
If you had asked Brandon five years ago whether he’d 
make a life on the farm, he would have said you were 
crazy. He was having the time of his life at a university out 
of province and had his sights set on a business career. 
After graduation, he got a job with a Canadian corpora-
tion and enjoyed plenty of perks such as free tickets to 
sporting events and big-budget promotions. 
 “I was on top of the world,” he says. “Then the stress 
started.” 
 As an only child, Brandon is close to his parents and 
had always shared work on the farm with them. One day 
in July, he was having pints on a patio with friends and he 
thought about his mom and dad, who would be harvest-
ing that evening until at least 8 p.m. The thought didn’t sit 
right with him.
 “I started to put a lot of pressure on myself because in 
Canada it’s not like you can just start farming,” he says. “If 
I don’t take over the farm, who will? After all this work my 
parents and grandparents put into building something, I 
couldn’t picture a for sale sign on the front of the place 
and feel confident I was making the right decision. So now 
I’m back.”
 But that decision has brought its share of anxiety. 
Brandon and his girlfriend parted ways. And now the 
26-year-old is readjusting to spending more intensive time 
with his mother and father than many guys his age have 
the stomach for. There’s also the $2 million in bank loans 
he recently took on to build his future on the farm.
 Last week, Brandon saw a counsellor for the first time. 

 “Farming 
is a high-risk 
game. It’s stressful 
to expand the farm 
and plan for a future there, 
and it’s almost like we’re expected to 
handle that stress ourselves,” he says. “I 
decided it’s time to talk to somebody. I wish 
counselling was more commonplace. I’m very fresh in 
taking this step.” 

Farmers want and need mental health support
Brandon is a rare breed of Canadian farmer: one who has 
recognized he is under stress and is seeking help to 
manage it. New research from the University of Guelph 
suggests Canadian farmers, like their counterparts in the 
United Kingdom and Australia, have higher levels of 
psychological distress than the general population. The 
study – which garnered more than 1,100 responses from 
Canadian producers across sectors – is the first of its kind 
assessing the mental health of Canadian farmers.
 “We found a very high proportion of producers were in 
the high stress category, and there was a higher than 
expected number of producers classified with anxiety 
based on the scale that we used,” says Dr. Andria 
Jones-Bitton, a researcher in the Department of 

12 Ate Today? Thank a Farmer.  Better Farming April 2017

Sv
et

aZ
i/i

St
oc

k/
G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es
 P

lu
s 

ph
ot

o



Population Medicine at the University of Guelph. 
 Stress among producers was measured using the 
Perceived Stress Scale, a validated self-report scale widely 
used in other studies. Approximately 45 per cent of the 
producers surveyed were classified in the high stress 
category. Another 58 per cent were classified with varying 
levels of anxiety, and 35 per cent met the scale definition 
for depression.
 “Our scores were two-to-four times higher than 
previous studies of producers in the United Kingdom and 
Norway using the same scales,” says Jones-Bitton. And 
two-thirds of Canadian producers surveyed scored lower 
on resilience – our ability to cope with physical and 
psychological stresses – than a comparative U.S. popula-
tion. 
 “It’s a problem because when our resilience is low, we’re 
less able to cope with the effects of stress,” says Jones-

Bitton. “We could 
be at greater risk for depres-
sion and anxiety, which can lead to 
burnout. 
 “In other occupations, we see burnout associated 
with people leaving their jobs. I worry this could be the 
case for agriculture too.”

A lot of risk
Janet Smith, program manager with Manitoba Farm, 
Rural & Northern Support Services, says there are a 
number of factors about farm life that make it uniquely 
stressful. Commodity prices, pests, disease and climate 
change are among the factors beyond farmers’ control.
 “Farmers are exposed to a large number of stressors 
that many in the general population are not,” she says. 
“(Farming) can also be a dangerous occupation, with 
chemicals and livestock and equipment. There’s a lot of 
risk.”
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Regional Tractor Sales Ltd. 
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Mount Forest • 519-323-2755

Smiths Farm Equipment (Jasper) Ltd. 
Jasper • 613-283-1758

St. Catharines New Holland Ltd. 
St. Catharines • 905-688-5160

Stewart’s Equipment 
Erin • 519-833-9616

Weagant Farm Supplies Ltd. 
Winchester • 613-774-2887
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 Smith manages the Manitoba 
Suicide Prevention & Support Line, 
and she says farmers struggle with 
mental health 
because of the 
circumstances 
they’re exposed to 
and because they 
tend to have low 
help-seeking 
behaviours. 
 Notably, the 
University of Guelph 
study revealed 40 per 
cent of survey 
respondents said that 
they’d feel uneasy 
seeking professional 
help “because of what other people 
might think.”     
 One-third said that seeking such 
help can “stigmatize a person’s life.” 
 “Farmers typically don’t talk about 
personal issues or mental health. 
They may not want to burden loved 
ones and find it hard to talk about 
their feelings. As a result, famers end 
up isolating themselves and feeling 

like failures,” Smith says. 
 Scott, a former Ontario hog 
farmer, says it’s true he internalized 

the financial distress on 
his operation during 
volatile times in 
Canada’s hog sector. He 
left farming when he 
was in his mid-40s, 
around the time many 
of his colleagues also 
left. 
 “When you wrap up 
your business and 
house and family 
together in one place, it 
has crazy and unex-
pected implications,” he 

says. “You look out the window every 
morning, and the cows or pigs come 
first, and sometimes the family suffers 
because of it. That’s a lot of stress to 
put on farm families.” 
 Scott says he realized at the time 
he was under an abnormal amount of 
stress, particularly when his pigs 
became infected with a virus. He 
recalls the emotional turmoil of 

nursing struggling piglets throughout 
the week, only to euthanize them by 
Friday. 
 “I didn’t want the weekend person 
putting energy into nursing along 
three little pigs and neglecting 
another part of the operation,” he 
says. “It was the right thing to do for 
the piglets and the business, but I 
would literally go into the corner and 
throw up and then have to look at my 
wife and kids for the weekend.”
 Scott says after discussions with his 
wife, it became clear that “keep doing 
this” wasn’t a good enough justifica-
tion for either of them. The couple 
made the decision to exit farming. 
Their marriage did not survive the 
farm.
 “I felt so alone,” he says. “I had 
built up a network of people around 
me, but the ones who were pig 
farmers were under the same stress I 
was. 
 “I can look back and say I should 
have got out earlier or later or not at 
all, but getting out was the best thing 
for both me and my ex-wife.”

Andria Jones-Bitton
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Ag mental health literacy 
matters
The next phase of Jones-Bitton’s work 
is to build a team of producers, 
industry representatives, veterinari-
ans and mental health professionals 
to create, deliver and evaluate a 
mental health literacy training 
program for farmers. 
 She says research will also focus on 
characterizing the lived experience of 
farmers’ mental health during times 
of calm and times of emergency. She 
plans to make one-on-one interviews 
part of the research.
 “As part of the work, we’re target-
ing producers, including some who 

have experienced an agricultural 
emergency like a barn fire or disease 
outbreak. We plan to talk to them 
about their experiences, whether they 
sought help for the distress they were 
experiencing, how useful they found 
that help to be and their recommen-
dations for future programming,” she 
says. 
 Jones-Bitton hopes to identify 
barriers to help-seeking. Some 
producers have expressed criticism of 
family doctors and mental health 
hotlines because the advice offered 
shows a lack of understanding about 
farm or rural life. 
 “In some cases, counsellors were 

making recommendations that just 
aren’t feasible in the agriculture 
world. It’s essential the people 
providing help to farmers understand 
the realities and demands of farming,” 
she says.
 That’s one of the reasons Manito-
ba’s hotline is located in Brandon, in 
that province’s agricultural hub, says 
Smith. All staff members responding 
to farmers either have direct experi-
ence of farming or have farmed in the 
recent past.
 “Farming communities have 
shared values and communication 
styles and a way of being that is 
commonly understood,” says Smith. 
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“It’s essential the people providing help to farmers understand the realities and demands of farming,” 
Andria Jones-Bitton says.
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“Having someone on the other end of the line that understands that goes a 
long way.”
 Smith notes that, of the roughly 1,500 calls and online chats her team fields 
from the rural community each year, many are from callers who don’t know 
what counselling is about or what to expect. She says the message that reso-
nates most with farmers is the one that shows value to their bottom line.
 “Taking care of your mental health can also be viewed as an important 
business management tool,” she says. “We’re not on the production end of 
things; we’re on the human side. If your relationships and mental health are 
suffering, then your business will suffer too.”

Overcoming the stigma
Courtney, a dairy farmer, has seen the stigma firsthand. Courtney says she has 
struggled with anxiety and depression since early childhood, but when she 
moved from a city to her husband’s family’s farm, the symptoms worsened.
 “Suddenly I had a husband who was never home, I was living beside my 
in-laws, I went from working in an office to a home office, and we were 
carrying so much debt,” she says. “It was my experience that farmers – particu-
larly farm women – were reluctant to show any signs of weakness. When I 
moved here, it felt pretty closed off.”
 Courtney was afraid to tell people in her new community about her strug-
gles. She says for the first few years she managed her anxiety by declining 
invitations or inventing excuses. She had panic attacks in the past and she lived 
in constant fear that they would reoccur, making uncomfortable situations 
worse.
 “It’s exhausting hiding this: you lie, you omit the truth, you establish a 
fabricated life that you’re not even really living,” she says. “So, a few years after 
I moved here, I started telling people gently and then online.”
 In 2015, Courtney’s mental health took a nosedive when her depression and 
anxiety returned. She experienced hormonal imbalances, physical trauma and 

“Taking care of your mental health can also be viewed as an 
important business management tool,” Janet Smith says.
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HELPING FARMERS  
MANAGE FINANCIAL STRESS

Don’t wait. Early intervention 
will provide the best results.  

 
For more information and to find out how  

you can apply for this service,  
visit www.agr.gc.ca/FDMS  

or call us toll-free at 1-866-452-5556.

THE FARM DEBT MEDIATION SERVICE  
offers financial counselling and mediation  

services to farmers and their creditors.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS?
•	 Free,	private	and	confidential	service.	
•	 Meet	with	your	creditor	in	a	neutral	forum.	
•	 Find	a	mutually	acceptable	repayment 

	 	 arrangement.	
•	 Get	your	debt	repayment	back	on	track.

grief caused by two miscarriages. After a year of struggling, 
she found a therapist in her community, paid out-of-pocket 
for treatment and gained new tools for managing her 
symptoms.
 Courtney kept her miscarriages and illness a secret for a 
full year. Then she took an unconventional step: she shared 
the news on Facebook. 
 “I always thought it was kind of tacky to talk about those 
things on Facebook, but I’ve changed my mind,” she says. 
“When I did it, the responses I got were overwhelming: ‘Me 
too.’ ‘So did we.’ It was humbling and beautiful. And now I’m 
that girl who talks about her miscarriages and mental health, 
and I’ve never felt better.”

The case for healthy farm families
What if we learned to treat mental health as we treat physical 
health? What if we could acknowledge the importance of an 
overall health that encompasses mind, body and safety? 
That’s the approach farm health programming in Australia 
has taken. Dr. Susan Brumby, founding director of the 
National Centre for Farmer Health, is at the helm.

 Brumby and colleagues 
developed Sustainable Farm 
Families, a program provid-
ing farm families with tools 
and techniques to manage 
their health, well-being and 
safety. The program has been 
successfully implemented in 
rural communities across 
Australia since 2003 and has 
also run in Alberta since 
2015.
 “My observations working 
both in agriculture and the 
health system were that 

farming populations tended to have worse health outcomes 
across a variety of measures,” says Brumby. “They included 
general health, well-being and safety. We set out to develop a 
program that focused on farming men, women and families 
–something they were willing to engage with.”
 The program began with trained health teams going in to 
agricultural communities to conduct farmer health assess-
ments and provide education about health conditions 
prevalent in farming communities. Participants were given a 
healthy breakfast and attended workshops on topics such as 
cardiovascular disease, men’s health, women’s health, physi-
cal activity and mental health. They were asked to write their 
health, well-being and safety goals, and teams measured 
progress the following year when they returned to the same 
communities. Approximately 15 per cent of the program 
focuses on mental health.
 “We received quite a bit of feedback from farmers at that 
time that if we were coming to talk to them just about mental 
health, they didn’t want us to come,” she says. She notes that 
initial feedback came in 2003. A lot can change in 14 years. 
 Today, Brumby’s team is active on a new project that has a 
greater focus on mental health. The Ripple Effect is an online 

Susan Brumby
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platform designed to help users investigate tools to reduce 
suicide stigma, particularly among males, ages 30 to 64, 
from Australia’s farming community. On the platform, 
users can find true stories from others in the farming 
community who are affected by mental health challenges 
and suicide. 
 “We have invited farming people to do digital stories 
and share their experience, to offer messages of hope and 
to help people understand there’s a variety of ways people 
find themselves in these situations,” she says. “We’re trying 
to reduce the amount of stigma around seeking help, 

particularly around 
suicide.”
 For Ontario producer 
Darryl, seeking mental 
health support as an adult 
was a way to finally cope 
with the significant trauma 
that he endured as a child. 
He says he had sought help 
twice before as a younger 
man, but the third time 
was the charm. He found a 
counsellor who was right 
for him.
 “The benefits of counsel-
ling outweigh the cost an 

awful lot,” he says. “If I didn’t seek help, I don’t think I’d be 
here. And if I was here, I would have nothing left for 
myself.”
 Darryl says these days he doesn’t shy away from talking 
about mental health. He feels he has nothing to hide, and 
he’s quick to suggest to people who appear to be having a 
rough time that they talk to someone. 
  “I feel that farming has gotten so boastful that nobody 

wants to talk about how tough it is some days,” he says. “I 
think there would be an advantage to having information 
about mental health available at farm shows and events. 
We should be encouraging farmers to talk to someone. 
We’re always by ourselves.”
 

Janine Lunn

“The benefits of counselling outweigh the cost an awful lot,” Darryl says.

Janine Lunn photo
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Watch your 
bottom line grow
With the right advisers  
planted next to you
Turn to Collins Barrow for objective, actionable advice to help you 
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 Those kinds of conversations lay 
important groundwork, says Janine 
Lunn, member service representative 
with the Ontario Federation of 
Agriculture (OFA). Lunn and some of 
her OFA colleagues took part in a 
pilot program offering mental health 
first aid training to agricultural 
support workers. The program was 
co-delivered by the Ontario Livestock 
and Poultry Council and Jones-
Bitton. This training used the Canadi-
an Mental Health Association’s 
trainers and the Mental Health First 
Aid program.
  “A few of us … saw people with 
different levels of stress and we 
weren’t feeling well-equipped to help 
them,” Lunn says. “How do we 
professionally support someone who 
is going through a serious personal 
struggle?” 
 The training offered valuable tools 
and underlined the importance of 
listening and recognizing that both 
positive and negative changes or life 
events can trigger stress, which can 
lead to bigger mental health issues. “We should be encouraging farmers to talk to someone,” Darryl says.
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Establishing a clear business plan pays. 
It provides a strong sense of direction and a 
platform for communication with your team, not 
to mention much better financial returns.

Get started at 
www.pledgetoplan.ca
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STARTING A 
BUSINESS PLAN?
#pledgetoplan

Sometimes others find relief in simply 
talking to someone and feeling as if 
they have permission to take a break 
or admit they feel stressed, she notes.
 “I come from farming and I farm 
with my family,” Lunn says. “I see the 
damage we do to ourselves when we 
only promote how great farmers are 
at working. I think there’s danger in 
that. Sometimes working through the 
pain can cause a lot more problems 
than it’s worth.”
 Lunn says she has been open about 
telling others that she has some 
mental health training under her belt 
and, although she’s not a counsellor, 
she feels more equipped to assist 
others in need. 
 “Sometimes I think we just need 
the script,” she says. “I’ve been 
amazed the last couple years in the 
farm community (by) the people who 
have told their stories. It opens up a 
lot of peoples’ minds to say, ‘Is that 
what mental health concerns look 
like? Because maybe that’s in my 
family too.’”
 The OFA is among several agricul-

tural organizations that have en-
dorsed the next phase of research on 
Canadian farmer mental health. The 
list of confirmed partners also 
includes the Ontario Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 
Egg Farmers of Ontario, Ontario 
Sheep Marketing Agency and Ontario 
Pork.
 Jones-Bitton says her team is still 
analyzing the data collected from 
Phase 1 of the project. They’re 
analyzing whether factors such as 
commodity type, age, gender and 
hours spent sleeping or working 
off-farm have an impact on the 
mental health outcomes measured. 
 “It’s going to be a long-term 
project. There’s tons of data, which is 
terrific,” Jones-Bitton says. “And our 
new phase of research is beginning, 
which is very exciting. We are com-
mitted to going the distance with this 
work. We want to shed light on the 
issue and build resources for good 
mental health that farmers are likely 
to use, so we can support Canadian 
agriculture.”

 The interest from Canadian 
industry partners is encouraging, says 
Brumby. She notes that finding 
industry partners in Australia’s 
Sustainable Farm Families project was 
slow going at first. Involving producer 
groups was key to that program’s 
success; the program was being 
delivered at the request of specific 
commodities including dairy, cotton 
and sugar, she says. The program is 
being piloted to fishing communities 
in 2017.
 “You think people don’t want to 
engage, but that’s not actually right,” 
Brumby says. “They do and they will, 
but the context is so important. That’s 
why the farming industry needs to be 
involved. It’s not just about health and 
it’s not just about agriculture. It’s 
about both working together to 
address the inequities in farmer 
health.” BF

Author’s note: Some names have been 
changed to protect privacy. Thank you 
to everyone who responded to requests 
for interviews and for your honesty.
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If you are a farmer and need support, contact the 
Manitoba Farm, Rural & Northern Support Services at 
1-866-367-3276 or 204-571-4180 or through the Crisis 
Chat Line at www.ruralsupport.ca.

LINKS 
• www.calminthestormapp.com
• www.therippleeffect.com.au
• www.farmerhealth.org.au

ONTARIO DISTRESS LINES BY COUNTY/REGION/
DISTRICT
• Algoma: 705-759-3398 / 800-721-0077
• Brant: 519-759-7188 / 866-811-7188
• Bruce: 877-470-5200
• Chatham/Kent: 519-436-6100 / 866-299-7447
• Cochrane: 705-264-3003 / 888-340-3003
• Dufferin: 519-821-3760 / 888-821-3760
• Durham: 905-430-2522 / 800-452-0688
• Essex: 519-973-4435 / 519-256-5000
• Frontenac: 613-544-4229 / 866-616-6005
• Grey: 877-470-5200
• Haldimand: 866-487-2278
• Haliburton: 866-995-9933
• Halton: 877-825-9011
• Hastings: 613-969-5511 / 613-962-7227
• Huron: 888-829-7484
• Kawartha Lakes: 866-995-9933
• Kenora: 866-888-8988
• Lambton: 519-336-3445 / 800-307-4319

• Lanark: 613-345-4600 / 866-281-2911
• Leeds & Grenville: 613-345-4600 / 866-281-2911
• Lennox & Addington: 613-354-7388 / 800-267-7877
• Manitoulin: 705-368-0756 / 877-841-1101
• Middlesex: 519-433-2023 / 866-933-2023
• Muskoka: 705-728-5044 / 888-893-8333
• Niagara: 905-688-3711 / 866-550-5205
• Nipissing: 705-495-8198 / 705-495-8148
• Norfolk: 866-487-2278
• Northumberland: 705-745-6484 / 866-995-9933
• Oxford: 519-433-2023 / 866-933-2023
• Parry Sound: 800-461-5424
• Peel: 905-278-9036 / 905-278-7208
• Perth: 888-829-7484
• Peterborough: 705-745-2273
• Prescott & Russell: 613-722-6914 / 866-996-0991
• Prince Edward: 613-969-5511 / 613-962-7227
• Rainy River: 866-888-8988
• Renfrew: 613-722-6914 / 866-996-0991
• Simcoe: 705-728-5044 / 705-325-9534
• Stormont, Dundas & Glengarry: 613-722-6914 /  
 866-996-0991
• Sudbury: 705-675-4760 / 877-841-1101
• Timiskaming: 888-665-8888
• Thunder Bay: 807-346-8282 / 888-269-3100
• Toronto: 416-408-4357
• Waterloo: 519-745-1166 / 844-437-3247
• Wellington: 519-821-3760 / 888-821-3760
• York: 855-310-2673 BF

HOW TO GET HELP


