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Agricultural

STRESS
Producers Identifying Stress on the Ranch and Farm

by Randy R. Weigel, Extension Specialist, Cooperative Extension Service

Rushing to town to buy spare parts, watching hay supplies dwindle dur-
 ing an unusually cold winter, helping a heifer live through a complicated

birth—these images of agricultural life can be as familiar to producers as those
of joyful times on the family land.

That said, it may be hard to imagine the need for a resource that helps to iden-
tify and control stress on the ranch or farm. For many agricultural producers,
however, these and other situations are so much a part of routine living that
they are not readily identified as stressful.

On the other hand, ag producers may inwardly suspect that these types of events
are indeed stressors. But since these circumstances have been faced and over-
come by previous generations, the expectation is that they should simply be
“handled.” Above all, the stress should not show in the demeanor of a success-
ful producer.

Simply masking the effects of stress is not always the best choice, though.
Rather, it is healthy to identify stress and to find constructive ways to deal with
it. This task may seem daunting or time-consuming at first, but in the long run
it is comforting to know that there are strategies available.

The Agricultural Producers and Stress publication series begins with an intro-
duction to the topic of stress that defines the concept and identifies common
causes. The articles then present a holistic view of techniques for stress manage-
ment, including ways to maintain a healthy attitude, relaxation ideas, healthy
eating and activity strategies, and suggestions for using the support of others.



What is stress?

Stress is the body’s physical and psy-
chological response to anything per-
ceived as overwhelming. In other
words, stress can be described as a re-
sult of life’s demands and the percep-
tion (accurate or inaccurate) that you
lack the resources to meet them.

When stressed, the body creates extra
energy to protect itself. If not used,
this energy surplus creates an imbal-
ance within your system. Somehow
the energy must be channeled in ways
that allow you to regain balance.

Stress is a natural part of life. Each
person thrives on certain amounts,
but too much or too little stress will
limit effectiveness. The idea is to find
your optimal level of stress—the bal-
ance at which you are most moti-
vated.

Why be concerned about
stress?

Excessive stress in life interferes with
interpersonal relationships at home,
on the job, and in social settings.
Stress can waste your vitality and de-
plete personal energy resources that
could be used for enjoyment. You can

become negatively influenced in your
attitudes and feelings about yourself
more easily.

Stress can also interfere with the
body’s physical functioning and pro-
cesses. High blood pressure, cardio-
vascular disease, and heart disease
have been linked to stress factors.
Other stress-related ailments include
ulcers, allergies, asthma, and migraine
headaches.

In fact, current research indicates that
stress is linked to the six leading
causes of death in this country—heart
disease, cancer, lung ailments, acci-
dents, cirrhosis of the liver, and sui-
cide. Unmanaged stress is increasingly
characteristic of many Americans to-
day, and ag producers are not exempt.

Causes of stress

Everyone differs in terms of what is
stressful or potentially stressful. What
for one rancher or farmer might seem
to be a catastrophic event may be a
minor setback for another. There are,
however, categories of stressors that
are common to most people.

Fears cause stress. Some physical fears
that can cause stress are dangerous

machinery, exposure to toxic chemi-
cals or to extreme environmental con-
ditions, and contact with diseased
livestock. Psychological fears associ-
ated with stress include failure, not
being able to get the crops in, inabil-
ity to manage debts, and children giv-
ing up the agricultural way of life.

Uncertainty causes stress. Since the
first domestic animal raised and the
first seed sown, agricultural produc-
tion has involved uncertainty. You
make logical and informed predic-
tions, but you just won’t know what
the market price will be in January
until January. It is discomforting not
to know what is going to happen,
particularly if the situation is likely to
be impeded by government policies,



weather, interest rates, or accidents.
Uncertainty may cause feelings of be-
ing out of control, which often cause
more stress.

Attitudes cause stress. A positive or
negative attitude influences a person’s
reaction to stressful situations. For ex-
ample, if you feel that ranching or
farming is worthwhile, you may see
some of the problems you encounter
as challenges. Seen as pluses, the
problems or potential problems be-
come motivators. However, if you re-
sent your situation or feel “stuck” on
the ranch or farm, similar experiences
create stress—stress that frustrates in-
stead of motivating you.

Change causes stress. All change pro-
duces stress, even change that is posi-
tive. Marriage is a positive change that
results in a, sometimes, stressful pe-
riod of adjustment. A vacation may
also be stressful; arrangements must
be made for the trip and for farm

chores, and there can be a tendency
to plan too many activities.

Negative changes are not as difficult
to recognize as stress producing.
These are situations you would prefer
to avoid, such as personal or family
illness or injury, economic recession
causing financial crisis, or loss of a
valuable animal.

Whether positive or negative, change
demands adjustment to the particular
situation. Developmental changes that
you are able to plan for—pregnancy
and birth, children growing up, the
aging process—may still be stressful
even though they are anticipated.

Stress as part of life

Whatever the current stressors in your
life may be, try to remember that you
are not unique.  Though what triggers
stress varies from person to person, the
fact of stress as a normal part of life is
something that is common to all.
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