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Rural Stress

What is it? What can we do about it?

"Things have gotten real bad around here. My huskdand | fight all the time, he
can't sleep, he complains about headaches, stomablea. The kids are cranky and
yesterday | almost hit my youngest for fighting Wwihis sister. We're behind in our
payments and we have a meeting that involves oddaors in two weeks. | don't know
how we're going to make it. Talk about stress, veelrp to our eyeballs in it."

Saskatchewan farmer

WHAT IS STRESS?

Stress is our response to anything that threatensusvival. That survival can be
physical, emotional, financial, or any kind of sl that's important to us. But not all
stress is bad. When we are excited about sometingnticipation we feel, our mental
and physical readiness for the task is called esstrfEustress energizes us. It's what
keeps us going during seeding or harvesting. Banwke suffer from too much stress or
for too long, it is called distress. Distress, olerg periods of time, can result in severe
physical and/or emotional problems. Some physicisang that 80% of patient visits in
rural Saskatchewan are due to stress relatedskses

WHAT CAUSES RURAL STRESS?

Many things. By the very nature of farm work, adbour daily lives are not under our
control. For instance we have no control over tleativer, market prices or interest rates.
The equipment can break down at any time. For thdgelive in town, stress is caused
by the loss of business, and the migration of peépim rural to urban environments. As
people leave the rural areas, schools close aidtehihave to be bussed greater
distances to attend school. This is stressfulifem and for their parents. All of these
things are called stressors. For a questionnaoatadtressors, see below. It is important
to sort out which stressors you have control owerahich you do not. It is sometimes
helpful to sit down and make two columns on a paggaper. On one side put "Stressors
| have control over" and on the other side pute&tors | have no control over”. This
simple exercise can be very important in helping sort out the two.



Sometimes people have to make choices betweerhingstthat are equally good or bad.
For instance, for a farmer, planting lentils cargbed because it gets a better market
price than wheat, but it is more susceptible td@mms than wheat and so it is more risky
to grow. Wheat usually doesn't fetch the same mankee as lentils but is a more secure
crop. Either choice has advantages and disadvamtépes is stressful. Contrarily, when

a farmer faces financial difficulties, he or sheyrhave to choose between selling land or
transferring land back to the creditor. Each ob#hehoices is usually negative and serves
as another example of a stressor.

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

A portion of James and Lilly Walker's "Farming Sgdnventory" follows, giving an idea
of the myriad of stressors, which may occur infdrening business. The complete
"Farming Stress Inventory” (with scoring interpteta) is included in their publication.

In some studies, the following stressors were ifledtas being common for farm
people. Use this inventory to help you become away®ur stressors. The Walkers
suggest you then categorize those in the 4 to@erancording to the following headings:

financial
weather

work overload
social

hassles

worry

ok wnE

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

Degree of Stress:
e 1=Low Stress
e 3 = Moderate Stress
* 5 =High Stress

1 %C?gggeai‘gd dggtnliggjm éz 33 | Use of hazardous chemicals on the farm égl
_2 Significant production lossdue | 22 [ : Dealing with salespeople -
to disease or pests 5 5

[ Insufficient regular cash flow 12 L -
* :)%ang]?:tﬁglrlnsagrcz‘?)lr daily 3; % | Longwork hours 3;1

necessities




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

Delay in planting or
harvesting due to weather

M edia distortions of the farm
situation

L ow commodity prices

Significant changesin type or
size of farming operation

M eeting with a loan officer for
an additional loan

Purchase of major machinery, %i
facility, land or livestock 5
12

Not being considered as part
of the farm business by others

Taking an off-the-farm job to
meet expenses

Prolonged bad weather

Problems with weeds or
insects

M achinery breakdown at a %i
critical time 5
07

Not enough time to spend with
spouse

Crop lossdueto weather, hail,
not enough rain, excessive
rain, frost, etc

Personal illness during
planting or harvesting

Deciding when to sell

Rising expenses

36

37

38

39

41

42

46

47

49

50

51

12
Few vacations away from the farm 34
5

Concernsor worries about the 5
unpr edicatability 5
12

Feeling isolated on the farm 34
5

Having to travel long distances for ;i
services, shopping and health care 5
Pressuresin having too much todointoo | 12
little time 5
K eeping up with new technology and %i
products 5
12

Worrying about market conditions 34
5

Having to make decisions without all the 5
necessary infor mation 5
Being expected to work on the farm aswell | 12
as manage the house and family 5
12

Worrying about owing money 34
5

Worrying about keeping the farm in the %i
family 5
12

Not seeing enough people 3;1
Not having enough money or time for ;i
entertainment and recreation 5
Death of a parent or member of immediate %i
family 5
12

Death of afriend 34
5

Problemsin balancing work and family 5

responsibilities




20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

Government policies and
regulations

Concerns about the continued
financial viability of the farm

Having a loan request turned
down

Farming-related accident

Government " freetrade"
policies

Gover nment " cheap food" %i
policies 5
072

M etric conversion

Breeding or reproductive
difficultieswith livestock

No farm help or loss of help
when needed

Need to learn and adjust to
new gover nment regulations
and policies

52

53

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

12
Problemsin farm operating 34
5

12

Divorce or marital separation 34
5

_ _ 12
Problemswith a partnership 34
5

_ 12

Daughter or son leaving home 34
5

12

Troublewith parentsor in-laws 34
5

Conflict with spouse over spending éi
priorities 5
Major decisions being made without my éi
knowledge or input 5
Having to wear too many hats(e.g. farmer, | 12
spouse, father, mother, housekeeper, 34
business per son, etc) s
12

Surface-rights negotiations 34
5

Other recent eventswhich have had an 5

impact on your life. List and rate

DISCUSSION NOTES:




|A¢ceptance skills I

1. Keep it in perspective
Wihen worries and fears are causing you a lof of stress, ask yourself:
o Has this hiappened before? What dia f fearn from that experience?
o Whats the worsl possible owtcome?
o What efse can [ do?
= What advice would | give a fitend in this situation?
o Five years from now; fiow imporiant will this seem?

2. Use positive self-talk
Marny peaple find that repeating a saying helps them accept what they can't charge.
Some examiples are listed below: Choose (or fnvent) one as a “secret weapon ™ against
bad times.
o e can gain strength from this,
» WY have skills, abilities and talenits that go beyond this famn,
o Wi fave each other our famiily and fiiends.
o There is more to e than this farm.

3. Keep a positive attitude
15 hard to smifle when things are going wrong. There are times wihen you hieed (o
blow off steam or expriess your resertment. But lelting negative emotions take over
completely only miakes the situation worse. I you fcus on the positive side, youre
more fikely to find 3 way oul. A positive attitede can become contagious, making it
easier to five and work with others,

4. Develop a stress-resistant personality
Some people create stress for themselves and others, Type A personalities have these
fraits in common:
= Unrealistically high expectations
»  [frnability to relax
»  Constant dissatisfaction
o Afways in a frry
i you recognize these traits in yourself, be aware they can make you more prone fo
stress-refated disegse, Ty (o gcoept the fact that reality offen &ifs sfiort of
expectations, Feople wiho are always rushing and pushing often accomplish fless than
people wha take time to think through the problem. Gelting regulan non-competitive
exercise is @ good way {o temper a Type A personality. Another way fo develop stress
resistance is to consider problems as challenges, Look for possibilities and creative
salutions. Commitment to family. fifends, refigion and community activities also
felps buiffer stress and put problems in perspective, Being “connectea” to others can
provide strength and meaning,

5. Get counselling
Sometimes the only way fo deal with stressiil events is to get professional help.
Seeking courselling /s not a sign of weakness: it lakes strength fo recognize when you
cant go it alone, Learmn to make use of, not avoid, expert resources, IF you feel
completely alone, overnwhielmed or fiopeless, seek professional hielp.



| Coping skills I

I, Physical fitness

You can Werally run away from stress - or bike, walk, dance or (ift welghts away from

stress! Physical fitness helps fight stress in two nways:

o A piysically fit body fs better able to withstand the effects of stress. A balanced
lifestyle that fncludes regular exercise, hiealthy meals and adegquate slecp gives you
enefgy and endurarnce to Randle whalaver comes youtr way.

v Exercise has a calming effect that lasts long after the exercise session itself is over.
Repetitive exercises like running or cross-country skiing can produce a mental state
like meditation, Aerobic exercise that gets your hearl pounding for at least 20
miinutes releases chericals in the brain called “endorphins” that reduce
depression and stress.

2. Relaxation

Do you know how o relax? Marny of the ways we think we relax - drinking, simoking,

walching TV, eating - ao nothing lo reverse the physical effects of stress, True

relaxation is a skill that you can learn and use when you nieed i, Stress tenses your
miuscles, makes your breathing shallow; raises your blood pressure, rmakes your heart
pound and clouds your judgment, Relaxation skills can reverse those effects {o make

v feel belien think belter and perform better:

o Choose a time wihen youre not extremely stressed fo fearn the skills. Once you've
learned and praciised them a few times, youll find they help when you need
thrern.

v Go fo a quiet place, Sit or e in a conmifortable position, and try the following, Scan
your bodly; looking for tension by focussing on each part, Start with your feet and
Wk we through your legs, bultocks, torso, arms, showlders, head and neck. Let
your jaw drop. Aflow your eyeligs to be heavy and relaved. At each place that you
feel tension, (ake a deep, full breath and imagine the tightness “melting” as you
breathe oul. You can aiso tighten each area for a count of five, and then allow it to
redax. Try squeezing the mwscles in your fBce, anms, legs and bullocks. Feel the
difference as you let therr meft.

o Aliow powr thoughts Lo pass through your mind without paying attention o them.
Repeat the olowing o yourself:

¥ am relaxed and warm.”

My haand's are heavy and wammn.”
My heartbeat is sfow and regiulan”
¥ feel peacefid and stil”

Continue fo breathe siowly and regulany.

»  Best of all, once you feel relaxed, enfoy /. fmagine yow are in a beaulifid piace,
sitting in front of a campifire on a starry right, or aritting in a beat on a calm lake
- your favowrite place. Rermafn i this refaxed state for 5 fo 10 minutes before
gelting up.



3. Set "S-M-A-RT" goals
fts important {o get a picture of what you, ideally. would like fo have happern in your
Hife. Use the relaxation exercise described in the section, "Coping Skills". Visualize alf
parts of your life - home, work and recreational settings, Then picture your ideal
situation - three months, sic months, one year, five years from foday. What will you be
dofng P How will you fook 7 What will you be feeling? Which people will be a part of
yowr fife, and what will be the quality of your refationsfips with them?
Now the trick fs to identify those skills that can help you reach your goals, Awarerness
skills can help you understand what s happerning. within yourself, your family and your
commuriity. Acceptance skilfs can change your altitude. Action skills such as time
mianagemernt and commnanication can increase your effectiveness. You can use coping
skills to handle the strain of increased workivads. Choosing “S-M-A-R-T" goals can
furr stress into personal satisfaction and productivity.

Specific. Set a concrete goal that addresses behaviour and results, not emotions.

Exarnple: “For the nexd mionth, wihen [ feel stressed, [ will use exercise or refaation to
cope.” When a goal fsnt do-able, revise i,

Measurable. You must be abie to telf when you amive, and to set milestones along the
ey
Exarmple: "My goal is to reduce the times when [ feel stressed to fewer than one a day.”

Agfzegd porl, Dont be the Lone Karnger: ask others o support and fefp you,
Exarmpie: "My spouse Knows that stress managemient is importar, and will be
supportive wihen { need {o exeroise or refax.”

Eewam??lg Betfiaviour cfiange should be as much fin as possible. Decide how you will
rewantd youwself, both for achieving your miain goal and passing midestones along the way
Exarnpie: “For each week that [ meet miy stress management goal, §will renard’ nyself
with one evering, doing what [ want to do,

Trackable. Keep track of your progress in a visible way: This helps keep you fiom getting
discouraged by showing your day-to-aay fmprovernert,
Exarnpie: T will Keep a dadly stress fog, isting stressors, hiow [ reacted and frow (
handied i.”
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| Basic stress preverntiorn I

7.

Exercise regularly

A fast walk, siow jog or any activity that gels your heart rate up into the 1205 and
1305 and kegps it there for 20 minwtes or more three times 3 week will irnprove your
endurarnce and soak up tension,

Relax
Leam technigues of deep breathing, meditation and muscle refaxation, Practice them
dadly and at times when you feel uptioht,

Set priorities
Determine what you value the most in your life and make sure you are spending time,
wmorey and enerdy on them rather than on those things others value,

Choose your resporise

Develop yowr "bag of tricks.” You can run away (ffom confiontation), you can fght. or
VOU Can Compronise, bargain, negotiate or cooperate. Don't get caught fn responses
that are destructive 1or you,

Solve the problem
None of the above is more tharn & quick fix untif you determine what'’s bugging you
and miove to change, neutralize or otherwise deal with the situation,

Avoid the chemiical haze

Boore, {ranguillizers, eating. cigareltes, coffee - any or all of them may help for a short
period bul alfl of them have negative side effects and make stress worse over the long
haul,

Listen to your body
Fay attention to muscle aches, indigestion, tooth grinding. fist clenching and the like.
Your bodly /s trying to tell you o use one of the above ways of dealing with stress.

Reach out
Share your concerns with amily. self-help groups and organizations working on 8o
incorne fssues. You will gain and give strength to others.




Where to get Help:

Ontario: The Farm Line 1-888-451-2903

The Farm Stress Linds a support line of farmers, men and women fromrural
communities who are trained to assist peoplein crisis. They handleall callsin
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 1-888-777-9309
(Pro-active business planning)
Kid’s Help Phone Line (24 hours) 1-800-668-6868
RCMP (24-hour Operational 1-519-640-7267
Communication Centre) or 9-1-1
Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (613) 235-4048
Alcoholics Anonymous (519) 633-0430
Mental Health Services 1-800-875-6213
Toll-free (within Ontario)
Sexual Assault Crisis Line- London (519) 438-2272
Social Services (519) 631-1570
Gambling Helpline (toll-free; 24 hours) 1-888-235605
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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Canadlan Coalltlan for
Agriculbural Safety and Rural Health
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