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I ntroduction

The economic crigs experienced by the national farm
community in the 1980s was severe and long-lasting.
Mounting surpluses, low commodity prices, high
interest rates, and import quotas were taking a heavy
toll on American farmers.

Michigan farmers were not exempt. Hard

decisions about impending bankruptcy, finding
another occupation, sdling off afamily farm that hed
long been a"'generationd trug," and plummeting land
vaues resulted in extraordinarily high levels of stress
for farmers. Because farming is an occupation that
closgly mesheswork and family life, farm familiesaso
shared the srain.

By 1985, Michigan's Cooperative Extenson Service
daff were being inundated with requests to supply
technologica and financid

counsding to help farm families dedl with the any
difficult decisions they needed to make. Heavy
demands were dso being put on state and field staff
to help families ded with the increased emationa
upset thet individuals and families were experiencing.

In summer of 1986, aproposa to Michigan State
Univergty's Agriculturd Experiment Sation (AES) to
study the short- and longterm effects of stress on the
date's farm families was approved. Anne Soderman,
an Extenson specidig in human devel opment from
the Department of Family and Child Ecology,
identified 12 regiondly representative aress of the
date (see Figure 1) for afive-year sudy of farm
families. Extengon offices in those regions were
contacted for alisting of farm families, including not
only those who were experiencing difficulty but aso
those who were deding wel with the increasing
uncertainty.

One hundred and eighty-five families agreed to
participate in afive-year sudy, which was

to include periodic completion of questionnaires by
each spouse and adso completion of a hedth-risk
gopraisd at aloca hospita at the beginning and end
of the sudy. Contacts with hospitals or hedth clinics
in the 12 areas were established by the loca

Extenson home economists. Hedth providersin 12
separate Michigan counties agreed to oversee hedlth
screenings of cholesteral levels, blood pressure, and
weight management at little or no cost to the
participaing farm families in their communities

Findings of the five-year study are reported here. The
success of the project is due to sustained support and
effort of Cooperdtive Extenson g&ff in the
participating counties, funding by AES, and hedth
care administrators who provided the testing in the 12
regions.

On-campus gaff from the MSU medica schools
were consulted periodicaly and provided information
related to the hedlth risk assessment and evaluation.
Over time, Judy Pfaff, aatigtica consultant, and
severa graduate research assstants contributed
consderable time and competence to the project.

Most important, of course, were the 125 farm
families who faithfully filled out and returned the
surveys mailed to them, aso taking time to complete
the hedlth gppraisds at their locad hedlth facilities.
They did this a atime when, for mogt of them,
maintaining the family farm was not only achalenge -
it was an overwheming struggle.

Need to Study Farm Family Coping

Even in the best of times, farming has been ranked
near the top of stressful occupations. Contributing to
that are heavy financid investments, long work days
and infrequent
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vacations, weether uncertainty, equipment
breakdown livestock and crop disease, and safety
threats. Pressure to keep up with growing
technology, to remain competitive with world
markets, and to develop more polished business
strategies have also added to the strain that farm
families experience.

Though mogt of the country's farms are il family
owned and operated, there has been a Sgnificant
dedine in the number of middle Szed family farms
that produce 40 percent of the nation's food supply -
those with annua sales of $40,000 to $200,000.
Many of these farms have been faced for dmost a
decade now with very little profit, or even
bankruptcy, as American agriculture continues to
struggle with the loss of foreign markets and internd
economic trangitions. The current controversy with
other countries such as Audtraia about continuing
farm subsdiesis only one example of the ambiguity
contributing to a stressful economic climate in
farming. In Michigan, where & agriculture isthe
date's second largest industry, the number of farms
has declined from 77,946 in 1969 to current
Michigan Department of Agriculture estimates of
51,172, aloss of more than 26,000 operations.

The reasons for leaving farming today are not wholly
related to lower profit margins. Many farm families
have smply chosen to give up their continuous
struggle to ded with dramatic supply and demand
shiftsin an increasingly complex world market.

Researchers who have closely studied distressed
individuas and families maintain that under prolonged
or intense pressure, human response becomes fairly
predictable: increased physicad complaints and
disease, psychological upset that makes decision
making more difficult, and arisein addictive
behaviors and fractured relationships both ingde and
outsde the family.

Asfinancid problems during the 1980s became more
serious and the Stuation more hopeless, menta hedth
workers were documenting such casudties as higher
acoholigm, family abuse, and divorce in farm families.
Suicide and asgnificant increase in suspicious
"accidents' were forming an "out” for some farmers

and farm wives, with farmersin Missouri leading thet
state in suicides (Newsweek, February 18,1985).

In Michigan, avariety of resources to help farmers
cope were st in place. Extenson Management
Assistance Teams (EMAT) were set up to provide
technical assstance and counsdling. A hot line was
edtablished from the State Department of Agriculture,
and speciaists were lined up to respond to cdlsfor
help. Clergy and menta health workers were trained
by dstate gaff at Michigan State University to better
understand the problems and respond to clientele
needs. Job retraining centers were set up in the State,
and Cooperative Extenson Service personne
scheduled hundreds of information sessonsin
community centers and churches, which were well
attended. Farm families were reminded often that the
sress they were experiencing was not without
long-term consequences and that it was important to
find some hedlthy outlets to dischargeit. It would do
little good to save the farm at the expense of thelr
own hedlth or lagting family rdaionships.

While thousands of farm families did access the help
provided, many others chose to suffer in sllence, not
willing to discuss their problems with their bankers or
even therr own families. Clergy noted a dramatic
withdrawa of farm families from congregetions
because they were reluctant to face neighbors who
were also their creditors. Mental hedlth workers
expressed frudtration that farm families were hard to
reach, despite additional resources being alocated to
relieve the distress they were fedling.

Robert Eliot, Chair of the University of Nebraska
Department of Preventive and Stress Medicinein
Omaha, maintained during that dark period that "the
world of agriculture has changed, and farmers need
postgraduate skillsin coping. Farmers are quick to
seek information on the latest herbicide, but what
kind of education do they have in sdf-help for their
persond lives? What the farm crigis of the 1980s
taught usiis that we need to be much more
knowledgesble about how farm families cope with
severe persond crises and the kinds of information
they need for more effective sdf-help.”

Given the continued uncertainties related to globa



agriculture, future crisesin American farming are
predictable. In order to find out more about how farm
families cope with crigs, the Michigan Farm Family
Stress Project was implemented in 1986.

Objectives of the Study
Objectiveswereto:

* Document farm and family demands experienced by
Michigan farm families.

 Gain information about the hedlth status of farm men
and women as they coped with varied leves of
stress.

* |dentify the relationship between behaviora
response patterns and coping abilities.

* |dentify support resources used by farm families
and levds of satisfaction with them.

Asthe study evolved and it became apparent that
increesang numbers of farm wives were seeking
off-farm employment to supplement farm-earned
income, an additional objective was added, i. e,

* Gain information about the impact on the family of
farm wives involvement in off farm employment.

M ethodology
Sample Selection and Description.

Origindly, 185 intact Michigan farm familiesin 12
participating counties were selected for study from
ligts of families supplied by the Cooperative Extenson
offices. A purposive sample was obtained to make
sure that some ba ance was maintained between
families experiencing financid difficulty and thase who
seemed to be coping well financidly, in order to find
out more about each group.

Families were informed that the sudy was afive-year
effort thet involved filling out individua questionnaires
at three different pointsin the study and completing

hedlth risk gppraisds a alocad hedth facility in Years

1 and 5 of the study. One hundred and twenty-five
families followed through on these requirements over
the five-year period and condtituted the fina sample
for andyss. Of these, ages ranged from 23 to 73
years (median age for women was 42 years, median
age for men was 45 years). Educationd attainment
ranged from 7 to 21 years, with an average of 13.6
years.

Dairying was the most predominant type of operation
(23.4%) in the families sampled, with cash crop
following (19.5%), and a combination of the two
commodities the third most frequently identified
(10.9%). The remainder indicated primary investment
in livestock, fruit and vegetable growing, or avariety
of other combinations.

Mean number of acres owned in 1986 was 442.59,
with another 286.88 acres rented, and atotal of
688.17 acres farmed, on average (see Table 1).

Of thefind sample, debt/asset ratios at the beginning
of the study were 48.5 percent under .40 and 51.5
percent at .40 or over (see Table 2). In 1991,
familieswere in better shape financidly a 55.6
percent and 44.4 percent respectively.



Table1l. Farm Acres Owned, Rented, Farmed, 1986 and 1991

Land 1986 1991

Acres owned 442 59 456.95
Acres rented 286.88 322.95
Acresfarmed 688.17 756.57

Table 2. Debt/Asset Levels, 1986 and 1991

Y ear <40 %
1986 48.50
1991 55.60

M easur es and Procedur es.

A questionnaire was developed for years 1 and 5 to
didt the following:

1) demographic information;

2) information related to the farming operation
(number of yearsin the business; acres owned,
rented, farmed; organization and type of operation;
number of yearsin the family);

3) outside employment;

4) income (debts and asets);

5) hedth information (use of nicotine, acohoal, drugs;
family and persona history of diseass; exercise and
nutrition; number of daysill per year);

6) persond style of coping with stressful events;

7) family qudities,

8) perception of sressrelated to family and farming
demands; and

9) use of and satisfaction with available resources for
coping.

Individua copies of the questionnaires were mailed to

each spouse, with directions to complete them

% | ncrease or
Decr ease
+3.10 %
+11.17 %
+9.04 %

>40%

51.50
44.40

independently and return individua responsesin an
enclosed envelope to Michigan State Universty. The
first set of datawas collected in Spring, 1986, and
thelast in Spring, 1991.

A form for recording assessment of cholesteral,
blood pressure, and height and weight was
developed for community hedth personnel to record
information gained in the hedth risk gppraisas
performed in Years | and 5 of the study



In Winter, 1988, a six-page, self-report questionnaire
was prepared to measure satisfaction and rolesin
those families more heavily involved in off-farm
employment. It included measures of Farm Task
Participation (FTP), Household Task Participation
(HTP), Child Task Participation (CTP) and Dyadic
Adjustment. The FTP, HTP, and CTP measures
were adapted from two separate scales constructed
by Fassinger and Schwarzweller (1984) to measure
breadth and depth of spousd involvement in farm and
household work. Scores for Farm Task Participation
(FTP) and Household Task Participation (HTP) were
derived from participants weighted responses about
28 tasks specific to the farming operation and another
28 related to the running of the household and adso to
childcare.

To assess the current quality of each couple's
marriage, the Dyadic Adjustment Scae (Spanier,
1976) was utilized. The 32-item scde yields an
overdl score with atheoretica range of 0-151, as
well asfour empiricaly verified components of dyadic
adjustment that were used as subscaes:

1) Dyadic Satisfaction (overdl satisfaction with the
marriage itsdf);

2) Dyadic Consensus (degree to which the
couple agrees about family matters);

3) Dyadic Cohesion (couples fedings of closeness or
connectedness); and

4) Affectional Expresson (expressed love, affection,
sexud interest).

Internal consistency reliahility for the four subscales
(using Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha) is.94,.86,.90,
and .73 respectively, with ardiability estimate of .96
for the complete scde.

Analysis.
Independent and dependent T Tests were used when

contrasting means between two groups, and analysis
of variance (ANOVA)

was conducted when more than two groups were
being compared. Alphawas st at .05, and sgnificant
differences between groups are reported by *
(sgnificant a the .05 levd), ** (sgnificant at.01),

*** (ggnificant at.001), and **** (sgnificant
at.0001).

Farm and Family Demands

Thereislittle doubt that the 1980s were an extremey
tough time for Michigan farm families. The boom
years of the 1970s when there was high world
demand for U.S. agricultura products were followed
by sharply faling incomes and land vauesin the
1980s. In 1982, the average farm income was equa
to what farmers had been earning in 1974, and by
1984 indebtedness had tripled. By 1985, more than
42 percent of Michigan farmers were reporting
losses, and 25 percent of farms were in serious
financid trouble, with many farmersfacing
bankruptcy (Herrick, 1986).

The financid difficulties being experienced turned to
true crigs proportion for farm familiesin Michigan's
lower peninsulawhen farmers experienced flood
conditions and significant crop lossin 30 counties of
the gate. Michigan farm men and women interviewed
during this period indicated sgnificant increasesin the
attitudes and behaviors that often contribute to
psychologica upset, physical disease, and troubled
interpersond relaionships.

Men reported increased muscle aches, fedings of
fatigue, fedings of hopeessness and anxiety,
depression, moodiness, deep disturbances, confuson
and aloss of motivation. Many reported sgnificant
increases in thoughts of leaving farming, fedings of
dissatisfaction about farming, and aloss in optimism
about the future of agriculture and their desire to have
ther children remain in farming. Wives reported
similar responses that, in many cases, were more
intensdly felt.



Women cited increases in muscular aches, fedlings of
fatigue, atendency to overeat, deep disturbances,
and fedlings of hopelessness. They dso indicated
sgnificant increases in moodiness, fedings of anxiety
and anger, confusion and depression. Women, more
often than their husbands, reported significant
disruption in the family, diting increases in the number
of arguments between parents and children aswell as
increases in conflict with their spouse, amount of
expressed anger, overdl bickering in the family, and
arguments over money (Soderman and Brown,
1988).

The difficulty farm families have in separating the
business from the family was expressed well by
Roger Betz, Eaton County agricultura agent at the
time of the study, who said, "The perception is that
when the farm goes, everything goes. It is not treated
asabugness whichitis Thefeding isthat your farm
isyour home and your life and your kids and your
everything" (Lansng State Journd, February 3, 1985;
Herrick, 1986). A 37-year-old farm wife described
the complex spin-off effect of one event: "Because of
the flood, we had to buy feed for the cows that was
of poorer qudity That affected the milk production
and then milk prices went down. Our machinery is
older and breaks down more. We would like to
repair it but can't. We haven't had a vacation in three
years, and we don't go many places or have as much
time off. Were more irritable with each other, and
church activity has decreased because we have
chores every Sunday and there's never aletup!”

The number of farm familiesin the current sudy who
reported experiencing moderate to-extreme stress
levels related to seven variables can be seenin Table
3. Though there was a Sgnificant decreasein
numbers viewing maintenance of the farming
operation as sressful by 1991, amost 63 percent ill
saw it that way, with men and women in agreement.
Also highly sgnificant

in contrasting differences between 1986 and 1991
was the gpparent relief that families were feding
related to financid problems. In 1986, more than half
the families sampled were experiencing financid
pressures, however, 43 percent reported serious
financia stressin 1991.

While not datigticaly sgnificant, it isinteresting to
note that women were experiencing consderably
more stress with the parent-child and extended-family
relationships when farm and financia stresswas
greater. Increased concern related to health problems
was expressed in 1991 by both men and women.

The sgnificant amounts of gress reated to the
farming situation and financia problems can be better
understood in this population when viewing Table 4.
It is clear that those families with debt/ assat ratios of
40 percent or greater were more highly stressed in
1986 and continued to be so in 1991. Between 1986
and 1991, mean perceptions of stress decreased for
families with lower debt load in every area but hedlth.
For families with debt load over 40 percent, stress
decreased or remained the same in every area but
legal problems. What is noteworthy, however, is that
in 1991, the percaived levd of dressfor familieswith
greater debt had increased in every area but hedlth,
particularly with respect to maintaining the farming
operation, the hushand-wife relaionship, financid
problems, relaionship with extended family, and lega
problems.

Coping with Stress
Health Status of Sampled Farm Families.

It iswell documented that good hedlth tends to
increase our ability to withstand stress by improving
our capacity to respond to demand. Also, when
stress becomes excessive



Table 3. Farm and Family Demands: Percentage Experiencing
Moderate to Extreme Stress Levels, 1986 and 1991

1986 1991 .
s | |
Maintaining the farming operation
o Men 79.2 G2.4
@,:. Women 75.4 63.3
[ Total 77.3 62.9**
Parent-child relationship
- Men 31.4 31.4
Women 39.0 336 =
Total 35.2 32.5
Husband-wile relationship
- Men 27.5 26.7
' Women 26.7 26.7
Total 27.1 26.7
Health problems
" Men 18.5 233
% Women 20.8 23.3
Total | 19.7 22.8
Financial problems
Men 37.5 41.3=*
| % Women 55.8 45.0°*
1 Total 56.7 43.2=%"
Relationship with extended Lamily ;
b, Men 32.5 26.4
m Women 37.5 0.5
Tatal 35.0 I8.5
Legal problems
Mecn 16.7 14.9
f/ » WommL_ 15.3 15.8 I!
Total 16.0 15.4
I S e

“* Dgcrease between 1986 and 1991 significant at 01
*** Decrease between 19806 and 199 significant at (001




Table 4. Stress Perceptions and Debt/Asset Ratio: Percentage
Experiencing Moderate to Extreme Stress Levels,

1986 and 1991

— !
1986 1991
<40% | =400 | <40% [ =40% |

Maintaining the farming operation

‘_‘[ 76.1 BO.O*** 533 | 72.6%**
]
Parent-child relationship
ﬁ
Husband-wile relationship
26.1 3.6 23.9 3l.e

- -
. ‘.

Health problems

% 15.4 | 23.2 20.7 | 18.9

Financial problems

% 39.1 G9.5%** 283 53.9”‘{

Hl Helutionship with extended Camily
- 31.5 158 20.9 32.0

filies

Lepal problems

%
r
| -

*Decraase batween 1986 and 1991 significamt al .05 (T-Test means); ““decrease betwesn
1986 and 1991 significant al .0l; ***decrease belween 1386 and 1981 signilicant at .00l

40.0 ar.z- 31.5 1.6

17.4 13.8 12.0 13,8




over long periods of time, it can be deleterious to the
body When the brain perceives demand or threet, it
mobilizes the body's defengve systems, causing
changesiin life-sugtaining functions. When threet
continues for along time (either imagined or red),
maintained resistance eventualy wears the body
systems down (Selye, 1956; Pelletier, 1981). Bodies
that are in poor shape to begin with may be more
vulnerable to the effects of stressin responseto
threstening life events.

It isaso wel documented that many Americans
"engage in awide variety of unhedthy behaviors,
including smoking, overeeting, improper diet, lack of
exercise, and excess use of drugs,” (Ross, 1987:341)
rendering us more vulnerable when life's pressures
increase. While the farm familiesin this sample
reported nicotine, acohol, and drug use at

bel ow-nationd averages, they did not fare as well
with respect to other hedlth factors. Many reported
diets high in sdt, sugar, and fat. Thiswas coupled
with

Ervircomental Shess s—— Caping I

indications of infrequent physica exercise and
sedentary life tyles. The result in the families sampled
was that too many were at moderate- to high-risk for
hedlth problems related to high blood pressure, high
cholesterol and obesity.

Blood Pressure.

Ascan be seenin Table 5, dmogt athird of the males
and more than 15 percent of the femaeswerein
medium- and high-risk categories for high blood
pressure by the end of the study. Moreover, more
males than females had moved into at-risk status over
the five-year period of the study

Blood pressureis a complex, reciproca system
regulating blood pumped by the heart and resistance
of blood vessalsto that pumping. Prolonged or
intense stress can upset this control system, as
illugtrated in Figure 2. The force of the blood as it
pushes againgt artery walsis measured with both a
systalic reading (maximum amount of
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Figure 2. Model of the pathogenesis of essential hypertension in reaction to
environmental stress and coping (adapted from Kaplan, 1979 and
Meichenbaum and Jaremko, 1983).



Table 5. Health Risk, Three Health Factors, 1986 and 1991

Blood pressure risk Maes Femaes

1986 1991 | 1986 1991
Low 76.9 68.8 | 88.4 84.6
Medium 215 281 |99 143
High 1.7 31 1.7 11

Increase in tota risk between 1986 and 1991 significant at .001 (***) for men and .0001 (****) for woman

Cholesteral risk Males*** Femalest*

1986 1991 | 1986 1991
Low 42.5 268 |624 45.1
Medium 35.8 381 |240 35.2
High 217 351 |10.0 19.8

Increasein total risk between 1986 and 1991 significant at .0001 (****) for men and .010 (**) for woman.

Weight risk Males **** Females **
1986 1991 | 1986 1991
Low 34.7 211 | 49.2 42.2
Medium 21.6 221 | 21.0 16.7
High 435 56.8 | 29.6 4.1




pressure exerted in the arteries as the heart beats)
and diagtolic (minimum pressure on the arteries asthe
heart rests). The harder it isfor blood to flow through
the arteries, the higher both numbers will be - and the
greater the stress will be on the heart, according to
the American Heart Association.

Uncontrolled high blood pressure is eventualy
damaging to the body because it Sgnificantly
increases the workload of the heart and arteries.
Uncontrolled pressure also damages the kidneys and
leads to incidences of heart attack and stroke. All
familiesinvolved in the study were given information
related to the dangers of uncontrolled hypertension
and advised to seek the help of a physcian if ther
tested level s exceeded 120/80 (systolic/ diastolic
numbers). In terms of this sudy, levels & or above
140/90 condtituted moderate risk, and high risk
categories were congtituted by systolic pressures of
160 or greater and diastolic levels of 120 or higher.

Cholesteral.

Too much cholesteral in the bloodstream has been
cited by the American Heart Association asthe
greatest risk factor in heart disease. While the body
needs the substance for insulating nerve fibers and
production of certain essentid hormones, excess
levels can build up on blood vessel walls, eventualy
cutting off circulation and producing heart attack or
groke. Cholesteral, a blood fat, findsits way into the
bloodstream through consumption of anima products
- medts, eggs, poultry, fish and dairy products - or by
way of production in theliver.

Two main kinds of cholesteral are found in the body:
High Densty Lipoproteins (HDL), which are found in
polyunsaturated fats consumed (corn, safflower,
soybean, and sesame oils), and Low Density
Lipoproteins (LDL) composed mainly of saturated
fats which are generdly solid & room

temperature (butter, bacon fat, fats that marble beef)
and saturated fats made by the liver. It is believed
that LDL embedsitsdf in the arterid wals, narrowing
and hardening the arteries. HDL, on the other hand,
keeps arteries clean and dadtic by carrying LDL
away from the tissues and back to the liver for
reprocessing and excretion.

Dally exercise, refraining from smoking, and keeping
weight at an ided leve dl contribute to controlling
cholesteral levels which are determined by the units
of HDL and LDL found in the bloodstream. A
nationa cholesterol education expert pand has
established desirable levels for total cholesterol as
<200 mg/dl, borderline-high levels as 200-239 mg/d|
and high CHD (Coronary Heart Disease) risk levels
as >240 mg/dl. Ratios of tota cholesterol and HDL
are perhaps the single best predictor in determining
risk (Castdlli, 1985). For example, atotal cholesterol
of 200 and an HDL leve of 45 would result in aratio
of 4.5 (200/45 = 4.5). A ratio of 4.5 or lessis
desrable. Asratios increase, there is a concurrent
increase in risk for heart disease. In andlyzing
cholesteral risk for this sudy, moderate risk was
assigned to total cholesterols of 201-239 and/or
ratios between 5.0 and 5.6. High risk was
conservatively assgned to totd values of 240 and
greater and/or ratios higher than 5.6.

Ascan be seenin Table 5, agreat number of these
families sampled need to be concerned about their
cholesterol levels. At the beginning of the sudy, more
than half of dl the maes evauated were at moderate
or high risk. Five years later, dmost three-fourths of
the same group were a risk. A third of the women
assessed were a risk at the beginning of the study;
five yearslater, this number had very sgnificantly
grown to more than onehdf. These findings must be
viewed with caution since the presence of high-risk
and moderate-risk blood cholesterol vaues can be



confirmed only by repested andysis and dso
consdered in relation to an individud's gender and
age. However, participants with tota cholesterol
levels over 200 or ratios higher than 5 were advised
to seek the advice of aphysician and, if deemed
necessary, to follow through with blood fat reduction.

Weight.

Maintenance of ided weight isimportant in controlling
both hypertension and cholesteral levels. People who
are overweight (lessthan 20 percent over their idedl
body weight) or obese (20 percent or more above
their ided body weight) are dso more a risk for such
diseases as cancer and osteoarthritis of the hips,
knees and other joints, and more accident-prone
because of increased awkwardness, according to Dr.
Charles Lucas, obesity researcher at Wayne State
Universty

MEN'S WEIGHT
Height | desl Height
5-1 111-122 4-9

5-2 114-126 4-10

5-3 117-129 4-11

5-4 120-132 5-0

5-5 123-136 5-1

5-6 127-140 5-2

5-7 131-145 5-3

5-8 135-149 5-4

5-9 139-153 5-5

5-10 143-158 5-6

5-11 147-163 5-7

6-0 151-168 5-8

6-1 155-173 5-9

6-2 160-178 5-10

6-3 165-182 511 plus

The Metropolitan weight tables currently
recommended by the Harvard School of Public
Hedth were used for weight andysisin this study (see
Figure 3). Significant increase in weight risk for both
men and women over the five-year period can be
noted (Table 5). Though both the mgority of maes
and femdles sampled were overweight or obese,
males were in more trouble by the end of the study,
with 78.9 percent of the sample in either a moderate-
or high-risk category. Over hdf of dl femaeswere
a0 a risk. All familiesin the sudy were sent a copy
of the Canadian Body Mass Index (see Figure 4) to
cdculate individud hedthy weight ranges. They were
aso provided with information about the importance
of staying within a hedthy range.

Research examining linkages between illness and
sressful life events remains somewhat inconclusive
and islargely based on studies following the onset of
disease. Evidenceis

WOMEN’'SWEIGHT

| deal
94-106
97-109
100-112
103-115
106-118
109-122
112-126
116-131
120-135
124-139
128-143
132-147
136-151
140-155
not available

Figure 3. Metropalitan Life Insurance Co. Desrable weight for men and women,
non-age specific (Source: Detroit Free Press, 1/23/87: 3B).
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Figure 4. Canadian Body Mass Index

Source: Expert Group on Weight Standards, Hedlth and
Weélfare Canada

HOW TO FIND YOUR
BMI--IT'SEASY

1. Mark an X at your height on fine A.
2. Mark an X a your weight on fine B.
3. Take aruler and join thetwo X's.

4. Tofind your BMI, extend the lineto
line C.

FOR EXAMPLE:

- If Michad is511" (1.80 m) and weighs
188 Ibs (85 kg), hisBMI is about 26.

- If Ireneis 54" (1.60 rn) and weighs 132
Ibs (60 kg), her BMI is about 23.

Under 20: A BMI under 20 may be
associated with hedlth problems for some
individuas. It may be a good ideato consult
adietitian and physician for advice.

20-25: Thiszoneis associated with the
lowest risk of illness for most people. Thisis
the range you want to Say in.

25-27: A BMI over 25 may be associated
with hedlth problems for some people.
Caution is suggested if your BMI isin this
zone.

Over 27: A BMI over 27 is associated with
increased risk of health problems such as
heart disease, high blood pressure and
diabetes. It may be a good ideato consult a
dietician and physician for advice.



growing, however, that problematic life changes are
more highly associated with heart and lung disease,
diabetes, cdll disease, accidents and other
hedlth-related conditions.

The most serious result of long-term dressisthe
compromising of the immunologica system, which
leaves us open to invading diseases. Because human
ability to withstand pressure is not infinite, the organs
or systems involved eventually wear out or break
down and stress-related disease, or "diseases of
adaptation," appear. According to Kenneth Pelletier
(1981), author of Mind as Hedler, Mind as Sayer,
such disorders cannot be attributed to stress aone
but to the fact that the body's attempt to adapt to
stress may create conditions that lead toward
pathology When a machine is overworked, the
weakest part breaks down firgt. It is the same with
the human body. " Such factors as heredity,
environment, generd hedth habits, behaviord
variables and past illnesses may dl play arolein
determining whether illness will occur as the result of
prolonged stress,” (p. 76), and the kind of illness that
is experienced may well depend on ingrained
persond response patterns in any particular
individud.

Sad one farm wife who was interviewed during this
period, "We were within two weeks of foreclosure
when FHA came through so we could restructure
our finances. | know we had definite emotiona and
physica effects because of dl this. My husband has
high blood pressure now and the start of it coincided
with dl the stress’ (Soderman and Brown, 1988).

Behavioral Response Pattern.

When under pressure, people behave very
differently. Some generdly overreact whenever they
perceive control is dipping awvay Termed "Type A"
persondlities, they are likely to become somewhat
more agitated and aggressive. Quite different are
their

"Type B" counterparts who react more camly, "rolling
with the punches' and seeing a stressful event or
necessary life change as perhaps troublesome, but dso
as one of the many chalenges that can be expected as
we round the curves of life. Paul Pearsdl (1987),
author of Superimmunity, cdlsthe Type A a"hot
reactor" and suggests that the competitiveness, hostility
and continuous aggravation and overreactiveness
characteridtic of such individuals predict particular
diseases of adaptation for this population: ulcers,
irritable bowel syndrome, hypertenson, and heart
disesse.

Behavior patterns such asthese are believed to
originate from early coping Srategies that individuals
employ to defend themsdvesin stressful situations.
Those that work best are probably reinforced and
become the ingrained patterns that are more or less
characterigtic in adulthood.

On the basis of their responses to 48 different personal
satements and subsequent factor anays's,
respondents in this study were termed either Type A
or B. Respondents termed Type A characterigticaly
scored high on such gatements as: | often fed anxious
and impatient, often have more than one thing going a
once, am competitive, dways in a hurry, often tend to
fed angry or hodtile, and tend to overreact to
problems. These traits have been cited in Stress
research (Friedman and Rosenman, 1974; Newlin and
Levenson, 1982; Mechenbaum and Jaremko, 1983)
as characterigtic of the Type A persondity. Type Bs,
on the other hand, scored consgtently higher on such
satements as tending to be easygoing, finding it easy
to reax, being cheerful everyday, not being moody or
impatient, and not overreacting to problems.

As can be seen in Table 6, amgority of the
respondents (and more women than men) in the study
(65.2%) reported behaviors that characterized them
as Type Bs. The number



Table 6. Response Pattern to Stressful Events by Gender

TypeA Type B
Men 39.8 60.2
Women 20.7 70.3
Total 34.8 65.2
Table 7. Response Patter ns and Per centage Experiencing
Moderate to High Risk on Three Health Factors,
1986 and 1991
1986 1991
Cholesteral
TypeA |59.2 714
TypeB | 488 72.1
Blood pressure
TypeA |20.0 32.0
TypeB | 149 19.5
Weght
TypeA |59.5 67.3
TypeB |59.3 69.7

of reported Type As (34.8%) is sgnificantly less than
found in the genera population. Two things might
account for this: either the respondents
self-perceptions and self-reports were somewhat
erroneous or there is a higher incidence of Type B
persondities that naturally migrate toward farming as

an occupation.

Inlooking at response patterns and health risk (Table
7), there did not appesar to be notable differences

between these two groups

with respect to increased risk in cholesteral levels and
weight. However, much grester differenceswere
apparent with respect to blood pressure risk over the
five-year period, with far more of the Type A
personditiesin, the moderate- to high-risk categories
in 1991 than Type Bs (32%, versus 19.5%). Though
caution must be assgned to these findings because of
the numbers of persons congtituting the Type A
category, the finding is conggent with findingsin the
literature




about the long-term effects of biological and
behavioral overresponsesto stress.

Examining the specific stressors experienced (Table
8), Type Aswere sgnificantly more stressed than
their Type B counterpartsin three areas. In 1986,
maintaining the farming operation was highly stressful
for both A and B persondity types. However, dmost
al of the type As (90%) reported high stressin 1986,
versus only 70 percent of the Bs. In the pogt-crisis
period in 1991, both persondity types reported
decreased stress levels; however, the drop in the
dressleved of the Type Asin 1991 was more
sgnificant than that of the Type Bs. Y et the perceived
gressleve for Type Asin 1991 was il reported to
be as high as that experienced by the Bsin the midst
of the criss.

Highly related here was the perceived stressfelt
about financid problems. Again, while this decreased
ggnificantly in both groups, the Type Aswere as
highly stressed in the

post crisis period as the Bs were in the height of the
crigs. Stress over legd problemsrose dightly for
both groupsin 1986, with Type As more highly
stressed, and then dropped to dightly over 11
percent for both groupsin 1991.

Interpersond stressingdde the family is reportedly
higher for Type Asthan for Type Bs, with
husband-wife stress twice as high for the Type As a
both points in the study. Stress perceived in the
parent-child relaionship was much greeter for the
Type Aswhilein the midgt of the criss, but very
pardld to that of the Bsin 1991 when financia and
farming demands had normdized. In relaionships
with the extended family, Type A respondents
reported agreat deal more stress at both pointsin the
Sudy. Almogt athird of them were reporting the
same levels of stressin 1991 as were experienced by
the Type Bsin 1986.

A wife who was interviewed explained the kind of
queeze that was being felt in the

midgt of the financid crigs by severd generationsin a
family: 'We are less easygoing with the children. My
husband's parents are retired and are always on our
case about financid matters, including how we spend
our money. We've borrowed money from my
parents, and they seem to be worried about whether
or not they'll get it back. They keep avery closetab
on how much we pay for things. Wefind it harder to
live up to what we want to be for our children.
Everyonein the family is shorter and less patient with
each other" (Soderman and Brown, 1988).

Findings related to perceived stress and hedlth
problems over the five-year period were difficult to
interpret. Although dmost three times as many of the
Type As were reporting hedth-related stress in 1986,
the groups were more pardld in 1991 when a higher
percentage of Type As continued to report stress.
However, there had also been an increase, rather
than decrease, in the number of Type Bs seeing
hedlth problems as a stressor over the five-year
period. It is probable that, over time, concern
increased naturdly in both groups as they
experienced natura age-related health concerns. The
large differences indicated between the groupsin the
midst of the crissin 1986 may be related to certain
documented tendencies of Type As. (Rice 1987:97)
suggests they "...experience no more stressful events
than (others). However, they appear to trandate their
emotiona upsets into bodily symptoms more
frequently As aresult they seem to suffer more from
digestion and deep disturbances...”

Familial and Extra-Familial Support Sources.

Whether or not acrisisis being experienced, it is
obvious that these farm families find their grestest
support insde the family. When asked who they most
often turn to for support or advice when they are
dedling with difficulties, both men and women in this



Table §. Response Patterns and Perceptions of Events as
Moderately to Extremely Stressful, 1936 and 1991

1986 1991

‘] Maintaining the farming operation

= Type A 90.0 70.0%=

Parent-child relationship

- Type A 45.0 30.0*
@ Type B 25.3 2%.1
1!
Husband-wile relationship {
- Type A 37.1 33.9
' Type B 14.4 171
Health problems
Type A 32.8 26.2
Type B 12.5 19.6
‘! Financinl problems
— Type A i a%.4 4!5.8_*;_
Type B 45.5 JT5

Relationship with extended family
Tyvpe A 43.3 30.0

Type B 26.8 21.4

“‘ﬁ.

Legal problems

;: Type A 19.7 11.5
Type B 15.2 11.6

£

* Deorease between 1986 and 1991 significant at .05
** Decrease between 1986 and 1991 significant at .01




Sudy indicated that the immediate family was an
important source of support in both 1986 and 1991
(see Tables 9A and 9B). While the crisis brought
many families closer together, that additiona
closeness was sometimes accompanied by less than

positive fedings.

According to one farm wife: "We started our
partnership with our sons about four years ago. With
the way things are going now, | wonder if we should
have done that." Her husband agreed. "'l fed guilty
that | was part of involving them. We don't seem to
have the closeness as afamily that we did before.
Weve lost alot. We don't have dinners together, for
example. Were dl too busy. It showsin our
conversations, too. We don't have the same talk and
joking that we used to have. Before we could talk
and talk. Now .. wewatch TV or read a book
instead of talk."

Overdl, the numbers of men and women were fairly
even in ther reported attempts to seek help outside
the family in 1986. However, there were marked
differences in the perceptions of men and women
related to how helpful they found those sources.

Men were far more likely than women to find other
farm families with the same problem to be helpful,
both in 1986 and 1991. Men were dso more likely
than women to report the church and clergy to be
helpful in 1986. When the crigs had lessened in
1991, many more women were finding religious
resources to be helpful. As can be seenin Table 9A,
far more men than women reported the church and
clergy to be a source of support at the height of the
criss.

The numbers of men and women who reported
reaching out to a counsalor were notably low.
Persond interviews with the families, more then the
returned surveys, reveded both the positive and
negative fedings families had about support outsde
he family A farm hushand said: "Friends shied away
from us when we were at the pesak of our troubles
(but) have gotten closer for the most part because
they now redlize our difficulties can happen to
anyone."

Another person reported: "When we filed for
Chapter 11, we fdt like rgjects and outcasts. We felt
people were looking; it'sasmdl, narrow community,
where everyone thinks they know everything about
everyone. | think some in the community like to see
peoplefal.” A wifesad, "That (going to the food
bank) was the hardest thing | ever did, to go down
there and sign my name and get abox of food. | saw
men that stood there like bashful little boyslooking at
their shoes, not wanting to look at other peopl€'s
faces. They would look away and out the window
and take their boxes and get out." Another farmer
summed up the pervasiveness of worrying about
debt: "One thing I've dways enjoyed when the sun
goes down, there's nobody that's going to bother me.
The guys a the bank - they don't work &t night.
That'sthe only safetime.” (Soderman and Brown,
1988.)

When the farm financia crisswas at its peak, of 12
accessible support systems (Tables 9A and 9B), the
five that the men found to be most helpful were:
(Note: Parenthetical figures indicate percentages
identifying the resource as helpful.)

1) clergy members (65.5%);

2) the church (63.2%);

3) the immediate family (63.1 %);

4) other farm families with the same problem
(50.5%); and

5) the Cooperative Extension Service (37.3%).

For women at this sametime, rdief was found most
oftenin:

1) theimmediate family (63%);
2) friends (31.9%);
3) relatives (31.3%);

4) the Cooperdtive Extenson Servicein their
county (28.1 %), and



Table 9A. Coping with Stressful Events: Perceptions of Familial and
Extra-Familial Support, 1986 and 1991 as Moderately to
Extremely Helpful {(n=number reporting contacting source

for help)

; - _ — | —
Supporl seurce n 1986 n 1991
Immediate Camily

- Men B3 63.1% 56 GR35
ﬁ Women 75 63.0% 50  65.8%
k
KHelatives T
6 52.1%

g, Men 37 31.1% g
m Women 36 31.3% 18 34.0%

Fricnds
- - nen k1] 30.7% 36 52.9%

Wn\@ Women 37 31.9% o 23 38.39%

Other farm families with

5“_““5_“:""_“”:_ Men 25 50.5% S e
%\ Wamen D 26.3% 13 36.2%
W :
Church T R
Men 18 63.2% 19 41.39
Wamen ST BT 13 a5
Clerpgy =
- Men 22 65.5% 17 37.0%

' Women 22 19.8% ~ 14 38.9%




Table 9B. Coping with Stressful Events: Perceptions of Familial and

Extra-Familial Support, 1986 and 1991 as Moderately to
Extremely Helpful (n=number reporting contacting source

for help)
Supporl source 1 1986 I 1991
Health prufzz-ﬂun.l-l-':___-
- Men 14 12.1% 34 43.7%
Women 13 11.5% 14 38.9%
o
Legal system
Men L1 9.5% L0 23.2%
J%//: Women 10 9.1%% 15 36.6%
[-'J:ll'.'lnu.ll institutions I
- Men 20 17.0% 13 28.9% |
— Women 17  15.2% 19 35.2%
Counselor
- Mcn 2 1.5%% 6 15.8%
Women | 4 3.75% 8 33.3% |
Governmenl profriais
Men 18 15.6% 12 32,450
% Women 13 11.8% 17 29.8%
Cooperative Extension
Service Men 44 37.3% 21 42 8%
Women 32 28.1% 27 38.5%




5) other farm families with the same problem
(26.3%).

When farm and financia stress had lessened in 1991,
men were most likely to look for support from:

1) the immediate family (68.3%);

2) other farm families with the same problems
(65.8%);

3) friends (52.9%);
4) relatives (52.1 %); and

5) hedlth professiondss (43.7%). Women in 1991
gill found the most hepful sourcesto be:

1) theimmediate family (65.8%);

2) hedth professonds and clergy (38.9%);

3) the Cooperative Extension Service (38.5%);

4) friends (38.3%); and

5) thelegd system (36.6%).

Off-Farm Employment.

One of the most obvious coping Strategies for farm
families deding with mounting expenses and severdly
restricted cash flow during the 1980s was to find

employment e sawhere. However, when maintaining
the farm remained a priority, adding off-farm

employment to the farm work load seemed to be a
more vigble dternaive than sdling off and getting out
of farming dtogether. The tremendous shift to full-
and part-time work off the farm by the families
sampled in thisstudy isillustrated in Table 10. In
1986, only 10.3 percent of males were working off
the farm full-time and another 12.9 percent were
working part-time, for atotal of 23.2 percent. By
1991, this had changed dramatically. Seventy-five
percent of the men in the sample were now involved
in off-farm employment, with 47.5 percent working
part-time and 27.5 percent fully employed off the
fam.

Midway through the proposed study, there were
increased reports of wives seeking off farm
employment to supplement income and provide
hedlth insurance that could no longer be paid for with
dwindling farm income. Though data presented in
Table 10 do not indicate as many farm women as
men moving to off-farm employment (38.8%, femaes
employed part- and full-timein 1986 IL and 53.7%
in 1991), the change is gnificant. Moreover, it
seemed to be causing afair amount of disruption for
some of the families. Farm families attending CES
workshops and obtaining assistance from Extension
Management Assistance Teams often talked about
how different family life had become. A farmer noted,
"My day'sdl

Table 10. Off Employment by Gender, 1986 and 1991

ﬁl

{be¥] 1991

Male part-time

12.9% 47.5%

Pelale Tanll=ti mwee

[{ER 27.5%

Femule part-lime

155 29.2%

Fermale Tull-Lime

14,065 | 24.55%




broken up. | have to be back at the house for
The kids when they get off the school bus because
she's gone to work!"

Two brothers who were in dairying together and
barely making a profit reported they saw their wives
jobs as embarrassng and a public indication that thelr
farm operation "was not in the best shape.” Said the
oldest, "There was atime when our wives didn't have
to work. | get redly tired of coming in and no dinner
waiting. That was something my dad would never
have put up with." Ironicaly, one of the wives whose
husband had expressed embarrassment over his
wife's "having to work” commented privady that she
would never let her husband know it but she "loves'
her job asarura mail carrier and wouldn't want to
quit, even if they could afford it.

In order to better understand how wives off farm
employment was affecting roles and relationships
indde the family, the subjects participating in the
ongoing farm family stress project were sent an
additiona questionnare to fill out in the winter of
1988. This centered on farm, household, and
childcare task participation by both spouses and
marital adjusment between the couple. Informa
interviews with a subsample of 15 of the familiesdso
yielded important information about farm and family
participation of the wives and aso about the
perceived qudity of the couples marriages. Families
in which wives were employed 21 or more hours per
week were compared with those whose wives were
employed less than 21 hours per week or not at al.

Farm Household and Childcare Task
Participation.

One place that women differed significantly when
they were working 21 or more hours off the farm was
in their contribution to the overdl farming operation.
Thisfinding supports that of Jones and Rosenfeld
(1981) who found that decreased farm task
participation pardldled women's off-farm
employment.

Divison of farm, household, and childcare task
participation based on gender seemed more
pronounced for these farm men than for the women,

at least in the sample studied here. That is, women
seemed to participate more fully in dl three than did
men, who continued to view household chores and
care of children primarily the wifes

respong bility-whether she worked outside the home
or not. It was only when they were employed 21 or
more hours off the farm that the women indicated
sgnificantly decreased participation in the farming
operation.

Marital Satisfaction of the Couples.

Are farm couples happier or less happy when wives
are working off the farm? In this sudy, the farm
husbands who had wives working 21 or more hours a
week viewed their marriages, on average, asless
satisfying and dso percelved a diminished
"togetherness' (Table 11). They were Sgnificantly
more likely to indicate frequent quarrding -"getting on
one another's nerves'-and consideration of divorce.
In generd, these husbands were al'so more unhappy
than other husbands with sexud aspects of their
marriages. One hushand who was aso working off
the farm in a congtruction company talked about the
deterioration in his rdaionship with hiswife: 'We
have no prime time together. We haven't had a
vacation in the past year. We have coffee together in
the morning and a dinner time. The amount of time
we spend together is about zero. | am too tired. We
do get in the same bed at night but if | stop and take
the time to shower, she is adegp when | come to
bed." Hiswife added, "I am dmost 60, and the time
comes when you want to dow down. Weve put
everything back into the farm, and we don't have
anything. Werrein limbo, and | don't see any light &
the end of the tunnd."



Table 11. Wife's Off-Farm Employment and Husband and Wife's
Satistaction with Marriage (Mean Scores on Dyadic
Adjustment Inventory)

R Men Women
. e e e B
D FHER par o 1 per weck por mwezk
Overall adjustment Lo marriage] 111.43 105.58" 110,54 105.52
Consensus 48,30 | 4722 __‘1‘9 K 47.07*
Satlsfaction 35,80 | 35.42 35.97 34.96
Cohesion (closcness)  1ide 15.00°* 16.13 15.26
Affection : P 857 B.25 9,20 B.47* |

* Signilicant &t 03
**® Sipnificant a1 .01

Most problematic from the working wives point of Changesin the American agricultura scene predict

view were disagreements with their husbands over that farm men and women will continue moving into
affectiona expresson, including demongtrations of the off-farm labor market to support the smal- and
affection and sex relations, and consensus or middle szed farming operations. These changes
disagreements about how to handle money and obvioudy have the potentid to induce stress in couple
decison making in generd. Thereis evidence that relationships as a consequence role overload and
some farm wives employed off the farm were marital dissatisfaction in both husbands and wives.
beginning to be somewhat resentful of pouring Moreover, as pousesinvest more of their time and
hard-earned resources into farms that were making energy away from the farm, they may become less
little profit and wanted more power in making the enthusiastic about keeping the family farm afloat
decison about whether or not to continue farming. unlessit promises to be more profitable.

Thiswas painfully obviousin one of the couples

interviewed. In response to her husband's comment While the findings in this study may not be gpplicable
that they just had to wait out the farm financid crigs, to farm familiesin generd, the results suggest that
his wife burg forward emotiondly, "I drive 45 miles long-held traditiona vaues about what "good"

each way (to her job). It's my paycheck that buysthe  husbands or "good" wives do within the family will

groceries, fillsthe ail tank (used for home hesting), eventualy be chdlenged in the farm family, just as
and buysthe kids tennis shoes. We have hedlth they have been in non-farm families. The continued
insurance only because it's attached to my job. If not, high rate of divorce in the United States and in other
we couldn't afford it. | want him (gesturing toward societieswhere dud employment ishighiis, in part, a
her husband) to giveit up (farming). We haven't reflection of couples inability to effectively mesh

made adime on thisfarm for over fiveyears, and I'm  occupationa and family task loads. Perceived and

sck and tired of everything | earn going down arat red inequities often get in the way of satisfied fedings

hole just to support this farm!™ about what each spouse is contributing to the other's
well-being.



Summary and Conclusions

Fortunately, over the five-year period of this study,
the high levels of stress experienced by many
Michigan farm families in the 1980s had diminished
consderably by 1991. Only two groups of individuas
continued to experience Sgnificantly high demand
with respect to the farming operation: those who are
operating with debt/ asset ratios of 40 percent and
above, and those who tend to have overreactive, or
Type A, persondlities.

In andlyzing the coping abilities of the 125 families
who remained in the study over the five years, the
drengths of the families under sudy were clearly
goparent: Michigan farm families are close to one
another. They are accustomed to and willing to work
extremdy hard with very little financia or persond
reward, and many more of them have found it
necessary to take off-farm jobs in order to support
low-profit farming operations. A

surprisingly high number of them appear to have
persondities that buffer them againgt pressures that
other populations would find overwhelming.

Other findingsin this Sudy indicate thet farm families
in Michigan may want to increase their atention to
hedlth and fitness. The human body is a marvelous
machine that appears to stand up under a great ded
of neglect and abuse - but it can do thisfor only so
long before it bresks down, showing signs of
excessive wear and responding poorly when
subjected to more extreme tests such as those
experienced in the 1980s. Modern technology has
dramaticdly dtered the physicd demands of farming.
In addition, many farmers go from reativey inactive
periods in the winter to overly active onesin the
soring, summer and fdl that overtax physicd and
mental stamina. When crises such as drought, floods
or severe economic problems are added, bodies and
minds maintained in top condition have better long-
range ability to withstand the pressure.

Therole of persondity in stress management isaso
important. In this study, easygoing attitudes and
effective behaviora responses to very demanding
circumstances were found in over haf the sample.
However, more than athird of the sample described
less pogitive patterns of responding. Finding out more
about oursaves and the way we react asindividuas
to demand and pressure can be advantageous in
staying hedlthier and being more productive.
Overreacting to stressful Situations or withdrawing
and failing to dedl assartively enough with a stressor
are behaviorsthat invite an additiond set of problems
and, in the long run, illness and/or troubled
relationships.

Findings here dso suggest that marital satifaction in
farm families with wives employed off thefam is
generdly lower than that of families where both
Spouses are concentrating more of their efforts solely
on farm/family participation. Obvioudy, more
information needs to be obtained about relationships
in the family related specificdly to husbands off-farm
employment, since changes documented there are
even more dramatic and may well have similar effects
on family life. Since the off-farm labor of husbands
and wivesisincreasangly needed for family income
maintenance to insure survivd of family farms it
seems clear that more atention must be paid to this

agpect of family life,

Family life educators frequently dedl with issues
related to role strain, role conflict, and communication
between couples. Less often talked about and
addressed are issues revolving around couples
affectiond and sexud relationships with one another
for, though there were other areas of dissatisfaction,
this was a common one found operating in both farm
men and farm women. Whether or not spouses talk
openly with one another about ardative baancein
task participation and decison making in the
marriage, perceived inequities can lead to



resentment. This, in turn, can operate negatively on
affectiona behavior between the couple.

The opportunity to sudy this sample of farm families
over afive-year period a both the height of the
financid crissin agriculture and after the pressure had
normalized was grestly appreciated. Making sense of
what mogt influenced the demands families were
feding, and dso to these families ability to cope with
pressure over time could not have been accomplished
with a one-shot survey in either 1986 or 1991.
Clearly, thereis ill work to be done in identifying
and describing the coping abilities of Michigan's farm
families. The contributions made by the families who
participated in this study hopefully will serveto
expand the awareness and skills of policy makers,
clergy members, family life educators, Michigan State
University Extenson gaff, hedth and mentd hedlth
professonds, agency personnd, and Michigan farm
families themselves as they continue to cope with
chdlenging futuresin agriculture.

More information about wellness and fithess and the
emotional aspects of dealing with stress, change, and
conflict is available in both videotape and bulletin formin
Stress and Change, a video and Bulletin E-2201, and Positive
Confrontation, a videotape with Bulletin E-2205. Farm
families and helping professionals can obtain these
resources through their local county Cooperative Extension
Service offices.
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