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Role of Extension Educators on Quality of Life of
 Farmers with Disabilities who Continue Farming

Introduction The primary role of an extension educator is to learn about a farmer’s problems, knowledge, goals, and perceptions related to their life in agriculture. Empirical solution and timely information may affect a farmer’s decision making process as well as their behavior, attitude and quality of life. In order for the extension systems to focus in rural areas, enhance educational programs, and serve farmers with disability who continue farming efficiently, it would be beneficial to examine and determine their quality of life. The purpose of this study is to identify and examine factors which may affect the quality of life of [State] farmers with disabilities who continue farming.
Conceptual framework Changes in the U.S. economic situation in rural areas have had significant consequences for the farmers’ quality of life over the years. In an early article Dillman and Trembley (1977) reported that “…people are beginning to act on their preferences in ways that would suggest they are looking to rural America as a way of improving their quality of life” (p.117). Molnar (1985) studied determinants of subjective well-being among farm operators and emphasized that quality of life is a global construct based on individual’s expectation and life experience. The lack of unified definition of “farmers’ quality of life” in literature creates a challenge for measurement of this category. This study attempted fill the gap in the literature and measure quality of life farmers with disabilities. 
Methodology The descriptive-exploration design was based on survey research. A 34-item questionnaire was developed and utilized. Two constructs were analyzed based on social-demographic questions: environmental factors and work-health leisure factors. Cronbach’s alpha for both constructs were 0.73. The survey was administered to our target study population. Our study group represented farmers enrolled in the [State] AgrAbility Program (AP) who had a disability or chronic health condition at the time a roster was generated in December 2013 -January 2014. This population included 55 individuals. Clients were mailed a cover letter, questionnaire, postage-paid return envelope. Questionnaires mailed to [State] AP clients were coded and tracked for non-response purposes only. All surveys were treated as anonymous in that they did not ask for farmers’ names, and all data was treated within each group as aggregated data. Following Dillman survey methods (1991), a second mailing was administered at four weeks. The total response rate of farmers enrolled in OAP was 60%.
Research Objectives:
1. Describe farmers according to selected social-demographic characteristics, outlook on life and stress.
2. Describe external-environmental factors as related to farmers’ quality of life. 
3. Describe health-work-leisure factors as related to farmers’ quality of life. 
4. Explore differences in farmers’ overall quality of life based on demographic characteristics and social factors, external-environmental factors, and health-work-leisure factors. 

Results 
Research Objective 1. Ohio farmers with disabilities who were enrolled in the [State] AP represented a group of farmers, where 72.7% of them were males, 63% of farmers were older than 55 years old. Almost 67% of farmers had less than 179 acres of land. More than 57% of farmers considered agriculture as a main occupation and 24% reported farm employment status as a part-time job and more than 27% farmers were with losses. This group of farmers reported three and more days a week they have a stress and approximately 26% of them have a negative outlook on life. 
Research Objective 2. Factors as having a negative effect of farmers’ quality of life were: financial pressure, input costs, and agricultural equipment costs, government /environmental regulations. The positive factors affecting farmers’ quality of life were: eligibility for a government program and time management skills.

Research Objective 3. Farmers reported higher dissatisfaction with many factors. The most dominant factors were overall health - 55.5%, receiving time for vacation – 60.6%, managing both family and farm in busy season - 54.6% hours of sleep during the busy season, and overall quality of life – 27.3%. Farmers were more satisfied and somewhat satisfied with emotional support 81.8%, social activities – 63.6%, work hours in busy season -71.8%.
Research Objective 4. The result of Pearson’s chi –squared test revealed nine significantly different factors associated with farmers’ overall quality of life (if p < .05). These factors were: gender (males more satisfied), income, outlook on life, stress, farm work, managing family and farm, social activities and emotional support. Variables of age, type of employment, farm size and external environmental factors such as government regulation, weather condition, and finance were not significantly different for this study group.   
Conclusions
The conclusion of this study can be summarized as follows. 1) The sample of farmers with disabilities reported had a less positive outlook on life (26%), experienced stress three and more days a week. 2) Factors such as financial pressure, input costs, and agricultural equipment costs, government /environmental regulations were reported as having a negative effect of farmers’ quality of life. 3) Farmers were less satisfied with health condition, received vacation, hours of sleep and managing family and farm in busy season. 4) Gender (females less satisfied), income, outlook on life, stress, farm work, managing family and farm, social activities and emotional support.  were variables that influenced farmers’ overall quality of life.
Implications/recommendations It is important for Extension educators to have knowledge about farmers’ health status, feelings, perceptions, and other aspects affecting their quality of life. Farmers will more likely change their behavior and perceptions if they realize that their knowledge in not adequate to deal with current life tendency. In considering the results of this study, educators will be able to develop educational programs and organize appropriate training materials to meet the disable farmers’ needs. By addressing such topics, local extension educators can help farmers’ with disabilities and their families have a more positive outlook on life and ultimately increase their overall quality of life. Future studies might take a direct approach to the farmers’ spouses’ employment status.  In addition it would be interesting to study the disable farmers’ household size and family farm structure and its influence on farmers’ quality of life.
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