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Introduction 
Agricultural producers and rural communities bring unique strengths and characteristics to their work and way of life, while also facing distinct points of stress that influence mental health, community and personal resilience, and productivity. The term “farm stress” was introduced to highlight the distinct pressures faced by farmers and their families due to the unique demands and conditions of the agricultural work environment (Kroll, 2022). Agriculture is widely recognized as a high-stress occupation, shaped by unpredictable weather patterns, intense physical labor, fluctuating markets, and shifting local and federal policies (Garner et al., 2025; Kroll, 2022). If these high-stress scenarios go unaddressed, they can lead to a decline in a farmer’s overall well-being and their mental health (Garner et al., 2025). Higher levels of stress are also associated with increased suicide rates among agricultural populations (Scheyett et al., 2024), producing profound consequences not only for individuals and their families but also for the economic vitality of rural communities (Odabaşi & Hartarska, 2021). Current initiatives, including Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR) certification and the Farm Aid Hotline, have emerged, as has the exploration of school-based social-emotional learning frameworks. However, rural communities often face shortages of mental health care providers, making this a more complex situation in rural America (Hughes et al., 2023). These challenges underscore the need to integrate strategies across education, counseling, healthcare, and agriculture, as current interventions are fragmented or lack global consideration and application (Casey et al., 2025).
How it Works/Methodology 
We have developed an innovative framework to mitigate farm stress across local and global contexts. The framework draws on an integrated theoretical grounding of Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems approach (1977), emphasizing the interactions among the family, community, institutional, and socio-political systems. Integrating this theory with the foundational principles of the counseling profession, which include a holistic, strengths-focused model that incorporates psychoeducation and preventive interventions, informs our novel three-level model that builds farm stress mitigation at various levels of influence, from the individual to the societal. 
The first level of the model focuses on individual-level supports, including stress management strategies, self-reflection, the cultivation of peer support networks, and psychoeducation. The second level includes community and extension capacity, including strategies for training educators and rural leaders in mental health literacy, crisis identification, and the development of referral pathways. The third and final level is systems integration, which highlights collaborative partnerships that intentionally infuse mental health resources within agricultural organizations and groups, extension services, and schools to provide holistic support for agricultural workers and their families.  


Results to Date 
Given the novel stages of this model’s development, initial implementation and dissemination efforts have generated encouraging feedback and informed ongoing model refinement. The presenters have introduced the framework in numerous settings, including local workshops, and plan to present it to industry experts at various forums and conferences to obtain feedback and discussion on the innovative approach we have developed. Initial feedback suggestions support cross-sector collaboration, an appreciation for a systems-focused lens, and the expressed need to address farm stress by infusing mental health literacy into agricultural education. However, we recognize the need to complete a holistic pilot study to determine the validity of the model, therefore that will take place following introducing this to industry professionals and obtaining initial feedback. 
Future Plans
Due to this project being in the novel phases of development and implementation, the reach of future plans with the model is far-reaching. Our next steps are to pilot the framework in rural communities in Tennessee and in classrooms to determine whether adjustments or modifications are needed. Prior to piloting this, we will combine all initial feedback we have received to make any necessary adjustments, then send it to a panel of experts for review. Following the panel of experts’ review, we will pilot this in the counties surrounding Clarksville, TN. Our plan is to pilot this with extension professionals, as they are often boots on the ground in counties working with agricultural professionals who may be experiencing some form of mental stress.
Additionally, we are collaborating with our grants office to seek funding to support a community program and an eight-week academic course focused on farm stress mitigation and our newly developed model. If awarded, we will work to identify community partners in Clarksville, TN, and the surrounding area to host educational trainings. We will also develop an eight-week undergraduate course on farm stress, mitigation processes, and rural mental health, all centered on the innovative model. 
Cost/Resources Needed 
At this point in time, there are no costs associated with this work. However, if we are successful in securing funding to support this work, resources will be needed to advance this within our communities and classrooms. Our goal would be to bring on a graduate assistant to support outreach and engagement efforts to educate local agricultural and extension professionals about our model and how it can be integrated into their work. In the classroom, we will break this model into units to ensure students develop a full understanding of the components that work together to build it. This will ensure that students leave the newly developed course with an in-depth understanding of the challenges agricultural workers face and how to address them using the model. 
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