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ABSTRACT

Despite recognition that farming has substantial economic uncertainty, few recent studies have
investigated how economic stress may impact the family dynamic among family farmers. This
study sought to address this gap in the literature by examining both personal and global
economic stress as a predictor of family distress and work-family conflict among a sample of
farm couples. Participating in the study were 217 husband-wife dyads (434 individuals) in which
farming was the primary occupation of the husband. A cross-sectional survey design was used to
assess economic stress, family distress, and work-family conflict. Spouses completed separate
online surveys to ensure independent responding. Both individual (spillover) and dyadic (cross-
over) effects were examined. Results demonstrated farmers’ personal economic stress was posi-
tively related to individual and spousal family distress. Furthermore, family distress was a mediator
of the relationship between personal economic stress and work-family conflict for both farmers
and their spouses. In sum, economic stress is an important variable to consider when examining
the work-family interface of farm couples. Moreover, personal economic stress had a larger impact
on family distress and work-family conflict than global economic stress. By providing a better
understanding of the family mechanisms by which economic stress may impact farm couples, it is
hoped the current results can be used to assist in the development and application of mental
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health resources for farm families.

Introduction

The farming profession has long been recognized
as an industry involving substantial economic
unpredictability.” * This uncertainty has been
magnified recently due to fluctuations in farm
land prices, trade tensions impacting farm com-
modity prices, and the coronavirus pandemic.**
Kuhns and Patrick note recent trends in the farm
sector have led to comparisons between agricul-
ture’s current economic environment and the per-
iod leading up to the farm financial crisis in the
1980s.” Accordingly, it is important to understand
the various effects associated with economic stress
among today’s farming population.

Individual consequences of economic stress on
farmers’ general well-being (e.g., anxiety, depres-
sion, suicide) are well-established within the farm
stress literature.® Less is known, however, about
how economic stress may impact the work-family
interface among farm families. Previous research
has suggested that because farmers are largely at
the mercy of the local and global economy, stress

associated with economic unpredictability is likely
to spill into farmers’ and their spouses’ family
experiences in the form of martial quality and life
satisfaction.”® Although economic distress has
been linked to family-related outcomes among
farm couples, the construct of work-family conflict
has received little attention in previous research on
the farming population. Furthermore, many stu-
dies that have examined the impact of economic
stress on the farm family system have focused
largely on the impact of the 1980s farm financial
crisis. A modern examination of the influence
economic stress has on farm families will provide
an opportunity to compare and contrast the
impact of economic stressors in times of crisis
(as in the 1980s) versus a less severe, albeit still
tumultuous, economic climate (as seen today).
The present study sought to extend the litera-
ture by examining economic stress as a predictor
of family distress and work-family conflict (WFC)
among farm couples.’,” Examining this topic will
be beneficial in two ways. First, it will allow for the
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of Economic stress, Family Distress, and Work-Family Conflict among Farm Couples.
integration of two theoretical approaches - the Eberhardt and Pooyan outline two forms of
Family Stress model and role theory - each of  economic stress farmers face." Personal economic
which will be discussed further below. Second,  stress represents worry related to immediate indi-
from a practical perspective, it is hoped this  vidual farming concerns such as repayment of
research will aid in the development and applica-  farm loans, market prices for crops/livestock, and
tion of mental health interventions for farm  the price of farm land. Global economic stress
families through a better understanding of the  represents worry pertaining to more general eco-
mechanism by which economic stress impacts nomic conditions such as governmental price sup-
farm couples. Both individual and dyadic (couple-  ports and export policies. Both forms of stress
level) processes by which economic stress may  impact farmers on a regular basis. Given farmers’
contribute to WFC were examined. Figure 1 lack of control over several external financial fac-
ly depicts the hypothesized model for the current tors in the agricultural industry, and paired with
ly study. the close proximity of the work and family
fe domains among farmers, it is likely both forms of
G economic stress have ramifications that extend
?c% Economic stress among farmers })he,)ef(s)nd the work domain and into farmers’ family
m Of the many stressors associated with farming,
u- economic stressors are especially salient. In
lic a review of the various sources of farm stress, Role interactions amona farm families
ed Ramesh and Madhavi suggest financial stressors 9
ial are consistently ranked as one of the most stressful ~ Theoretical rationale for the current study can be
ce aspects of the farming profession.” This is likely =~ drawn from Conger and Elder, Jr.’s Family Stress
de due to a farmer’s income and expenses being  Model.'” Broadly, their model proposes that eco-
he highly variable from year to year, unpredictable, nomic pressure can lead to a variety of conflict in
sis and strongly influenced by factors outside of their ~ one’s family relations, including marital conflict,
tll personal control."” These economic uncertainties,  emotional distress, and disrupted parenting. The
paired with many other uncontrollable factors authors highlight rural families - and farm
ra- within the agricultural industry, put farmers in  families in particular - as high risk populations
or a unique and precarious financial position.  for experiencing economic hardship. Although this
C) Therefore, although economic stress is likely to  model focuses heavily on the economic hardships
vill impact the wellbeing of workers in all vocations,  faced by farmers during the financial crisis of the
he it seems especially influential to farmers’ well-  1980s, the general theoretical network linking eco-
being due to the amplified financial uncertainty =~ nomic pressure to the farm family system is just as
_ associated with the occupation.' relevant for today’s farm families.
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Additional theoretical support for the current
study is provided by role theory,' which posits
that people enact multiple roles across the differ-
ent domains of their lives (e.g., work and family),
and these roles interact and influence one another.
Simply put, separate life domains cannot be under-
stood in isolation. This is particularly the case for
farm families due to the close proximity and inte-
grated nature of their work and family roles. For
example, previous research has demonstrated that
work, family, and leisure are not separate entities
for farm families. Instead, they are intertwined,
overlapping, and infused into daily life.!""
Moreover, Fulton and Vanclay note that “More
than just a job, farming is a way of life, a way of
making a living, and has social meaning much
deeper than most other  occupational
identities.”'®P!7 This suggests that the ‘work’ and
'family' roles are inextricably linked within farm
families. Gregoire provides further support for this
assertion, stating a farmer’s work is intimately tied
with nearly every aspect of their own life, and the
lives of his/her family members, across several
generations.18

Integrating these two theoretical perspectives
will help provide an understanding of whether
and how economic stress and WFC are linked
among farm couples. This information can be
useful in developing and tailoring policies and
mental health interventions to assist farm families.
For example, whereas economic stress may be the
instigating factor in reducing farmer wellbeing,
subsequent family interactions could be the
mechanism through which mental health suffers.
Due to the unpredictability of economic stressors,
it may be useful to not only address the economic
stress head on (through policy interventions), but
also address the side effects of the economic stress
(i.e., family distress, WFC) to prevent the develop-
ment of more serious mental health outcomes like
anxiety and depression. WFC has been linked to
a variety of work outcomes (satisfaction, commit-
ment, and performance), and health related out-
comes (life satisfaction, burnout, depression, and
anxiety)."”” As such, understanding how economic
stress contributes to family processes may have
economic and health-related implications for
farmers and their spouses. Given the unique work-
family dynamic associated with farm couples, both

individual (spillover) and dyadic (crossover) pro-
cesses are important to explore within the context
of economic stress.

Spillover

Spillover represents an individual process and
occurs when a person’s experience in one
domain (i.e. work) is transferred into another
domain (i.e. family) and affects his/her experi-
ence in that domain.?’ For example, stress stem-
ming from financial issues associated with the
work domain may impact a person’s family
experience in the form of family distress.
Specifically, a person who is preoccupied with
work-related stress may experience more psy-
chological uneasiness and tension within the
family setting?’ Although the general mental
health effects of economic stress on farmers has
been highlighted in recent research,>!"* less
focus has been directed at the extent to which
farmers’ economic stress may spillover into the
family domain. Previous research, specifically
focused on the 1980s farm financial crisis,
demonstrated that economic stress among farm-
ers can have a detrimental impact on marital
relationships, quality of life, and family
satisfaction.””®? The current study seeks to
extend upon these findings by examining two
domains of economic stress in relation to gen-
eral family distress. Specifically, both personal
and global economic stress are expected to be
positively related to farmers’ family distress.
According to role theory, when demands
from one role consume available resources,
this may prevent or disrupt performance in
another role, leading to role conflict. WFC is
a specific form of role conflict in which aspects
of the work role make participating in the
family role more difficult, or vice versa
Therefore, economic stress may not only
impact farmers’ distress in the family setting -
as proposed by the Family Stress Model - but
also the ability to enact their work and family
role(s). When farmers are experiencing higher
levels of economic stress, this preoccupation
may disrupt their ability to be fully present in
family endeavors. As mentioned previously,
although economic distress has been shown to
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impact farmers’ family experiences,””® the con-
struct of WFC has received little attention in
previous research on the farm population.
Accordingly, economic stress is expected to be
positively related to WFC. Moreover, family
distress is expected to mediate the relationship
between economic stress and WEC. Specifically,
a farmers’ stress concerning economic issues
may cause him/her to be more bothered,
upset, or frustrated when spending time with
family. This increased family distress, in turn,
may lead to a greater degree of WEC, as the
stress associated with the work domain may
spillover to the family setting and impact the
farmer’s ability to engage effectively in family
activities.

Crossover

Whereas spillover refers to the transfer of stress
or attitudes from one domain to another within
a single person, crossover is a dyadic process by
which stress or attitudes are transferred from
one person to another. For example, crossover
occurs when stress experienced by an individual
in the workplace leads to the experience of stress
by the individual’s partner at home.*® Because
individuals in relationships are influenced by
their partners, the behaviors and attitudes of
one member of a dyad cannot be fully under-
stood without considering the other member of
the dyad. This is particularly the case for farm
couples, because, as highlighted previously, the
domains of work and family are highly perme-
able and integrated among farm families,'*!%!®
When a farmer experiences more personal and
global economic stress, this increase is likely to
be associated with not only their own family
distress and WEFC, but also their spouse’s
eported family distress and WFC (i,
Crossover).

Previous research has shown one spouse’s job
Stress may crossover and negatively impact social
Neractions with his/her spouse in the family
Setting, as well as spousal anxiety, depression,

urnout, and general well-being.”*"** Rosenblatt
¢t al. noted that among farmers, specifically,
tension from a farmer’s stress is likely to have

P =
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an impact on the farmer’s spouse, particularly
because farm spouses are commonly working
together on farm business issues.!' This idea is
further corroborated by Amarapurkar and
Danes, who found business tensions were related
to relationship conflict among a sample of farm
business-owning couples.’® Accordingly, in the
current study, a farmers’ personal and global
economic stress is viewed as a significant busi-
ness concern that will impact the spouse’s family
experience in the form of family distress
and WEFC,

Similar to the proposed spillover mediational
effect for farmers, family distress is expected to
mediate the crossover relationship between
farmers’ economic stress and spousal WEC.
Specifically, a farmers’ economic stress may
crossover and cause his/her spouse to be more
bothered, upset, or frustrated during family
activities. This increased family distress is
expected to be associated with a greater degree
of WFC for farm spouses, as the stress that
crossed over from the farmer may not only
impact spousal attitudes but also impede their
ability to function productively in the family
setting, Increased WFC is a likely outcome
given that farm spouses are typically closely con-
nected and an integral part of farm activities and
operations (e.g., managing finances, assisting
with livestock and grain production) regardless
of whether or not they are employed off the
farm. 3132

The hypotheses for the current study are
listed below, and a full model of the predicted
spillover and crossover effects is shown in
Figure 1.

Hypothesis 1: Farmers’ personal economic stress
will be positively related to primary farm operator
and spousal family distress

Hypothesis 2: Farmers’ global economic stress will
be positively related to primary farm operator and
spousal family distress

Hypothesis 3: Farmers’ personal economic stress
will be positively related to primary farm operator
and spousal WEC
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Hypothesis 4: Farmers’ global economic stress will
be positively related to primary farm operator and
spousal WEC

Hypothesis 5: Family distress will be positively
related to WFC for both spouses

Hypothesis 6: Family distress will serve as
a mediator in the process by which personal and
global economic stress lead to WEC

Methods
Participants and procedure

A combination of convenience and snowball sam-
pling was used to recruit farm couples within the
state of Iowa. The survey was conducted in the
summer (June-August) of 2012. To partake in this
study, participants had to be a member of a married
couple in which farming was the primary occupa-
tion of the husband. These criteria were used to
expedite and simplify the data collection process,
given the low likelihood of obtaining other farm
couple configurations in the region in which data
were collected. Despite the benefits provided by the
inclusion criteria for simplifying data collection,
this does represent a potential limitation to the
study and is discussed further in the limitations
section. Couples were recruited with the assistance
of the Iowa Farm Bureau and based on personal
contacts of the author. Husbands and wives com-
pleted separate online surveys to ensure indepen-
dent responding, and couples that fully completed
both surveys were given a 30 USD cash incentive.
The final sample consisted of 217 farm couples
(434 individuals). Husbands (100%) and wives
(99.5%) were primarily Caucasian with similar
mean ages (Husbands: M = 52.56, SD = 11.68;
Wives: M = 50.82, SD = 11.67). Most couples
(94.4%) had children, and 48.4% had at least one
child living at home. Regarding off-farm employ-
ment, 20.4% of husbands reported working
a second job in addition to farming full-time,
and 56.7% of wives were employed off the farm.
A full list of demographic and farm characteristic
information is presented in Appendix B.
According to the Census of the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, this sample was demographically

similar to the overall farming population within
the state of lowa.”

Measures

All items used for measuring the following con-
structs are displayed in Appendix A.

Personal Economic Stress. Personal economic
stress was assessed with four items from the
Farm Stress Survey (a = .70).} These items ask
participants to indicate the extent to which
aspects associated with one’s farm operation
are a source of personal worry or concern.
Examples include “market prices for crops/live-
stock” and “financing your retirement.”
Participants responded on a 5-point scale ran-
ging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very often).

Global Economic Stress. Global economic
stress was measured with four items from the
Farm Stress Survey (a = .74)." These items ask
participants to rate the extent to which factors
associated with the global economy are a source
of personal worry or concern. Examples include
“land prices (inflation/deflation)” and “govern-
ment farm price supports.” Participants responded
on the same 5-point scale as used for personal
economic stress.

Family Distress. Family distress was assessed
with a six-adjective checklist developed by
Kandel et al.?’ Participants were asked to evalu-
ate how often they feel certain reactions during
their family experiences. The items included
adjectives such as “unhappy,” and “frustrated.”
Participants responded on a 5-point scale ran-
ging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). The
observed reliability was .85 for husbands and
.84 for wives.

Work-Family Conflict. Work-family conflict
was measured with the 18-item Work-Family
Conflict Scale.** To ensure participants were
reporting WEFC associated with farming, the
scale was modified by replacing “job” with
“farm work.” The following represents an
example item: “My farm work keeps me from
my family activities more than I would like.”
Participants responded on a 5-point scale ran-
ging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
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Table 2. Intercorrelations between Age, Acres farmed, and the
variables of Interest.

Husband  Wife Acres

Variable Age Age  Farmed
1. Personal Economic Stress Husbands — —.22%*  -26%  -02
2. Global Economic Stress Husbands =11 -14 -10
3. Family Distress Husbands -1 -12 -.10
4. Work-Family Conflict Husbands -.06 —-.03 -.08
5. Family Distress Wives 01 .03 .02
6. Work-Family Conflict Wives -.07 -.05 .04

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01; N = 217.

agree). This scale had adequate reliability
for both husbands (a = .91) and wives (a = .92).

Analysis

When dyads (i.e., pairs of individuals) are the
focus of research, it is likely the responses of
each individual are not independent, as individuals

Table 1. T test Results examining Demographic and Farm
Characteristics in Relation to Study Variables.

Yes No
Livestock M SD M SD t |4
Pers Econ. Stress 306 076 295 063 103 0.303
Glob Econ Stress 3.1 081 3.09 07 0.05 096
Husband Fam Distress 227 0.58 214 054 171 0.089
Husband WFC 253 055 237 059 195 0.052
Wife Fam distress 214 054 209 055 0608 0.544
Wife WFC 231 052 229 066 0.263 0.793

Yes No
Child at home M SD M sD t p
Pers Econ Stress 312 069 294 072 -193 0.054
Glob Econ Stress 316 074 3.05 078 -1.13 0.261
Husband Fam Distress 2.27 052 219 06 -109 0274
Husband WFC 255 052 242 06 -167 0.09
Wife Fam Distress 2.1 0.5 215 058 0615 0.539
Wife WFC 231 063 23 0.53 -.143 0.887
Off-Farm Employment Yes No
Husband M SD M D t p
Pers Econ Stress 307 073 301 071 0517 0.606
Glob Econ Stress 3.09 075 3.1 077 -.074 0.943
Husband Fam Distress 2.14 0.54 224 057 -1.02 0.308
Husband WFC 244 066 249 054 -430 0.668
Wife Fam Distress 206 057 213 054 -843 04
Wife WFC 236 061 229 056 0763 0447
Off-Farm Employment Yes No
Wife M SD M SD t p
Pers Econ Stress 313 065 287 077 278 006**
Glob Econ Stress 312 077 3.06 079 0.687 0.493
Husband Fam Distress 224 053 2.2 062 0534 0594
Husband WFC 249 056 247 058 0263 0.793
Wife Fam Distress 211 056 215 054 -.58t 0.562
Wife WFC 235 06 227 053 082 0413

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01; N= 217
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are often influenced by the characteristics and
qualities of the other dyad member.”® The actor-
partner interdependence model, developed by
Kenny et al., was used as a framework for data
analysis to account for interdependence in the
dyadic data. Accordingly, in the current study,
the unit of analysis was the dyad (not the indivi-
dual) and effects for husbands and wives were
calculated simultaneously in the same model
using structural equation modeling (SEM) with
Amos 25.°° Specifically, hypotheses were tested in
SEM via path analysis with directly observed vari-
ables. All endogenous variables were centered
before running the analyses to reduce potential
issues of multicollinearity.>

Preliminary ¢ tests (presented in Table 1) and
correlation analyses (presented in Table 2) were
conducted to determine if control variables were
necessary in the final model. The following demo-
graphic and farm characteristic varjables were
examined in relation to the hypothesized variables
of interest: age, whether or not farmers owned
livestock, whether or not children were living at
home, farm size (in acres), and off-farm employ-
ment. Two of these variables emerged as signifi-
cantly related to personal economic stress. Age was
significantly related to personal economic stress
for both husbands (r = —.22, p = .002) and wives
(r = -.26, p < .001). Regarding off-farm employ-
ment, a t test revealed husbands with wives work-
ing off the farm reported higher personal
economic stress (M = 3.13, SD = .66) than those
who did not have wives working off the farm
(M = 287, SD = .77; t(216) = 2.78, p = .006).
However, neither age nor off-farm employment
were significantly related to the outcome variables
of interest (family distress and WEFC). Because
none of the demographic and farm characteristic
information was significantly related to both the
predictor and outcome variables in the current
study, they were not controlled for in the final
model.

Results

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for
study variables are presented in Table 3.
Structural equation modeling using Kenny et al.’s>®




e

160 (@ J. M. SPRUNG

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations among
Variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Personal 310 71 -

Economic Stress

Husbands

2. Global Economic  2.99 .80
Stress Husbands

3, Family Distress 222 57 .25** -01 -
Husbands

4, Work-Family 248 57 9% 10 39%* -
Conflict Husbands

5, Family Distress 213 55 .20** -.01 38 23% —
Wives

6. Work-Family 231 57 .08 -.06 .08
Conflict Wives

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, N = 217.

S5gF* -

ATHE AQ%*

actor-partner interdependence model was used to
examine the hypotheses presented in Figure L.

Path model

The proposed path model in Figure 1 fit the data
well (% 2) = 311, p = 21, CFl = .99,
RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .02). Standardized and
unstandardized parameter estimates for the non-
mediational hypotheses are shown in Figure 2.
Because the overall model demonstrated adequate
fit to the data, path estimates were examined to
explore the nature and significance of the hypothe-
sized relationships.

Main effects

Hypothesis 1 proposed farmers’ personal eco-
nomic stress would be positively related to family
distress. This was fully supported, as personal

economic stress was positively associated with
family distress for both husbands (b = .25,
p < .05) and wives (b = .24, p < .05). To the extent
a farmer experienced increased personal economic
stress, higher family distress was reported for both
spouses.

No support was obtained for hypothesis 2, which
proposed a positive relation between global eco-
nomic stress and family distress. Counterintuitively,
a significant negative relation emerged between glo-
bal economic stress and family distress among wives.
Although this path reached statistical significance in
the SEM model, the non-significant bivariate corre-
lation between global economic stress and wives’
family distress (r = —.01, p = 709) - paired with the
strong correlation between personal and global eco-
nomic stress (r = .58, p < .001) — suggest this finding
is inconclusive.

Regarding hypotheses 3 and 4, no support was
obtained. Neither personal nor global economic
stress had a direct effect on WEC for husbands
or wives.

Hypothesis 5 suggested a positive relation
between family distress and WEFC for husbands
and wives. This hypothesis was fully supported.
Specifically, family distress was a significant pre-
dictor of WEC for both husbands (b = .39, p < .05)
and wives (b = .37, p < .05).

Mediation effects

Hypothesis 6 proposed family distress would med-
{ate the relationships between economic stress and
WEC. This hypothesis received partial support.

A7

H3 051,06 Husband Work-
Famuly Conflict

Husband Personal 07 H5 39/ 39%
Ee Stress Hl 25/ 31%® Husband Family 39/.39
4 Distress
e 96/.07
Hi 24731
H2 -08/-1
Ha 02/, I .. |
Wife Family
Husband Global H2 -13/-19* | Distress HS 37/ 36 : .J
Economic Stress Wife Work-Family
Couflict
H4 -07/-10

Figure 2. Final empirical model with unstandardized and standardized path coefficients (seen as unstandardized/standardized).
Squared multiple correlations for endogenous vatiables are reported in italics.
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Specifically, the indirect effect of personal eco-
nomic stress on WEC (through family distress)
was significant for both husbands (b = .10,
p < .05) and wives (b = .09, p < .05). Thus, to the
extent farmers reported greater personal economic
stress, this was related to higher family distress and
higher WEC. No significant indirect effects were
found for global economic stress.

Post hoc analyses

As mentioned previously, no controls were used in
the final model. However, age and wives’ off-farm
employment were both related to husbands’ per-
sonal economic stress. To be sure these variables
were not impacting the demonstrated relation-
ships, a separate SEM model was run with the
addition of age and wives’ off-farm employment
as control variables. The model fit was quite simi-
lar (x* (5) = 7.41, p = .19, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .05,
SRMR = .03), and there were no significant
changes to any of the proposed relationships com-
pared to the original model.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the
impact of economic stress on family distress and
WEC among farm couples. The following sections
discuss the current findings and their contribu-
tions to the literature.

Personal economic stress

Spillover. Broadly, the current findings demon-
strate  that economic distress can have
a significant impact on attitudes and distress
within the family domain. Consistent with role
theory and the Family Stress Model, personal eco-
nomic stress was positively related to family dis-
tress and WFC among farmers. This corroborates
Previous research conducted during the farm crisis
in the 1980s, which highlighted that economic
Stress may spill into the family domain in the
form of lower family satisfaction, poorer quality
of life, and increased marital distress among
farmers.”®® Furthermore, the current findings
xtend previous research by demonstrating the
impact of farm-related economic stress is not

A
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limited to general forms of family distress, but
can also impact role performance in the form of
WEC. Thus, farmer’s general functioning in their
work and family roles may suffer as a result of
personal economic stress. This converges with
a previous finding suggesting economic resources
may have direct implications for farmer decision-
making and implementation.”” Paired with the
present findings, economic stress may negatively
impact farmers’ decision-making tendencies,
thereby making family distress and WFC more
likely.

Crossover. In addition to the spillover effects
discussed above, the current study advanced the
literature by examining crossover effects by which
personal economic stress may be transferred
between farm spouses. As predicted, farmers’ per-
sonal economic stress was positively associated
with spousal family distress. Although many pre-
vious sources have qualitatively outlined the inter-
acting work and family systems among farm
families,">'® this is one of the first studies to
explicitly examine the crossover process linking
farmers’ economic stress to spousal family experi-
ences. Moreover, this relationship is consistent
with a previous finding by Johnson and Booth,
who discovered economic distress was linked to
marital happiness and thoughts of divorce among
farm couples going through the 1980s farm finan-
cial crisis.’®

The finding that stress crosses over to one’s
spouse is also consistent with previous crossover
research examining dual-career couples outside of
the farming profession.””"** An interesting area for
future investigation would be to compare farm
couples with non-farm couples to determine if
crossover effects are more intense in one setting
versus the other. There is some research to suggest
work-linked couples (those working in the same
organization or occupation) may have less stress-
related crossover and potentially more support-
related crossover, thereby reducing the impact of
stress.’>** Tt would be interesting to examine if
this effect generalizes to farm couples.

Finally, although personal economic stress
showed no direct effects in predicting WFC, med-
iational analyses suggest personal economic stress
indirectly effects WFC through family distress.
This effect was significant for farmers,
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representing a mediational spillover effect, and
their spouses, representing a mediational crossover
effect. This provides additional support for role
theory and is consistent with previous work-
family research suggesting family distress as an
antecedent of WEC.**?**> Moreover, this extends
research on Conger and Elder, Jr.’s Family Stress
Model by explicitly demonstrating both spillover
and crossover mediational effects related to eco-
nomic stress. Because previous research has shown
economic stress may be related to decision
making,”” and business tensions are related to
relationship conflict among farm couples,”® it
would be interesting to explore whether decision
making is a mediating or moderating factor in the
relation between economic stress, family distress,
and WEC.

Global economic stress

The current findings suggest global economic
stress has much less of an impact on the family
domain than personal economic stress. This find-
ing makes intuitive sense in that global economic
stress is less individualized and, therefore, may be
perceived as an issue related to the broader farm-
ing community. In other words, global economic
stress can be taken less personally, as there is
a greater psychological distance associated with
these types of stressors. Furthermore, global eco-
nomic issues do not necessarily impact all farmers
equally. Personal economic stress, on the other
hand, is by its nature inherently linked to the
individual farm operation. For example, personal
economic stress is often directly linked to the
challenge of meeting material needs, such as pur-
chasing farm inputs, machinery repair, and neces-
sary living amenities. Because of this, personal
economic stress is likely to be more concerning
to farm couples.

It is also possible global economic stress may be
more salient and impactful during times of finan-
cial crisis, such as during the 1980s farm crisis or
during the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, and less
impactful during more typical economic times.
The data for the current study were collected at
a time when there were no substantial crises at
play, and this may have played a role in the non-
significant findings for global economic stress.

Comparing the impact of global economic stress
in times of crisis to more typical economic situa-
tions represents an interesting area of future
research, and would likely shed some light on
reasons why personal and global economic stress
may have a differential impact on the family set-
ting. Research on this topic may also help generate
and tailor practical interventions to be most effec-
tive for reducing the negative effects associated
with economic stress.

Economic stress vs. economic crisis

The current study, when paired with previous
research, demonstrates that spillover and crossover
of personal economic stress into the family
domain may occur not only as a result of
a severe economic crisis (such as the 1980s farm
financial crisis), but also due to more general,
everyday forms of economic stress (as measured
in the current study). Because much of the pre-
vious research on the relation between economic
stress and family outcomes has focused on the
1980s farm crisis, it is useful to briefly examine
and contrast the similarities and differences in the
economic situations of farmers in the 1980s com-
pared to farmers of today.

Although the content and general types of eco-
nomic stressors and concerns are similar for each
generation (e.g., trade policy, land and commodity
prices, loan interest rates), there are some key
differences in the magnitude of stressors being
faced by farm families today compared to the
1980s. For example, while land prices represent
a concern for both generations, land prices were
extremely volatile in the 1980s (plummeting by
over 60%), whereas land prices over the past
10 years have remained much more stable.”
Furthermore, loan interest expenses have
remained relatively stable over the past few dec-
ades due to declining interest rates. This contrasts
greatly with the 1980s, when interest rates and
expenses were much higher.”” On the other hand,
there is much more uncertainty and faster-paced
change for today’s farmers regarding regulations
and policy related to environmental issues (e.g.
renewable energy, sustainable agriculture), and
affordable health care.*'
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Regarding affordable health care, off-farm
employment represents a more prevalent concern
for farmers today compared to those of the 1980s.
Off-farm employment has risen steadily in recent
decades, with nearly 50% of family farm operators
and spouses reported as having a job off the farm
in 2018.** Furthermore, Inwood et al. discovered
65% of commercial farmers identified the cost of
health insurance as the most serious threat to their
farm.* Access to employer sponsored health
insurance is often cited as one of the primary
reasons for taking off-farm employment, as health
care is increasingly expensive and more difficult to
obtain for family farmers due to their self-
employed status.***> Accordingly, future research
is encouraged to examine how off-farm employ-
ment (and access to health benefits) may impact
the distress experienced by farm families.
Although off-farm employment did not play
a significant role in the current study with regard
to family distress and WEC, possibly due to the
relatively homogenous sample, it would be inter-
esting to examine this topic among a broader sam-
ple of farm couples and a more diverse array of
farm operations.

Perhaps one of the biggest generational differ-
ences in farm stress is the availability of mental
health resources today, compared to the
1980s.*47%% Due to the magnitude and wide-
ranging effects of the 1980s farm crisis, this served
as a valuable learning experience for farmers and
policy makers alike. Over the past few decades,
farm media resources - such as magazines, radio,
and television - have had a large influence in
dispersing mental and behavioral health informa-
tion to farmers. As a result, there is a better under-
standing among farmers of the connection
between their own mental and behavioral health
and the productivity of their farm operation, and
more willingness among farmers to be open to
reaching out for help. This is an encouraging
trend, and further research on the antecedents
and consequences of farm stress will help this
trend continue into the future. Furthermore, farm-
er’s perceptions of the availability of mental health
and financial resources represents a valuable area
of future research. The items used to assess eco-
nomic stress in the current study (see appendix A)
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were taken from the Farm Stress Survey, which
was developed in 1990. These items do not take
into account more modern stressors such as per-
ceptions of mental health and financial resource
availability, or accessibility of health benefits.
Accordingly, incorporating these factors into
future studies assessing farm stress would be
highly beneficial.

Although there is more availability and accessi-
bility to mental health resources for farmers today
compared to the past, previous research has indi-
cated the current focus of mental health interven-
tions and resources may fall short of addressing
the root causes of farmer mental health issues.**
A key contributor to this disconnect is that many
of the stressors farmers face are structural, rather
than individual and interpersonal, and therefore
lie outside the control of the individual farmer.*
Economic stress, in particular, is difficult to
address through mental health interventions
alone. DeLind notes that for agricultural programs
to assist the family farm, it is important to address
not only the individual farmer(s) behavior, but
also the extra-farm relationships between the
farmer and local, national, and international orga-
nizations and policymakers, as these are key fac-
tors that have implications for farmer behavior.*®
Thus, in the context of the current study, it is
crucial to address both the root causes of eco-
nomic stress (e.g., lower commodity prices), as
well as the side effects associated with the eco-
nomic stress (e.g., anxiety, family distress, WEC).

Practical implications

Given that the majority of farm economic stress is
uncontrollable, it is important to advocate for the
accessibility and distribution of financial resources
for farm families when economic turbulence
occurs. This would entail a two pronged approach
of 1) making sure farm families are aware of the
financial resources available to them, and 2) ensur-
ing the process of applying for (and receiving)
financial aid is feasible and relatively burden free.
These goals could be accomplished through pair-
ing with local and national organizations, such as
the Farm Bureau and the United States
Department  of  Agriculture, to  provide




164 (® J. M. SPRUNG

informational sessions and in-person or virtual
assistance to farmers in applying for federal aid
in times of economic stress. Doing so could reduce
the amount of family distress and WFC experi-
enced as a result of economic stressors. A recent
example of this is the Coronavirus Food Assistance
Program (CFAP). To the extent local and national
organizations, as well as commodity insurance
providers, provide informational and instrumental
assistance in applying for programs such as CFAP,
this is likely to reduce the economic tension felt by
farm couples. A larger scale initiative might be to
examine the possibility of setting floor prices
(similar to minimum wage for other jobs) for
farm commodities.’® This would ensure farmers
can, at the very least, recover their cost of produc-
tion for the commodities they produce.

In addition to direct financial supports, supple-
mental interventions could focus on the contin-
ued improvement of mental health support for
farm families. For example, mental health assis-
tance programs could focus on directly reducing
family distress and WEC by providing counseling
sessions and various forms of instrumental (tips
for stress relief) or emotional (support groups)
support for those feeling the pressure of eco-
nomic stress. Focusing on these intermediary fac-
tors may prevent economic stress from spiraling
into more severe mental health issues such as
anxiety, depression, and suicide. Moreover, it
would be productive to include information per-
taining to farm-related financial support oppor-
tunities within these mental health resource
programs (whether through in-person counseling
sessions or online websites), as this could help
address financial stress and family distress con-
currently. Given that economic stress has been
shown to be related to farmers’ decision-
making,”” generating more accessible economic
and mental health support services for farmers
can enhance their ability to make decisions that
will positively impact their farm and family set-
tings, thereby assisting their ability to produc-
tively cope with economic stress.

Finally, although financial assistance is likely
a key factor in ameliorating economic stress,
financial support via agricultural policy is not
necessarily sufficient for addressing family-
related issues, as the implemented policies are

not designed with the family in mind.* There
is a growing body of research suggesting the
well-being of the farm family could be sup-
ported through social policies aimed at ensur-
ing farm households can meet their economic
and social needs.’®* These social policies can
address issues not only related to financial via-
bility, but also concerns with regard to health
care, retirement, and succession planning, to
name a few. For a full review of this area of
research, see Becot and Inwood (2020).%
Accordingly, to adequately address economic
stress and its associated side effects,
a combination of agricultural policy change,
mental health support, and social policy change
may provide the most effective improvements
to the lives of farm families.

Limitations

The current findings are based on cross-sectional
data, and as such, causal conclusions cannot be
made. While this is a limitation, our results pro-
vide initial evidence for the importance of eco-
nomic stress as it contributes to the family
dynamic among farm couples. A second potential
limitation is the sampling method employed.
Because convenience sampling was used, the
results may have been impacted by who volun-
teered to participate in the study. However, given
the uniqueness of the population of interest, con-
venience sampling was the most appropriate sam-
pling method. This technique has been shown to
be a useful data collection method when studying
unique and understudied populations.”” Future
studies are encouraged to examine whether the
current results can be generalized to other samples
of farm couples. To participate in the current
study, participants had to be a member of
a married couple in which farming was the pri-
mary occupation of the husband. Even though this
is the most traditional and most common farm
family configuration, there are many farm families
in which the wife, rather than the husband, is the
primary farmer,”> Moreover, farm couples may be
unmarried, cohabiting, or part of a same-sex cou-
ple. These different configurations may potentially
impact the work-family dynamic among farm cou-
ples in different ways. Accordingly, future research




1ic
'ts,
B¢,
ge
ats

nal
be
ro-
20-
lily
fal
ed.
the
in-
'en
n-

to
ing
ire
the
les
ant

of
iri-
his
rm
ies
the

u-
Wly
-
c«ch

is encouraged to explore whether the findings in
the current study generalize to more varied and
diverse farm family configurations.

Another limitation involves the scope of the
data collected. Regarding economic stress, infor-
mation on this variable was only collected from
the primary farmer. Although the primary purpose
of the study was to examine the spillover and
crossover of farmers’ perceived economic stress,
it is highly likely that perceptions of economic
stress may vary within the couple. For example,
farm spouses may often have a good grasp on (and
perhaps an even better understanding) of the eco-
nomic situation of the farm if they are the person
keeping track of the bookkeeping associated with
the farm enterprise. Therefore, it would be inter-
esting to examine the extent to which spousal
perceptions of economic stress converge and how
this may impact the spillover and crossover
process.

Finally, the current study did not control for
farm household and farm operation characteris-
tics: these include, but are not limited to, the
scale and type of farm operation, commodities
produced, off-farm employment, household and
farm income, accessibility and availability of mar-
keting channels, and child involvement in the farm
business. These factors, among many others, are
likely to have an impact on the perception of stress
and family dynamics among farm couples. While
the current study provides a broad, generalized
view of the relation between economic stress and
family-related outcomes among a relatively homo-
genous sample of farm couples, it would be inter-
esting to explore how additional characteristics
related to the farm setting may impact the spil-
lover and crossover process. For example,
although the current study collected data on
whether or not livestock production was involved
in the farm business, the specific type of livestock
produced on any given farm, as well as the quan-
tity, is likely to have implications for economic
stress and family dynamics. Given the uniqueness
and specialization of each individual farm opera-
tion, investigating specific contextual factors and
farm characteristics is necessary to develop a full
understanding of how economic stress impacts
family distress and WFC among the overall farm
Population.
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Conclusion

Taken as a whole, the results of the current study
demonstrate personal economic stress may have
a direct impact on family distress and an indirect
effect on WEC for farmers and their spouses.
Furthermore, personal economic stress seems to
have a larger influence on farm couples’ family
lives than global economic stress. Because farming
has received little attention regarding work-family
issues, future research is encouraged to continue
exploration of the unique work-family interface
among farm families with an eye towards potential
strategies that may assist farm couples in dealing
with personal economic stress.

Notes

1. Due to the farming demographic, the current study
examined male farmers with female spouses, as this
represents the majority of farming couples according
to the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

2, The reported alpha scores for each construct is
Cronbach’s alpha, computed by reliability analysis
within SPSS.
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Appendix A

Personal Economic Stress'
Please indicate the extent to which each of the following items
is a source of personal worry or concern for you

(1) Repayment of farm loans

(2) Market prices for crops/livestock

(3) Financing your retirement

(4) Concern over the future of your farm

Notatall=1
Very Often = 5

Rarely=2 Sometimes=3 Often=4

Global Economic Stress’
Please indicate the extent to which each of the following items
is a source of personal wotry or concern for you

(1) Land prices (inflation/deflation)
(2) Government farm price supports
(3) Government export policy

(4) The budget deficit in this country

Not at all = 1
Often = 4

Rarely =2 Sometimes = 3
Very Often = 5

Family Distress'®

Overall, when thinking about your current family situation
and day-to-day family experiences, how often do you feel each
of the following reactions due to your family experiences?

(1) Relaxed

(2) Pleased

(3) Fortunate

(4) Unhappy

(5) Bothered or upset
(6) Frustrated

Never = 1
Often = 5
Work-Family Conflict>

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the
following statements

Rarely = 2 Sometimes = 3 Often = 4 Very

(1) My work keeps me from my family activities more than
I would like.

(2) The time T must devote to my job keeps me from partici-
pating equally in household responsibilities and activities.

(3) 1 have to miss family activities due to the amount of
time I must spend on work responsibilities.

(4) The time I spend on family responsibilities often inter-
fere with my work responsibilities.

(5) The time I spend with my family often causes me not to
spend time in activities at work that could be helpful to my
careet.

(6) 1 have to miss work activities due to the amount of time
I must spend on family responsibilities.
(7) When I get home from work I am often too frazzled to
participate in family activities/ responsibilities.
(8) 1am often so emotionally drained when I get home from
work that it prevents me from contributing to my family.
(9) Due to all the pressures at work, sometimes when
I come home I am too stressed to do the things I enjoy.
(10) Due to stress at home, I am often preoccupied with
family matters at work.
(11) Because I am often stressed from family responsibilities,
I have a hard time concentrating on my work.
(12) Tension and anxiety from my family life often weakens
my ability to do my job.
(13) The problem-solving behaviors I use in my job are not
effective in resolving problems at home.
(14) Behavior that is effective and necessary for me at work
would be counterproductive at home.
(15) The behaviors I perform that make me effective at work
do not help me to be a better parent and spouse.
(16) The behaviors that work for me at home do not seem to
be effective at work.
(17) Behavior that is effective and necessary for me at home
would be counterproductive at work.
(18) The problem-solving behavior that work for me at
home does not seem to be as useful at work.

Strongly Disagree = 1 Disagree = 2
Neither Agree nor Disagree = 3 Agree = 4
Strongly Agree = 5

Appendix B. Demographic and Farm
Characteristics of Study Sample.

Factor
Age: Husbands Age: Wives
M 52.56 M 50.82
SD 11.68 SD 11.67
Race: Husbands Race: Wives
% Caucasian 100% 99.5%
% Non-Caucasian 0% 0.05%
Off-farm employment: Husbands Off-farm employment: Wives
Yes 20.4% 56.7%
No 79.6% 43.3%
Children living at home
Yes 48.4%
No 51.6%
Livestock production
Yes 63.1%
No 36.9%
Crop production
Yes 98.6%
No 1.4%
Acres farmed
M 1067.65
SD 1484.79

Note. N = 217 farm couples
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