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Introduction and Theoretical Framework 
 

In rural, agrarian communities, depression, anxiety and other mental illnesses slowly, and 
often silently, claim lives at a rate of almost two times that of the general working-age 
population (Peterson et al., 2018). Research has shown that a variable mediating poor mental 
health and suicide risk is positive help-seeking behavior and higher levels of social capital 
(Magson et al., 2014). This study aimed to address research priority six of the American 
Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE), which focuses on building resilient 
communities—an outcome which hinges on a community’s ability to meet the basic needs of its 
population (Roberts et al., 2016). Two basic needs of any vibrant, resilient community are the 
health and human capital of community members (Roberts et al., 2016). Addressing these facets 
of mental health in agricultural communities, this study sought to understand the role of 
Extension in addressing the rural mental health crises. Specifically, we aimed to identify how 
likely agricultural producers would be to seek help in times of distress, their level of social 
capital and who in their social groups they would be most likely to turn to for help. Using results 
from this study, we aimed to develop recommendations for Extension education and 
programming to increase awareness for rural mental health and improve health behaviors in 
producers—action items deemed by AAAE’s National Research Agenda as critical infrastructure 
for resilient communities (Roberts et al., 2016). We used the theory of reasoned action (TRA)—a 
widely accepted framework within public health research—as the theoretical framework for this 
study (Fishbein & Azjen, 1975). This theory states that intention plays a key, influential role in 
an individual’s likelihood of engaging in certain behaviors. 

 
Methodology 

 
We adhered to Dillman et al.’s (2014) tailored design method for survey research design 

to conduct this descriptive, quantitative study. We purposively sampled agricultural producers, 
between the ages of 18 and 89 in predominately rural-designated counties in Texas, using 
databases provided by Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service. We operationally defined 
“agricultural producers” by using verbiage in the Code of Federal Regulations (U.S. Government 
Publishing Office [GPO], 2011). In total, we sent recruitment emails to 5,045 potential 
participants. Of those, we achieved a sample size of 429 participant responses, equating to a 
response rate of 8.50%. We deferred to Linder et al. (2001) and compared early to late 
respondents to control for nonresponse error. We found no statistically significant differences in 
their responses (Linder et al., 2001). The cross-sectional survey developed for this study 
measured five variables, using four adapted, pre-existing scales, and a demographic construct. 
This manuscript focuses primarily on the descriptive results from two of those constructs—the 
General Help-Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ; Wilson et al., 2005) and the Personal Social 
Capital Scale (PSCS; Chen et al., 2009). Through an ex-post facto analysis, we were able to 
deem the PSCS (α = .94) and GHSQ (α = .89) reliable measures. We analyzed data using 
descriptive statistics, calculating grand means for each of the constructs and individual items, to 
determine levels of social capital, likelihood of help-seeking and the sources from which 
agricultural producers would be likely to seek help.  
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Results and Findings  
  

To measure social capital, we calculated grand means for responses on the PSCS and 
found that agricultural producers reported scores which indicated they had relatively high social 
capital. Producers scored social contacts on routine interaction, trustworthiness, dependability 
and possession of resources, where 1 represented ‘all’ and 5 represented ‘none.’ The calculated 
mean suggested ‘most’ of their connections contributed to their social capital in these ways. The 
GHSQ measured help-seeking for personal or emotional problems and for suicide ideation, 
including the sources from which agricultural producers might be likely to help. We calculated 
means to identify top help-seeking sources for personal or emotional problems and for suicide 
ideation. The top source identified by the sample as being the most likely to be sought out when 
experiencing personal or emotional problems was intimate partner (M = 5.50, SD = 1.85). The 
top source for suicide ideation reported by respondents was again, intimate partner (M= 5.06, SD, 
= 2.26). Within the context of Extension, agricultural producers reported that they would be 
‘unlikely’ to seek help directly from Extension professionals for personal or emotional problems. 
Additionally, producers reported that of all sources, they would be least likely to seek direct help 
from county Extension agents (M = 2.18, SD = 1.61) and specialists (M=2.07, SD = 1.54) if they 
were experiencing thoughts of suicide. However, when scored on the PSCS, agricultural 
producers recognized Extension agents (M = 2.11, SD = 1.11) and specialists (M = 2.36, SD = 
1.23) as sources that they can trust and ones they could rely on to help upon request. 

 
Conclusions and Recommendations 

  
Texas producers noted that though they would not turn to Extension agents or specialists 

directly, their recognition of Extension as a helpful and trusted source, suggests that AgriLife 
Extension may be viewed as a credible, indirect resource for struggling producers (Catty et al., 
2007). We concluded that rather than placing Extension in crisis response roles, the focus should 
be on resource provision and service activation. Results indicate that one way to achieve this 
would be through the producers’ social capital. From responses to the PSCS, we concluded that 
Texas agricultural producers have a relatively healthy social capital, driven heavily by family or 
close loved ones. This is beneficial with regard to mental health intervention, as higher levels of 
social capital have been found to correlate with improved mental health (Magson et al., 2014). 
With this in mind, we recommend intervention efforts focus on enhancing social capital and 
sustaining support networks already in existence. We recommend AgriLife Extension provide 
customized intervention education and referral resources, to spouses and immediate family 
members of agricultural producers. Results indicate these individuals will likely find themselves 
on the frontlines of offering support to someone in crisis or otherwise struggling with their 
mental health. In rural areas, it is not likely these individuals have not been previously trained to 
do so. We recommend these intimate partners be provided training to facilitate interventions, but 
also be given resources to assist them and alleviate burdens they may feel as a primary supporter. 
Given the overlap of social capital in rural Texas areas, we also see need for community-level 
programming. Future research should be conducted to better understand Texas agricultural 
producers’ perceived barriers and motivators for help-seeking, preferred mental health resources 
and appropriate communication channels for relaying related information and resources. We 
recommend similar studies be conducted in other states to identify ways in which other state 
Extension services can support the mental health of their agricultural producers.   
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