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Exploring Coping Strategies Among West Virginian Farmers

Introduction and Relevant Literature

Farmers are often required to work long, physically demanding hours and frequently need
supplemental employment for additional income (Elliot et al., 2022). They are generally at a
higher-than-average risk for exhaustion, burnout, physical injury and even premature death
(Ouattara et al., 2022; Yazd et al., 2019). Farmers experience higher rates of mental illness and
suicide than those in other occupations (Peterson et al., 2020) yet are less likely to seek treatment
for mental illness or physical conditions (Hagen, 2021). Mental health has a documented impact
on physical health, interpersonal relationships, and specifically to farmers, farm productivity and
animal health and welfare (Hagen et al., 2019). Additionally, anxiety and stress have been found
to contribute to 75-90% of chronic illnesses (Liu et al., 2017). Increased stress has been directly
associated with a variety of other negative impacts on wellbeing (Kalmbach et al., 2018; Yadz et
al., 2019; Williams, 2001), including depression and suicide (Penttinen, 2001). If stress
conditions continue untreated, secondary problems like changes in appetite, loss of self-esteem,
withdrawal from activities, burnout, exhaustion, fatigue, loss of control, loss of temper, and other
problems can have been documented to ensue (Logstein, 2016; Olowogbon et al., 2018).

Individuals use a variety of stress coping methods depending upon biological,
physiological, and social or environmental factors such as their history, environment, and
perceived social support to manage stress. Intense or chronic exposure to these events or
situations can lead to maladaptive responses if an individual is overwhelmed and doesn’t have
productive strategies or social support to address the issue (Palamarchuk et al., 2021). Continued
use of maladaptive strategies can lead to a decreased capacity for decision making and an
increased risk of behavioral or mental disorders.

Research indicates farmers are inclined to suppress emotions and tend to be stoic and
self-reliant (Rickwood et al., 2012). Farmers have elevated rates of depression, prescription drug
use, excessive alcohol use, and suicide which could be reflective of their coping style (Proctor, &
Hopkins, 2023). Rural farm populations are affected by their own social norms, cultural
tendencies, the behavior and attitude of family and friends, and community beliefs. These
considerations make it difficult to conduct research relating to mental health, substance use, and
coping methods in particular (Proctor & Hopkins, 2023). As rural residents, farmers also often
have less access for mental health treatment and may experience self-induced stigma related to
mental health treatment (Fox et al.,2018).

In a longitudinal study related to farmer’s common coping strategies, Brew et al. (2016)
found that rural farm workers prefer to manage themselves instead of pursuing assistance for
physical or mental health needs. Farmers were also half as likely to visit a general practitioner
(GP) or a mental health professional in the last 12 months as compared to non-farm workers
regardless of location. Additional studies commonly cite farmers withdrawing from others (Roy
et al., 2013) and not prioritizing their own wellbeing (Collins et al., 2009). Conversely, engaging
in positive adaptive coping strategies and avoiding maladaptive ones can reduce overall stress
(Holmstrom et al., 2023). Research related to farmer perceptions of mental health and treatment
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and coping may help develop additional resources to help farmers and combat stigma about
seeking treatment (Mattson, 2024).

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

The biopsychosocial theory of health guided this study. This theory was first introduced
by George Engel in 1977 and explained an interdisciplinary holistic approach (Bolton, 2023). As
purported, when studying mental and physical health phenomena, researchers should use a multi-
systems lens, incorporating perspective from theories of the Biological, Physiological, and Social
Environmental models. Biological factors include the body’s responses to stress that affect
development and behavior. Psychological factors include cognitive process and motivation.
Social factors are those outside the individual and interactions with others. Interactions between
biological, psychological, and social factors related to cause, manifestation and outcome of
wellness and disease should be considered. The biopsychosocial theory also guides that eftective
treatment should include all three types of factors as much as possible.

Figure 1 depicts the conceptual model of interactions of one’s influencing factors and
positive or negative interventions along the continuum of mental health. As visualized by the
model, as factors influence stress levels coping strategies are employed. Based on the influence
of strategies, individual’s wellbeing and mental health are impacted.

Figure 1
Conceptual Model of Stress, Coping, and Significant Influences Related to Mental Health
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Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore coping strategies and their utilization among
farmers in West Virginia (WV). The following objectives guided this study:

1. Describe coping strategies used by farmers.
2. Describe coping styles used by farmers.
3. Compare differences in coping usage by gender and age.

Methods

The target population of this study was WV farmers. The specifics of the sample
population are defined as farmers, agricultural service providers and those otherwise employed
in agriculturally related businesses in WV. The study used non-probability convenience sampling
(Creswell, 2017), as farmers were surveyed across the state at twelve agriculturally related
events sponsored by Extension, Farm Service Agency, and Farm Bureau between September
2024 and January 2025. The instrument was administered in person at the events and was guided
by a script to ensure non-duplication of respondents.

The quantitative questionnaire was provided as a paper copy or a QR code link to a
Qualtrics submission form. Paper surveys were entered by researcher into the Qualtrics system.
The questionnaire collected demographic information from the participants as well as three
questions related to their level of perceived stress and questions related to their utilization of
specific coping strategies. Demographic questions included gender, age, county of residence,
number of years farming, race and ethnicity. The questionnaire structure and format were taken
directly from the Brief-COPE questionnaire (Carver, 1997) which was designed to measure one’s
coping mechanisms as they relate to stressful life events. The Brief~-COPE Inventory has twenty-
eight items, two for each of fourteen strategies. The inventory was developed to evaluate a broad
range of coping responses including both functional and dysfunctional approaches. For each
coping question, participants rated the degree to which they have engaged in that coping strategy
using a four-point scale ranging from “I haven’t been doing this at all” to “I have been doing this
a lot” with higher scores representing more usage. The Brief-COPE has been evaluated and
found to be viable and reliable in numerous studies across a variety of populations (Buchanan,
2025; Carver, 1997). The Brief-COPE inventory has become the most cited scale for measuring
coping styles (Kato, 2013; Solberg et al., 2021). While Brief-COPE has been found valid and
reliable across many audiences, the survey was piloted at the state fair in August of 2024 and
recommendations were integrated into the script and distribution process.

Carver and associates (1989) define coping as efforts to decrease distress from adverse
life experiences. Analysis and the three overreaching coping styles were explained by Buchanan
as follows (2024): (a) Problem-Focused coping is characterized by strategies that are aimed at
changing stressful situations; (b) Emotion-Focused coping is characterized by strategies that are
aiming to regulate emotions associated with stressful situations; and, (c) Avoidant coping is
characterized by physical or cognitive efforts to disengage from the stressor.
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Data was analyzed in two ways. First, coping strategy utilization was calculated by
ranking the self-reported usage of each of the 14 strategies. Primary, secondary and tertiary
strategies used were compared between demographics. Each strategy aligns to a style, as
described, and comparison of styles usage was conducted after overarching styles scores were
computed from summing strategy usage scores into a grand score per style. Descriptive statistics
for styles were computed in Excel. Data was imported into SPSS to conduct t-tests for gender
differences of coping styles.

Findings/Results

A total of 301 usable responses were collected. Responses represented 44 of the 55 WV
counties, with 177 males, 121 females and 3 that preferred not to indicate gender.

Religion (an Emotion-Focused coping style) was found to be the primary strategy used
the most. Active Coping (a Problem-Focused coping strategy) was found to be the most used
secondary coping strategy. This was found for both males and females. Males used Planning (a
Problem-Focused coping strategy) while females used Positive Reframing (also a Problem-
Focused strategy) as their most utilized tertiary strategy. The most utilized Problem-Focused
coping strategies regardless of gender in order of frequency were Active Coping, Positive
Reframing, and Planning. The most frequently used Emotion-Focused strategies were Religion,
Acceptance, and Humor. Self-Distraction. Denial and Behavioral Disengagement were the most
common Avoidant-Coping strategies.

Participants were sorted based on gender and age to compare coping scores in each
category. Female participants aged 18 to 24 reported the highest usage of each coping strategy
except Problem-Focused where females 35 to 44 utilized the strategy slightly more than the
younger age group. On average, females espoused utilizing all styles of coping more than males
and those who preferred not to assign gender. Males, aged 18-24 reported the lowest scores of all
subcategories for using any coping styles. Table 1 displays coping scores in each style compared
to age and gender.

An independent sample t-test comparison was used for each of the coping styles
(Problem Focused, Emotion Focused, and Avoidant) to assess the difference in the utilization of
each coping style based of gender. While on average, females used higher levels of problem
focused coping (M = 17.76, SE =.53) than males (M = 15.2, SE = .42) this difference (2.56) was
not significant ¢ = -3.76, p = .92. The independent sample t-test indicated that on average,
females used higher levels of emotion focused coping (M = 24.07, SE = .55) than males (M =
21.40, SE = .65) This difference (2.67) has a 95% CI and was not significant ¢ =-3.35, p = .98; it
did present a small effect - .395. A large proportion of males indicated a low level of Emotional-
Coping, evidenced by the frequency of male scores on the lower end of the scale.

Recommendations/Discussion/Conclusions/Implications

The frequency of Religion as a coping method may reflect its strong influence among the
Appalachian and farming community. Avoidant-Coping was the least used coping strategy
among each demographic category which should be considered positive for the population as
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Avoidant-Coping has been found to associate with negative life outcomes (Holmstrom et al.,
2023). The low usage of avoidant coping strategies is noteworthy as several studies have
concluded that farmers often preferred to ignore problems, especially if they didn’t overly
interfere with their working ability (Hull et al.2022). It is imperative that service providers
working with farmers understand these dynamics in order to develop and deliver effective
programming.

The degree to which an individual copes by addressing the perceived stressors or
attempts to avoid them depends upon their views of coping resources as well as their assessment
of whether the situation is manageable or uncontrollable (Kavanagh, 1986). Confidence in
coping resources available and a sense of individual situational control can promote the use of
Problem-Focused control strategies and help eliminate the causes of stress. Low availability of
coping resources and feelings of powerlessness can promote dependance of Avoidant-Coping
(Smith et al., 2015). Service providers such as Extension should consider their offerings to
support the mental health and wellbeing of farmers in their communities. While Extension
services are not trained as mental health agents, providing options and reducing stigma could
support their farming clientele.

Table 1
Coping Style Utilization by Gender and Age
Problem Focused Emotion Focused Avoidant
n Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD
Female 122 8 32 17.76 588 12 40 2387 7.24 8 21 11.54 3.19
18-24 13 11 31 2038 6.79 12 39 2746 947 8 20 13.62 348
25-34 14 8 27 1836 6.25 12 38 2621 9.26 8 20 11.86 3.16
35-44 20 11 31 20.70 491 16 40  26.10 5.82 8 21 12.40 3.72
45-54 23 8 27  17.04 5.09 12 36 23.17 6.19 8 18  11.30 249
55-64 20 8 23 16.05 4.80 12 29  21.05 544 8 20 1040 3.02
>65 27 8 32 1589 638 12 37 2237 7.08 8 21 10.85 3.08
PNA 4 8 22 1775 6.65 12 28 20.75 6.70 8 12 11.00 2.00
Male 177 8 28 1520 5.60 12 42  20.89 7.24 8 24 10.88 3.24
18-24 7 8 18 12.57 378 12 23 16.29 4.72 8 13 10.14 2.12
25-34 15 8 28 18.87 559 12 42 23.00 9.02 8 17 11.07 3.08
35-44 22 8 25 1445 6.12 12 30 19.73  6.85 8 18 10.59 2.74
45-54 19 8 25 1547 643 12 42  21.63 9.64 8 20 1021 3.14
55-64 48 8 26 15.65 571 12 39  20.54 6.85 8 18 1092 294
>65 61 8 26 1446 487 12 39 21.39 9.64 8 24 11.18 3.84
PNA 4 8 24 1475 7.63 12 30  20.50 9.85 8 14 1125 3.20
PNA 3 12 15 13.67 153 14 20 17.67 3.21 8 11 9.67 1.53
Total 301 8 32 1622 582 12 42 2206 17.36 8 24 11.13  3.22
SM 4.44 3.68 2.78
Note: PNA is Prefer Not to Answer; SM is the mean adjusted/weighted per subscale
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