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Navigating Complex Family and Social Support Systems Following an
Agricultural Injury: A Qualitative Study of the True Burden of Injury

Madeleine Zenir, Heather Chauncey, Pam Milkovich, Julie Sorensen, and Erika Scott

Northeast Center for Occupational Health and Safety in Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing, Bassett Medical Center, Cooperstown, NY, USA

ABSTRACT

Objectives: Farm injuries impact more than the farmer, they affect family members, the commu-
nity, and the local economy. In the Northeastern United States, while technology has improved
safety measures significantly, rates of agricultural injuries, and fatalities are still very high.
Methods: In this study, we spoke with farmers who experienced a traumatic work injury as well as
farm-support professionals to better understand the burden of agricultural injuries on the farmer
and those closest to them. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded in NVIVO 12.
Results: Using qualitative thematic analysis approach when coding and analyzing the interview
dialogue, two prominent themes emerged; i) the role of familial support post-injury and, ii) the
burden of navigating a complex administrative system when seeking assistance. The injured
farmers that lacked strong family support struggled to keep their businesses viable and often
felt isolated and overwhelmed. In these cases, mental health counselors acted much like surrogate
family members by providing emotional and structural support, but in a limited capacity. Between
both the farmers and farm-support professionals interviewed, many expressed their frustrations
with the time-consuming and ineffective administrative processes that injured farmers experience
when trying to obtain social assistance such as unemployment, disability, or assistive technology.
Conclusion: These data may be used to better inform policy recommendations that affect injured

KEYWORDS
Administrative burden;
agriculture; family support;
injury; northeastern US

farmers.

Introduction

Farming continues to be one of the most dangerous
professions in the United States (US). The national
fatal injury rate in agriculture is six times higher than
the national average for all workers' and when focus-
ing on the Northeastern US, the rate of nonfatal
injuries in agriculture is 11 times greater than the
average of all occupations in this region.>> While
significant advancements in safety have made farm-
ing less dangerous, there are still thousands of non-
fatal and fatal injuries on farms every year, and likely
many more as underreporting is common in this
industry.* In 2011, Leigh et al.* estimated 73.7%
and 81.9% of injury or illness cases on crop farms
and animal farms, respectively, were not reported.
While the impact of agricultural injury is commonly
accounted for by number killed, number injured, or
medical expenses, such injuries have shown to
expand beyond the individual and have ripple effects
in rural communities.*” This supports a socio-
ecological framework in which farmers are directly

linked to their surroundings and those around them.
Kilanowski® describes the socio-ecological model in
the context of agricultural public health with the
individual at the center including their closest inter-
actions and relationships nested within four systems
of influences: 1) work, school, church, and neighbor-
hood; 2) community and social networks; 3) societal,
religious, cultural values; and 4) time, historical con-
text, and policy. This system states “health is affected
by the interactions between the characteristics of the
individual, the community, and the environment
that includes the physical, social, and political
components.”® P?%°

Injury is not the only dangerous outcome on
farms. Agricultural workers are also at risk for
chronic health issues.” Difficult physical labor,"
exposure to chemicals,'' ad lack of access to health
services'? put farmers and farmworkers at risk for
chronic pain and health issues. In addition to injury
and physical health concerns, farmers have been
known to experience depression, isolation, and
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poor mental health, with this being a major focus of
research and policy in recent years.">*' From exam-
ining 2021 data, Sussel et al.** found that the suicide
rate amongst male agricultural workers was 49.9 per
100,000 Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) compared to
the average of 32 per 100,000 FTE. Farming,
Fishing, and Forestry as an occupational group had
the second highest suicide rate across all occupations
in 2021.>* The unpredictable nature of farming,
influenced by weather, fluctuating markets, changing
regulations, labor shifts, among other factors, con-
tribute to significant stress for farmers.'*!

As the agricultural landscape in the US changes
due to mechanization, we must also consider societal
changes that affect the industry. Although technol-
ogy has allowed farms to scale, 2022 data indicate the
vast majority (84%) of farms in the Northeast are still
small operations that gross less than $100,000 a year.”
> This can be attributed to financial and physical
barriers such as land inaccessibility, labor shortages,
and land development.** Studies have suggested
small- to mid-sized farms with limited resources
and a lack of safety trainings are at higher risk for
occupational injury.*>~**

Small family owned-and-operated farms have tra-
ditionally been an important part of the US agrarian
economy and history.”” Almost half of all
Northeastern farms still rely on unpaid family labor
to run their businesses.’® Due to the importance of
familial and spousal support on farms, such as provid-
ing unpaid farm labor, household operational sup-
port, and emotional comfort especially during times
of stress,”’ changes in family structure presumably
have a strong influence on the industry. Over the
last 70 years, traditional family structures have shifted
in the rural Northeast with higher rates of divorce,
fewer marriages, and lower birth rates trending all
throughout the region, in both metropolitan and
rural areas.”> ** In rural America, remarriage, blended
families, and cohabitating partnerships are common,
suggesting more complex family dynamics and
instability.*'* These trends suggest that, because
family structures look different, family farm opera-
tions are likely changing shape as well. The agricul-
tural economy has long relied on strong family
support and as these dynamics shift, they may chal-
lenge the stability of this industry in the Northeast.

Farmers often turn to close family members
during times of stress and their support can be
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crucial to the survival of a farm following an
injury.**"** Family members, especially spouses,
will often take on additional farm responsibilities,
such as the physical labor and managing adminis-
trative aspects of the business. Studies have shown
farmers without strong emotional support from
close friends and family have worse outcomes
when coping with stress.***> Agricultural injuries
can have serious effects on farm and family
finances.*>*°

To compound this, small farm owners often
have difficulties accessing affordable health insur-
ance coverage and many have to rely on off-farm
work (either from themselves or a spouse) to
obtain employer-sponsored insurance plans.”' >’
Remote areas often have limited access to broad-
band internet, further barring farmers in rural
areas to online services such as telehealth.”
Navigating the bureaucratic system can be extre-
mely difficult and time consuming, and this can
prevent farmers from receiving the benefits to
which they are entitled. Additionally, farmers are
often resistant to receiving help, as help-seeking
behaviors bristle against traditional agrarian values
and rural masculinity."®>>>" For some farmers,
distrust of government assistance programs dis-
courages seeking assistance.”® By speaking with
farmers who had experienced work-related inju-
ries, as well as professionals from various fields
that regularly encounter farmers with injuries, we
investigated the burdens of agricultural injury on
farmers and those closest to them. In this qualita-
tive study we sought to better understand the
burden of agricultural injury on farmers, those
closest to them, and their support systems by
conducting semi-structured interviews.

Methods

To be eligible for this study, interview participants
had to reside in New York, Massachusetts,
Vermont, New Hampshire, or Maine, and fit one
of several categories: 1) experienced a farm injury
themselves; 2) cared for a loved one who had
a farm injury; or 3) interact through professional
channels with any of the previously mentioned
categories of people (referred to hereafter as farm-
support professionals). Table 1 categorizes inter-
viewees by eligibility criteria and profession and
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Table 1. Interviewees by eligibility criteria and profession and
assigns references.

Interview Eligibility

Profession Criteria* Reference
Crop Farmer 1 F1
Dairy Farmer 1 F2
Crop/Cattle Farmer 1 F3
Dairy Farmer 2,3 F4
Occupational Health & Safety 3 01
professional
OSHA Consultant 3 02
EMS 3 03
Farm Financial Advisor 2,3 04
Disability Resource Counselor 3 l
Vocational Rehabilitation 3 2
Counselor
Family Consultant 3 a
Advocate for injured workers 3 Cc4

*Eligibility criteria numbers are as follows: 1) experienced a farm injury
themselves, 2) cared for a loved one who had a farm injury, or 3)
interact through professional channels with any of the previously
mentioned categories of people (farm-support professionals).

A Qualitative Study of the True Burden of Injury.

assigns references. Participants were recruited pri-
marily by convenience sampling. In addition,
study advertisements were placed in our organiza-
tional newsletter which was circulated throughout
the Northeast region, and flyers were distributed
through our professional and agricultural industry
networks.

Two moderator’s guides were developed, one
for farmers and family and another for other pro-
fessional services. Interviews were set up either in
person or via video conference. The interviewer
reviewed the participant consent information and
proceeded with the interview once verbal consent
was obtained. The study was approved by our
organizational Institutional Review Board.

Interviews followed a semi-structured format
with the intention to induce conversations about
farm injury and its short- and long-term conse-
quences. Farmer interviews were completed first
and were followed by other associated profes-
sionals. This allowed themes mentioned during
farmer interviews to be further explored in subse-
quent interviews. Not all industry professionals
specialized in aiding farmers specifically, but inter-
acted with injured farmers in their line of work.
Questions were shaped in a way that explored the
ripple-effect of farm injuries throughout the com-
munity and within society (see Appendix for inter-
view guides). All farmer interviews were
completed by the Principal Investigator with the

organizational Case Manager present to provide
mental health support to participants as needed.
In total, 12 interviews were collected. Interview
lengths were not constrained by time limits,
lengths ranged from 26 minutes to 1 hour and 45
minutes with the average time being 1 hour and
3 minutes.

The transcripts were uploaded to a qualitative
research software, NVivo 12 (QSR International,
Queensland, AUS). During analysis, the Seven
Steps to Conducting, Analyzing, and Reporting
Semi-Structured Interview Data (7S CAR-SID)
approach described by Adeoye-Olatunde and
Olenik® was applied in conjunction with
Thematic Analysis.”” The first round of coding
categorization included highlighting all of the irre-
levant dialogue identified in the transcripts. This
included any side conversations, interruptions,
and simply anything deemed non-essential to the
analysis by the coder.

Following the initial review and familiarization
of all transcripts, they were read again and sec-
tions of dialogue were coded into subjects such as
“depression in farmer as a result of injury” or
“lack of family support following injury” and
developed as the coding process progressed. To
be coded into a specific category, dialogue had to
mention or reference the topic at hand. These
codes emerged throughout the coding process
using a thematic analysis approach per
Fereday,”” combining inductive and deductive
theme development. Due to the semi-structured
format of the interviews and informal nature of
the collected dialogue, this analysis method
allowed for a wider range of themes to emerge.
With each reading of the transcripts, more coding
categories surfaced. Each transcript was read sev-
eral (two to three) times until all relevant dialogue
was appropriately coded. In total, 34 different
coding categories were developed with overarch-
ing themes covering support services, injury
experience, financial burden, mental health, and
medical treatment.

As the transcripts were coded, and the research
team met weekly to discuss and review the data
and analysis. After all of the relevant dialogue
from the interviews had been coded, a second
coder reviewed the coded dialogue and made
edits. Through the process of analyzing codes,



the research team recognized several recurring
topics that were mentioned in almost all inter-
views, shaping the results below.

Results

Our interviews revealed several key factors that
contribute to the burden of agricultural injury for
farmers and those closest to them. Farmers shared
their injury experiences and the recovery pro-
cesses; the farm-support professionals discussed
their perspectives on interactions with injured
farmers. Within these interviews, two themes
were consistently mentioned by most participants;
the role of family support and navigating
a complex bureaucratic system.

Impact of family support

One of the recurring themes identified with the
participating farmers was that they had varied
experiences with family support following their
injuries. Two of the farmers who lacked
a supportive family structure - meaning they
did not have a partner, children, or healthy rela-
tionships with their extended family - struggled
to keep their farms viable and had a challenging
recovery process. The other farmer who experi-
enced an injury that had strong family support
through their spouse or close family members
had an easier time maintaining and delegating
the farm responsibilities. Several of the farm-
support professionals also commented on the
importance of familial support for injured
farmers.

Of the four farmers interviewed, two struggled
financially and physically following their farm
injuries. These two farmers also had complicated
family situations and did not have reliable help
from family members. Both are over the age of
55 and are single men with small farm operations.
They both struggled to find help while they were
hospitalized immediately after the injury, as well as
assistance during the recovery process. Here, one
of those farmers who owned a dairy herd describes
the difficulty finding help to milk his cows and
how this led to him selling the majority of his
herd:
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F2: “When I was [at the hospital], I had a herd of
cows to milk. Once I got hurt, [a friend] came over
here and said to my brothers that they need to milk
cows, and they’re all drunk and they weren’t going
to do nothing ... Then [my nephew] came in and
started milking and whatever ... [My nephew] says,
‘you gotta sell the cows. I can’t take care of the

3

COWS.

Without consistent help with farm work from
family members or friends, this farmer lost most
of his cows after his injury. Family members can
also be helpful in ways other than completing farm
chores. Emotionally, farmers without family sup-
port may feel alone, adding to their stress. This
same farmer recounts the lack of family visits
while he was hospitalized and alludes to
a traumatic family dynamic:

F2: “My sister never came around when I was in the
hospital. Neither did any of my brothers and [my
nephew] never came to the hospital. He just wanted
me out of this picture. They all want me off this
farm. And this is, you know, I've been going
through this traumatic drama thing with my
family.”

After this farmer’s injury, he was supposed to get
physical therapy on a regular basis. However,
without a vehicle of his own and unreliable assis-
tance, he stopped attending the appointments all
together:

F2: “It (physical therapy) helped out a lot, but I just
couldn’t get there (to the appointments). It was hard
and I was using my mom’s car and then she’d be off
somewhere or whatever, and it was really hard to do,
so I just quit going.”

In a similar situation concerning family,
the second farmer also found himself having to
scale back his operation due to the lack of viable
support. For the two farmers that lacked support,
the mental health counselors involved in their
cases took on some of the roles that a family
member might normally assume. One farmer
(F3) who had a supportive spouse shared with us
that his wife often scheduled his appointments,
reminded him to rest, and provided transporta-
tion. Here, he mentions how his wife provided
medical attention during recovery:

F3: “Well, my wife actually did the infusions (of
medication) every day. I mean, she took the class
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down at the hospital and stuff...She said, Tl tell
you, if you get hurt, you're going to the nursing
home’. She’s taken care of me for a lot of years.”

For the farmers without close family to assist them
after the injury, counselors can act as surrogates
for family support and provide emotional and
administrative assistance. They not only offered
emotional support, but also structural support by
making doctor’s appointments for them and even
bringing them to the appointments. The Family
Consultant (C3) explains the difficulty of making
an appointment for her client:

C3: “[The farmer] does drink excessively, he used
other things to self-medicate and he was extremely
depressed and had on-and-off suicidal thoughts.
I finally convinced them that it was a good idea to
get mental health treatment, and he agreed to it.
And I said, how about I just make the appointment
for you? It took me forever to make the appoint-
ment because there was a telephone loop. He never
would have put up with that telephone loop. And it
was over an hour.”

The same counselor describes transporting
a different client to his appointment and shared
with us that without her help, the farmer would

not bring himself:

I did get [him] an appointment. Initially he did
agree. I went all the way out there. I took him to
the appointment. Now [he] has some literacy issues,
so I actually worked with him to fill out [the paper-
work]. But he’s two hours away. I can’t take him
every single time. I figured, OK, I took him to the
first one. But he blew off the [second] appointment.

In all of our interviews, support was mentioned in
the context of agricultural injury. Many partici-
pants noted that physical and emotional burdens
often fall on close family members such as spouses
or kin. Not only do family members take on extra
responsibilities, but they also care for the farmer.
In cases where family members are not present
after an injury, counselors can and often provide
emotional and structural support, but in a more
limited capacity.

Navigating administrative burden following an
injury

The other theme uncovered from the interviews
was the burden of navigating the complex

bureaucratic system following an injury. Both
farmers and farm-support professionals repeat-
edly mentioned how difficult it is for farmers to
receive the assistance they need to maintain their
health and farm business after a traumatic injury.
The farmers shared their difficulties trying to
access basic care needs such as health insurance,
worker’s compensation, or disability insurance.
The farm-support professionals also aired their
frustrations with the organizations for which
they are employed. They shared that in several
cases, they worked with injured farmers who
needed equipment modifications or special tools
in order to continue doing their work on the
farm. Although they needed these tools to keep
working, they could not receive them due to
barriers established by the bureaucratic system
including extensive paperwork and rigid eligibil-
ity requirements.

Below is an example of this situation, explained
by a Family Consultant from a farm-assistance
consulting agency:

C3: “He’s talking about being in this chronic pain
needing this special boot, he’s got a special shoe, but
they won’t pay for the special boot that he needs to
do his farm work.”

And a similar situation from a Rehabilitation
Counselor explaining how they were unable to
provide a farm vehicle modification to a disabled
farmer:

C2: “There are no service providers. There’s not
a structure in place to say ‘this is what we can do,
this is what we can do to help’. So, we’re kind of
inventing the wheel as we go along [and] it’s extre-
mely frustrating on my part because I want to be
able to provide these services”

From our interview with a Disability Insurance
specialist, we also learned about how complex
and stressful it is for injured farmers to navigate
receiving health insurance if they fall below
a certain income threshold.

C1: “T've met some people who exit the workforce to
be able to take care of a family member so that they
don’t have to tap into Medicaid or in-home care
services to preserve the farm... [The farmer] may
be eligible for Medicaid and if their income is low
enough that they would financially be eligible for
Medicaid, they’re not going to apply because they



don’t want a lien placed on the home. That could
limit their access to medical care.”

The Disability Insurance specialist also shared that
many farmers he has worked with face
a complicated bureaucratic system if their injury
results in a permanent disability. To be eligible for
disability insurance, the person must have made
a certain income in the years leading to the dis-
ability. If this income is too low, they are not
eligible. On the other hand, if the farmer continues
to work after incurring their disability, which is
common, and makes over a certain amount of
money, they are also ineligible to receive disability
insurance. In addition to that, sufficient medical
records are required to prove a disability, and if
a farmer does not have enough medical history
(also common among farmers), it is less likely
they are going to receive disability benefits. The
counselors in this study often helped their clients
through this process by assisting with paperwork
and offering guidance, although it is time consum-
ing and complicated.

The two findings that emerged from the inter-
views - lack of family support and navigating
a complex administrative system - are significant
contributors to the burden of farm injury to the
farmer and those closest to them. While the
themes we identified are different, family support
and administrative burden are intrinsically linked
as family members often help fill out paperwork
and make medical appointments.

Discussion

The typical reliance on family labor complicates
the dynamics of small farm business operations
that lack close family members to assist with
work tasks, especially in the wake of a traumatic
farm injury. Family support for farmers, both
emotional and logistical, following an injury can
determine the success of one’s recovery process
and ultimately, the farm’s viability. In some cases,
proxies for family members such as counselors and
close friends can provide similar assistance.
During our interviews, the importance of family
assistance, or the lack thereof, was repeatedly men-
tioned. Not only can close family members, espe-
cially spouses, provide emotional support and
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physical care, they often take on additional farm
responsibilities while the injured is unable to work.
Similar qualitative studies suggest comparable
findings that family members are crucial support
systems for the farmer and their business after an
injury.*®*®>%! This concept is upheld by the
socio-ecological model in which an individual is
most influenced by their closest relationships and
immediate surroundings, and these interactions
can impact the individual’s health.® When lacking
these relationships, farmers in this study had to
access assistance that strayed farther from their
direct system.

As previously mentioned, family structures in
the rural Northeast are changing shape, likely
impacting the traditional framework of small
family farms. Between 2003 and 2022, the birthrate
in this region decreased by 15%.°> On a national
level, age at first marriage and percent of popula-
tion to never marry are the highest in recorded
history,”* and rural areas are starting to resemble
metropolitan areas in terms of family structure,
meaning smaller households consisting of single
or unmarried parents.*> Children in rural areas
are now more likely to migrate to cities to pursue
their educational and professional goals due to
limited resources in small rural towns.”’ As evi-
denced by this study, strong family support sys-
tems can heavily influence outcomes in the wake
of a traumatic farm injury. These societal changes
are challenging the traditional structure of family
farms in the Northeast, which could be especially
influential for farms that experience traumatic
injuries that require days lost from work.

For farmers seeking assistance post-injury -
whether it be financial, emotional, or physical -
navigating a complicated administrative system
can be very time consuming and restrictive. Both
farmers and farm-support professionals during
our interviews expressed frustration and dissatis-
faction with the current systems in place to assist
farmers with debilitating injuries or health condi-
tions. In this study, the farmer with close family
members often relied on their help to fill out
complex and lengthy paperwork and make medi-
cal appointments. For those without this support,
mental health counselors acted much like surro-
gate family members - providing emotional sup-
port, making medical appointments, providing
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transportation, and assisting with paperwork.
However, the counselors interviewed expressed
that they could never provide the same level of
care a family member could because of long travel
distances and work restrictions.

Interestingly, some locales outside of the
Northeastern U.S. have addressed the burden for
farmers in ways that sustain a better chance of the
farm business surviving a catastrophic event. For
example, in Ireland, the Farmer Relief Services
(FRS) is a co-operative organization that connects
farmers with skilled laborers during times of
need.”* Social safety net programs for farmers
have been shown to ease access to services such
as healthcare, childcare, and retirement funds.®” In
France, a country that provides more social ser-
vices than the US, these programs have shown
varying degrees of success in the farming
community.®> Becot et al.°® points out that in
contrast to the US, France has assistance policies
engineered for the agriculture sector (the US has
none), and eligibility guidelines for receiving ser-
vices in France are universal, while in the US,
almost all are income-based. Especially for farmers
in the US, these factors can make it difficult to
receive assistance following an injury. A study in
New Zealand found agricultural professionals
(veterinarians, farm consultants, and sales repre-
sentatives) with established relationships with
farmers play valuable roles in assisting farmer
workers during times of crisis, suggesting they be
incorporated in the approach to addressing farmer
stress management.66

To best assist injured farmers who lack strong
support from family members, it is imperative that
navigating the administrative system be as effort-
less as possible. Streamlining bureaucracy to
relieve the administrative burden on individuals
seeking assistance has been an area of focus for
the US government in recent years. Launched in
2022 by the federal government, the Burden
Reduction Initiative assesses the effectiveness of
the Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995 and imple-
ments new time-saving strategies to relieve the
burden of lost time, additional stress, and stigma
on individuals seeking government benefits.®”
Specifics of this initiative do include farmers in
a farm loan assistance component. This kind of
initiative, if tailored to agricultural injury

assistance, could relieve a significant administra-
tive burden on injured farmers who lack family
support.

An important point brought up during our
interviews with our farm-support professionals
was the lack of existing protocols for farm-
specific needs within assistance programs. For
example, personal vehicle modifications for indi-
viduals with disabilities is a routine process, but
there is no existing protocol to retrofit farm equip-
ment. For a disabled farmer, these modifications
are needed to perform their job, and without
a system in place, these requests can lay stagnant
for years. We suggest agencies establish such pro-
tocols tailored to farmers and agricultural equip-
ment to not only lessen the bureaucratic headache
but also deliver the services to farmers as quickly
and efficiently as possible.

Strengths and limitations

A strength of this study is the care taken to
ensure the trustworthiness per Elo et al.®® in
terms of credibility, conformability, transferabil-
ity, and authenticity. Credibility was increased
by including a diverse pool of interview partici-
pants from different industry backgrounds and
experiences. Consensus was made before all
decisions improved the conformability through
routine weekly meetings amongst the research
team throughout the entire study.
Transferability was ensured by the use of inter-
view guides and detailed NVIVO coding. Lastly,
every step was taken to ensure the authenticity
of the data collection, analysis, and presentation
by the members of the research team. This study
also included limitations. First, the group of
farmers interviewed all owned small-scale opera-
tions and, thus, this research did not capture the
perspectives of larger-scale farmers. In addition,
the interview pool was small, as with most qua-
litative studies, limiting the diversity of potential
responses.

Conclusion

Greater investment in farm support services is
required to best assist farmers navigating the after-
math of their injuries. With changing family



structures and high (required and learned) self-
reliance, it can be difficult for farmers to have
access to appropriate support post-injury.
Looking upstream, a focus on broader issues that
impact the farm’s viability and allow space for
farmers to work safely could reduce overall inju-
ries, but also the burden on farmers’ post-injury
recovery. Issues such as labor demands, easing of
economic pressures, and accessible social support
systems would contribute significantly to the agri-
cultural industry as a whole, and not solely to
injured farmers and farm-workers.
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