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Goals for today…

Understand factors that impact mental health in rural communities

Recognize the signs and symptoms of distress

Learn strategies and resources to help yourself or someone else



An Example…

Ben and Lois have been ranching for 15 years. The last few 
years, they have struggled financially. If prices are low again 
this year, they could lose the ranch. Ben has always been 
known as a responsible and outgoing member of the 
community. But now, under this level of financial stress, he 
looks tired and withdrawn. He’s been forgetting 
appointments, neglecting his livestock and skipping church.

Examples from Weigel and Penny – University of Wyoming



~2 million farms 

Average size is 444 acres

97% operated by families

2% of US population

Data from 2017
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Wisconsin
Rate: 21.2
Number: 1,177



https://www.fb.org/files/171122_sc_afb-no_cta.pdf



Mental Health Provider Shortage Areas 
by County 2017

http://www.przyborski.com/glenns_photos/old_farmer.jpg
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What are common stressors for farmers and 
their families?



Physical Reaction to Stress



Physical Reaction to Stress



Signs/Symptoms of Stress 
Physical: headaches, ulcers, backaches, eating problems, sleeping 

problems, frequent sickness, exhaustion

Emotional: sadness, depression, bitterness, anger, anxiety, loss of spirit, 
loss of sense of humor

Behavioral: irritability, acting out, passive-aggressive, anger, increased 
drinking, taking drugs, isolation, violence

Cognitive: memory loss, lack of concentration, difficulty with simple 
decisions

Self-worth: feeling like a failure, can't do anything right, not able 
to fix things

https://extension.colostate.edu/disaster-web-sites/farm-and-ranch-family-stress-and-depression-a-checklist-and-guide-for-making-referrals/

https://extension.colostate.edu/disaster-web-sites/farm-and-ranch-family-stress-and-depression-a-checklist-and-guide-for-making-referrals/


Signs/Symptoms of Chronic Stress

Change in routines

Care of livestock declines

Increase in farm or ranch accidents

Appearance of farmstead declines

Children show signs of stress

https://extension.colostate.edu/disaster-web-sites/farm-and-ranch-family-stress-and-depression-a-checklist-and-guide-for-making-referrals/

https://extension.colostate.edu/disaster-web-sites/farm-and-ranch-family-stress-and-depression-a-checklist-and-guide-for-making-referrals/


So what do we do?

Reduce the stigma associated with 
mental health

Talk about it

Find resources



Managing Your Stress

• Relax your muscles/Deep breathing

• Slow down

• Take a break

• Exercise/Physical Activity

• Eat well

• Talk about your problems – reach out to people in your social network

• Make time for hobbies

• Speak with a mental health professional

• Eliminate your triggers



How can you help others?

• Take time to listen

• Be non-critical and non-judgmental

• Be empathetic

• Try to help the individual think logically and rationally

• Encourage the individual to get back into a routine of doing things

• Learn to recognize the signs of stress

• Follow-up!



This sounds like a lot 
to manage. How are 

you coping with 
this? (What are you 
doing to take care of 

yourself?)

I hear you 
saying…

It sounds like 
the current 
situation is 

very difficult. 
What can I do 

to support 
you?

Would it be helpful if we 
work together on an 

action plan for how to 
manage your concerns?

Every situation is 
different. In a similar 

situation on a farm they 
tried . What do you think 

about that?

Are there people 
who have been 
helpful or supportive 
when times have 
been tough in the 
past? Are any of 
those people able to 
help now?



Raise your hand if…

(Wait until all questions are asked)

You have ever thought about suicide?  

You know someone who has?  

You know anyone who has made a suicide attempt… 

…or died by suicide?  

You’re worried, right now, that someone you know is thinking 
about suicide? 



Suicide Warning Signs

Direct Verbal Cues

To friend: “I’ve decided to kill myself.”

To doctor: “Is this enough medicine to kill myself?”

To banker: “If you foreclose, you’ll be seeing my obit next week.”

To pastor: “I’m going to end it all.”



Suicide Warning Signs

Indirect Verbal Cues

To son: “Don’t be surprised if I die in a tractor rollover.”

To friend: “If I should pass away, I want you to have my old Winchester 
12-gauge”

To banker: “What happens to my debt if I die?”

To daughter: “You’ll need to look after your mother when I am gone.”



Asking Someone About Suicide

Ask directly:

Are you having thoughts of suicide?

Have you thought about hurting yourself or others?

Do you have a plan?

Asking directly does NOT increase the risk of suicide and may provide 
the person with relief that someone asked about their struggles.

What if someone says yes?

Do not leave them alone.

Call for help and/or take them to a hospital or healthcare provider.



https://farmcrisis.nfu.org/



Resources
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/guide/aoda.htm

https://www.samhsa.gov/

Employee Assistance Programs

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/guide/aoda.htm
https://www.samhsa.gov/




Training Resources

Mental Health First Aid (https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/)
• Michigan State University Extension Program

Question, Persuade, and Refer (QPR) (https://qprinstitute.com/)



In conclusion…

Understand factors that impact mental 
health in rural communities

Recognize the signs and symptoms of 
distress

Learn strategies and resources to help 
yourself or someone else

Diane Rohlman, PhD
diane-rohlman@uiowa.edu



Great Plains Center for Agricultural Health
https://gpcah.public-health.uiowa.edu/

Iowa’s Center for Agricultural Safety and Health
https://icash.public-health.uiowa.edu/

Healthier Workforce Center of the Midwest
https://hwc.public-health.uiowa.edu/

Diane Rohlman, PhD diane-rohlman@uiowa.edu


