
and physical readiness for the task is called eustress. Eustress energizes us. It's what 
keeps us going during seeding or harvesting. But when we suffer from too much stress or 
for too long, it is called distress. Distress, over long periods of time, can result in severe 
physical and/or emotional problems. Some physicians’ say that 80% of patient visits in 
rural Saskatchewan are due to stress related illnesses. 

WHAT CAUSES RURAL STRESS?  

Many things. By the very nature of farm work, a lot of our daily lives are not under our 
control. For instance we have no control over the weather, market prices or interest rates. 
The equipment can break down at any time. For those who live in town, stress is caused 
by the loss of business, and the migration of people from rural to urban environments. As 
people leave the rural areas, schools close and children have to be bussed greater 
distances to attend school. This is stressful for them and for their parents. All of these 
things are called stressors. For a questionnaire about stressors, see below. It is important 
to sort out which stressors you have control over and which you do not. It is sometimes 
helpful to sit down and make two columns on a piece of paper. On one side put "Stressors 
I have control over" and on the other side put "Stressors I have no control over". This 
simple exercise can be very important in helping you sort out the two. 
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Sometimes people have to make choices between two things that are equally good or bad. 
For instance, for a farmer, planting lentils can be good because it gets a better market 
price than wheat, but it is more susceptible to problems than wheat and so it is more risky 
to grow. Wheat usually doesn't fetch the same market price as lentils but is a more secure 
crop. Either choice has advantages and disadvantages. This is stressful. Contrarily, when 
a farmer faces financial difficulties, he or she may have to choose between selling land or 
transferring land back to the creditor. Each of these choices is usually negative and serves 
as another example of a stressor.  

Things that are out of our control and which last a long period of time create the most 
stress. 

A portion of James and Lilly Walker's "Farming Stress Inventory" follows, giving an idea 
of the myriad of stressors, which may occur in the farming business. The complete 
"Farming Stress Inventory" (with scoring interpretation) is included in their publication. 
In some studies, the following stressors were identified as being common for farm 
people. Use this inventory to help you become aware of your stressors. The Walkers 
suggest you then categorize those in the 4 to 5 range according to the following headings: 

1. financial  
2. weather  
3. work overload  
4. social  
5. hassles  
6. worry  

Then priorize which ones you want to work on first and with whom. Discuss your results 
with your partner and/or family. 

 
Degree of Stress: 

• 1 = Low Stress 
• 3 = Moderate Stress 
• 5 = High Stress 

 

1  Sudden and significant 
increase in debt load 

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 33  Use of hazardous chemicals on the farm 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

2  Significant production loss due 
to disease or pests 

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 34  Dealing with salespeople 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

3  
Insufficient regular cash flow 
to meet financial  
obligations or for daily 
necessities 

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 35  Long work hours 

1 2 
3 4 

5 
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4  Delay in planting or 
harvesting due to weather 

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 36  Few vacations away from the farm 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

5  Media distortions of the farm 
situation  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 37  Concerns or worries about the 

unpredicatability 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

6  Low commodity prices  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 38  Feeling isolated on the farm 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

7  Significant changes in type or 
size of farming operation  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 39  Having to travel long distances for 

services, shopping and health care  
1 2 
3 4 

5 

8  Meeting with a loan officer for 
an additional loan  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 40  Pressures in having too much to do in too 

little time 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

9  Purchase of major machinery, 
facility, land or livestock  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 41  Keeping up with new technology and 

products 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

10  Not being considered as part 
of the farm business by others  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 42  Worrying about market conditions 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

11  Taking an off-the-farm job to 
meet expenses  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 43  Having to make decisions without all the 

necessary information 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

12  Prolonged bad weather  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 44  Being expected to work on the farm as well 

as manage the house and family 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

13  Problems with weeds or 
insects  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 45  Worrying about owing money 

1 2 
3 4 

5 

14  Machinery breakdown at a 
critical time  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 46  Worrying about keeping the farm in the 

family 
1 2 
3 4 

5 

15  Not enough time to spend with 
spouse  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 47  Not seeing enough people  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

16  
Crop loss due to weather, hail, 
not enough rain, excessive 
rain, frost, etc  

1 2 
3 4 

5   48  Not having enough money or time for 
entertainment and recreation  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

17  Personal illness during 
planting or harvesting  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 49  Death of a parent or member of immediate 

family  
1 2 
3 4 

5 

18  Deciding when to sell  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 50  Death of a friend  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

19  Rising expenses  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 51  Problems in balancing work and family 

responsibilities  
1 2 
3 4 

5 
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20  Government policies and 
regulations  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 52  Problems in farm operating  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

21  Concerns about the continued 
financial viability of the farm  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 53  Divorce or marital separation  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

22  Having a loan request turned 
down  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 54  Problems with a partnership  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

23  Farming-related accident  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 55  Daughter or son leaving home  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

24  Government "free trade" 
policies  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 56  Trouble with parents or in-laws  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

25  Government "cheap food" 
policies  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 57  Conflict with spouse over spending 

priorities  
1 2 
3 4 

5 

26  Metric conversion  
1 2 
3 4 

5  
 58  Major decisions being made without my 

knowledge or input  
1 2 
3 4 

5 

27  Breeding or reproductive 
difficulties with livestock  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 59  

Having to wear too many hats (e.g. farmer, 
spouse, father, mother, housekeeper, 
business person, etc)  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

28  No farm help or loss of help 
when needed  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 60  Surface-rights negotiations  

1 2 
3 4 

5 

29  
Need to learn and adjust to 
new government regulations 
and policies  

1 2 
3 4 

5  
 61  Other recent events which have had an 

impact on your life. List and rate  
1 2 
3 4 

5 

 
DISCUSSION NOTES: 
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Where to get Help: 
 
Ontario: The Farm Line 1-888-451-2903 
 
The Farm Stress Line is a support line of farmers, men and women from rural 
communities who are trained to assist people in crisis.  They handle all calls in 
confidence and have access to a computerized database of services.  They provide 
information on programs and services related to personal and family matters, farm 
financial crisis and other issues affecting the farm operation.   
 
OTHER SOURCES OF HELP: 

 

Agency Telephone Number 
Farm Credit Corporation Canada 1-800-387-3232 

 
Farm Consultation Services 

 (Pro-active business planning) 
1-888-777-9309 

Kid’s Help Phone Line (24 hours) 1-800-668-6868 
RCMP (24-hour Operational 

Communication Centre) 
1-519-640-7267  

or 9-1-1 
Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (613) 235-4048 

Alcoholics Anonymous (519) 633-0430 
Mental Health Services 

Toll-free (within Ontario) 
1-800-875-6213 

Sexual Assault Crisis Line- London (519) 438-2272 
Social Services (519) 631-1570 

Gambling Helpline (toll-free; 24 hours) 1-888-230-3505 
Victim Support Line (Toll Free) 1-888-579-2888 

Clergyman/Priest: 
 

 

Family Doctor: 
 

 

Lawyer: 
 

 

Accountant: 
 

 

 
 

 

 
IF YOU ARE EXPERIENCING MEDIUM OR HIGH STRESS, CALL FOR 

HELP NOW. 
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