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This special edition of FCC’s AgriSuccess focuses on addressing and protecting your mental health. 

The Canadian agriculture and agri-food industry works tirelessly to bring food to tables across the 
country and is doing so in the face of unprecedented challenges. FCC recognizes this. We also know 
there are times where it may be tough to balance the needs of your operation with your mental 
health. After all, if the crops are ready to harvest, your livelihood depends on it getting done. 

But your well-being is as important as your product. As operations grow, producers typically feel no 
shame in finding another hand to help with harvest. Your mental health should be treated the same. 
When you’re at mental capacity, please lean on available tools and ask your community for help so 
the day-to-day can continue while you do what you need for your health and wellness.  

If you are feeling the weight of the world on your shoulders – you are not alone. In fact, 75% of 
farmers experience mid to high stress levels. Success for FCC is seeing our customers and industry 
supported. It is our hope that this edition of AgriSuccess will provide you with the resources you 
need, now or in the future, to take the next step and ask for help when you need it.  

Please read with care. If you or someone you know is struggling, there is support ready and  
available for you. 

Justine Hendricks, President and CEO  

Farm Credit Canada

Message from 

Justine Hendricks
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Tiffany Martinka shares how she does it.
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 18   De-stress with these 3 strategies
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to remember during times of stress.
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   A good business plan can help protect your business and your mental health.
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BY DO MORE AGRICULTURE FOUNDATION

WHEN UNFORESEEN EVENTS 
PILE ON WORK AND STRESS

No business is immune from unexpected 
events that challenge managers and 
employees. Additional work, stress and 
uncertainty can put mental and physical 
health at risk. 

It could be a barn fire, a dramatic weather 
event like a flood or tornado, or even a 
disease like avian influenza. Any 
unexpected challenge of this scale triggers a 
tidal wave of stress for farm managers and 
an additional workload for the whole team. 

Honest and clear 
communication
Responding to a crisis, especially if it comes 
out of the blue and is something that’s 
never happened before, can lead to burnout. 
Managers often carry all the worry and 
anxiety. But during such difficult times, it’s 
especially important to check in with 
family and employees to keep everyone 
updated and provide mental health support 
for each other.

Taking care of mental health for yourself 
and your team requires being proactive  
and keeping lines of communication open. 
Dr. Dan Siegel coined the phrase “name it 
to tame it” – research shows that noticing 
and naming your emotional state can 
significantly reduce feelings of stress.   
It’s OK to be honest about the seriousness 
of the situation and potential implications 
for work schedules and compensation.

Formulate a plan
Formulating a response plan as quickly as 
possible helps lessen fears and concerns 
across the team. It allows everyone to shift 
from a reactive state of shock to moving 
forward to overcome the crisis. If it’s 
obvious there will be additional work for 
the team, share how this will be addressed 
to remove as much uncertainty as possible 
for employees. If additional human 
resources are required, be open about this 
possibility and how it might work.  

Take a timeout
Being fully immersed in stress and anxiety 
without interruption is unhealthy and 
unsustainable. Removing yourself from an 
overwhelming crisis for a short timeout can 
help keep emotions from spiralling out of 
control and clear your head so you can 
think clearly to make good decisions. Go 
for a walk, take the kids for ice cream, sign 
off all screens and devices, or grab a coffee 
with a friend. Doing so releases endorphins, 
which helps to improve your overall sense 
of well-being.

Support others when possible 
If the crisis is not specific to your operation, 
others will be facing the same challenges. 
Remember that once again, we are in this 
together, even though we may be physically 
far apart. Reach out if you are feeling 
overwhelmed. Along with your normal 
support circle, you can talk to other farmers 
or access one of the many mental health 
assistance resources available to farmers.  n
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BY EMILY LEESON

FINDING 
BALANCE  
IN FARM 
FAMILY LIFE:  
TIFFANY  
MARTINKA

In northeastern Saskatchewan, Tiffany Martinka runs a busy broiler 
and grain farm with her husband Lane and his aunt and uncle. Amid 
their routine farm life, there’s a delightful addition that contributes 
more than just a few dollars to the family budget: their small flock of 
English Southdown Baby Doll sheep. This recent expansion embodies 
the Martinkas’ commitment to finding joy and balance in their lives.

“We love having them – they are here for our enjoyment and to teach 
our kids about responsibility and what it takes to raise an animal,” 
Tiffany says. The flock gives Tiffany a pleasant daily diversion from  
the other rigours of farm life. 

Changing demands, shifting roles
Living the life of a farmer, especially with young ones in tow, can be 
demanding. The Martinkas have three children. The days are long, the 
drives to extracurricular activities even longer, and schedules sway with 
the seasons. For Tiffany, the key to fulfilment has been striking the right 
balance between farm duties, pursuing her passions, nurturing her 
family and contributing to the community.

“I always knew I wanted to be part of agriculture,” she says. While 
working as an agronomy specialist for the Canola Council of Canada, 
and then as a territory manager for Monsanto, Tiffany’s career involved 
plenty of travel – and plenty of personal fulfilment.

When her third child was born with epilepsy, it became evident that her 
presence was needed at home and on the farm full time. “It’s honestly 
the most challenging job I’ve ever had,” she says.

With her husband’s full-time responsibilities at the barns, the daily 
household duties fall squarely on her shoulders. “We have to drive  
half an hour for groceries, and it’s the same for everything else,”  
she says. “It’s a full-time job managing a family on the farm when  
you’re so remote.”

Tiffany finds balance by maintaining her passion for industry 
involvement, farm advocacy and contributing to the agricultural 
community. 

Her roles as a representative for the Chicken Farmers of Saskatchewan 
and Farm and Food Care Saskatchewan provide her with immense 
fulfilment. “I’m very much a people person,” she says. “Attending 
meetings and connecting with like-minded individuals, where we 
discuss our passions, rejuvenates me – I come back recharged when  
I do that kind of work.”

Do your best, but acknowledge your limitations
In her pursuit of balance, Tiffany learned that “You can’t do everything.” 

She’s incorporated practical strategies into her daily routine to 
accommodate the demands of family farm life. “I have days in the office 
where I just sit down and plan out calendars so we can do everything as 
best as we can,” she says. 

Tiffany also nurtures a positive outlook, acknowledging the unique 
challenges of farm life. “There are times when we can accomplish a great 
deal and others when we struggle to meet the bare minimum, and that’s 
perfectly OK. All we can do is our best,” she says. 

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS


JANUARY 2024 | 5

Communicate and co-ordinate
“The phrase I say almost every day is ‘Put it in the calendar.’ My 
husband and I have calendars on our phones that are synced. Any time 
there’s an extracurricular activity or I have a board meeting, we put it in 
the calendar,” Tiffany says. 

“Everyone says ‘Communication is key,’ but what if you don’t have time 
to see each other face to face all the time? If it’s in the calendar, we can 
chat about it when we have the chance and we all know what’s going on.”

A village helps
Tiffany is finding success with a modern spin on the old saying “It takes 
a village to raise a child.” Investing in building community has practical 
advantages for a busy, thriving family. 

“I often chat with neighbours and find out what their kids are doing for 
extracurriculars,” Tiffany says. “If we can align together and carpool,  
it cuts the driving in half. It’s taken a lot of stress off.”

Simple is also good enough
While active on social media, showcasing the reality of farm life and 
connecting the public with the roots of their food, Tiffany tries not to  
let herself get caught up in the high expectations often showcased on  
those platforms. 

“I feel like my generation of mothers see all these Pinterest and Instagram 
birthday parties and events and it’s just not my reality – and that’s OK,” 
she says. “We have to remember that our kids don’t see all that – all that 
matters to them is that they are acknowledged and loved. I think we put a 
lot of stress on ourselves as mothers and it’s OK to say no, to make our 
own paths and do what works for us. The kids will be OK.”  n

Find balance when  
demands are plenty
TIPS TO FOSTER FULFILMENT AND BALANCE:
•  Engage friends and neighbours in a mutually helpful way to 

build your village.

•  Communicate schedules using calendars, chats, written 
notes or apps to aid with co-operation.

•  Lean into your individualism. Learn from others but do what 
works best for you.

•  Be present. No matter what you’re doing, try to remain 
immersed. 

•  Practice gratitude. Appreciating the little things adds up.

•  Do your best – but recognize that your best will change 
from day to day. And that’s OK.
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BY REBECCA HANNAM

PUT BURNOUT ON THE BACK 
BURNER WITH THESE 4 TIPS

For a detailed list of mental 
health resources for  
people working in 
agriculture, please visit  
fcc.ca/Wellness. 

In an immediate mental 
health crisis, please call 
911.

Dr. Jody Carrington 

photo credit: Leigha Graf Photography

Too much work. Not enough time. Adrenaline highs alternating with exhausting lows. 
Seemingly endless worry and stress. If any of this sounds familiar, you could be 
vulnerable to burnout and mental health challenges. 

Psychologist, author and speaker Dr. Jody Carrington says knowing how to stay calm 
during times of distress is key to maintaining emotional well-being. Learning how to 
control emotions can help to overcome uncertainty, fear and the feeling that there is 
no end in sight. Dr. Carrington offers the following four tips for improving emotional 
regulation and preventing burnout.

1.  Reconnect. Resist the urge to isolate. Reconnect with friends, colleagues  
and loved ones. Reflect on the positives that originally instilled your passion  
for farming.

2.  Rest. Research suggests 45 per cent of every 24 hours should be spent resting. 
Sleep is one of the biggest factors in emotional regulation, but rest time can also 
include non-work leisure activities.

3.  Choose joy. Part of managing our emotions is choosing positives over 
negatives. And it is a choice. If we spend all our time thinking about the negatives, 
we can’t experience joy. Laughter triggers amazing changes in our bodies. When 
was the last time you belly-laughed with family? When was the last time you 
danced in the kitchen?

4.  Practice gratitude. Gratitude is a powerful and positive feeling. When we 
feel gratitude, we shift the focus from stresses and negatives to acknowledging 
things that are going well. Try to take the time and effort to think about small and 
large things that you are grateful for. Also, reflect on how your family, farm and 
community are lucky to have you. Think about the things you do that help others. 

Take that first step
Burnout is not something with an immediate fix and learning how to regulate or 
manage your emotions can take time and practice. Start with small and simple 
changes. Take a deep breath. Drop your shoulders. Relax your jaw. Drop your tongue 
from the roof of your mouth. Try to incorporate the four steps above in small ways 
each day. Patterns can be hard to change but it’s doable – and domore.ag has videos to 
help you begin a practice.

If someone close to you appears to be approaching or in a state of burnout, you can 
lead by example. You can’t tell others how to regulate emotion – but you can show 
them that staying calm during challenging or busy times is a healthier path.  n

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
http://www.FCC.ca/Wellness
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BY KRISTEN KELDERMAN

MY STORY:  
COURAGE IN  
DARKNESS 

CONTENT WARNING:  This article contains 
discussions about suicide that may be emotionally 
challenging. 

A chance meeting, a fast friendship
Traditional stories of courage usually involve a hero making great 
sacrifices, attempting life-threatening acts and ending with some sort 
of happy ending. My story of courage starts in a dark and low point in 
my life, and it’s about as far from traditional as you can get. But first, I 
want to take you back to the fall of 2013.  

I first met Amy in person at Canada’s Outdoor Farm Show. We had 
previously connected on Twitter over our love of dairy farming and 
shared obsession of cheese and ripped jeans. She greeted me with an 
energetic hello and a signature Amy hug. What would follow was an 
instant and deep friendship. Amy was a woman with infinite energy, 
always had a story to tell, and drank the cheapest beer, yet had 
impeccable taste in cheese and wine. 

A descent into darkness
Amy was only ever a text away and would respond with exactly the 
right words or meme. In many ways, Amy was the big sister I never 
had. And then she was gone. 

On July 29, 2018, Amy died by suicide. 

The loss of Amy left an emptiness that to this day I still have a hard 
time expressing. I had lost people in my life before, but nothing that 
shook my soul so hard. What ensued was a slow spiral into darkness.  
I was angry, acting recklessly and projecting my grief in unhealthy 

ways. My breaking point came months later after an incredibly raw 
and vulnerable conversation with my husband. My life was headed 
down a destructive path and I was at risk of losing him. For the second 
time my soul was shaken, and I had a decision to make. 

Choosing a brighter path
I chose therapy. 

I reached out to a friend who previously went to therapy and 
sheepishly asked questions about their experience and what to expect. 
After a Google search and an email, I met my therapist, Melissa. I took 
a lot of pride in being a fiercely independent person so reaching out for 
help did not come naturally.

Over the following months, I shared my struggles and processed my 
unrelenting grief. Some of it was easy, but most of it was hard. For me, 
therapy was a place to process, identify and name my emotions. 

Over time, I slowly started sharing my therapy experience with others 
and quickly found that I was not alone. Little did I know that going to 
therapy would be the courageous act that would turn my life in a new 
direction. It sure didn’t feel like it at the time. 

However, the simple act of reaching out and connecting can be 
powerful and help us feel seen when we are struggling.

Reaching new heights
This journey inspired me to pivot my career and complete my master’s 
in psychology and neuroscience in mental health. Today, I’m in a 
healthier space. Thinking about it five years later, I exhibited warning 
signs. However, in the moment it was all too easy for me to ignore 

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS


them and dismiss them as not being ‘that bad.’ Thankfully, I’m able to 
stand in a brighter space of understanding and resilience today – and 
help others. 

I still miss Amy every day. Her lasting gift for me has been a hope for the 
future and to make a difference in supporting farmers’ mental health. 

My hope for you and those you care about
If you feel you aren’t doing well mentally, I encourage you to find the 
courage within yourself to seek support. You’re not alone in feeling 
this way. Resources to help begin your journey toward better mental 
health are a click or phone call away.   

If you’re concerned about someone else, start by offering your support 
and time. It’s natural to want to fix an issue and provide advice. But 
this can feel overbearing and cause some to become defensive. Start 
with simply listening and focusing on their needs at that moment. 
Create an ongoing space to have an honest conversation about mental 
health and practice compassion and empathy. Offer to help them find 
support when they are ready. Accessing resources or services can feel 
overwhelming, but having a support person can help make it more 
comfortable.

Courageously yours, 

Kristen Kelderman

VISIBLE WARNING  
SIGNS OF CHALLENGED  
MENTAL HEALTH:

Changes to usual 
routines (such as changes 
in sleeping or eating 
habits or hygiene 
practices) 

 Increased difficulty 
tackling workload

 
Withdrawing from usual 
social activities 

Decreased livestock 
health, yard or building 
maintenance and crop 
management

 
Increased risk-taking 
behaviour or unusual 
decision-making

 
Difficulty regulating 
emotions (for example, 
increased difficulty 
controlling anger or 
frustration, less 
communicative)

 
Changes to substance 
use (for example,  
drinking alone,  
drinking earlier than 
usual, or relying on 
energy drinks or other 
stimulants to get through 
the day)

AG-SPECIFIC MENTAL HEALTH  
RESOURCES FOR FARMERS

If you or someone in your circle needs support, you’re not 
alone. You can find agriculture-specific help online, on the 
phone or in person. 

For a detailed list of mental health resources for people 
working in agriculture, please visit fcc.ca/Wellness.  
In an immediate mental health crisis, please call 911.

JANUARY 2024 | 9
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BY ELLWOOD SHREVE

FLORENCE:  
FROM TRAGEDY,  
A HEALING  
HAVEN IS BORN

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
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CONTENT WARNING: This article contains 
discussions about suicide that may be emotionally 
challenging. 

Dalles Bergsma was a farmer, volunteer firefighter, husband, son and 
brother. 

When the Florence, Ontario-area man died of suicide in 2020, at age 
27, the tragedy rocked his family, friends and community.

“Everybody who knew him was absolutely blindsided when he took his 
own life,” says his mother, Diane Bergsma. “We knew he was stressed, 
but so is every young farmer.”

After her son’s death, Bergsma’s family learned about the high 
statistics for anxiety and stress for both farmers and first responders 
and how many suffer from those challenges.

“We couldn’t know those statistics and not try and do what we can to 
change it,” she says.

The Bergsma family sold a farm and are building a 1,400-square-foot, 
three-bedroom cabin in a 50-acre woodlot, to be called the Three Oaks 
Respite Cabin. It will offer free stays for farmers and first responders 
trying to cope with the stress and anxieties of their jobs.

Confidential registration to stay at the cabin is done online at 
threeoakscabin.com. 

The family is teaming up with the National Farmer Mental Health 
Alliance to provide self-directed programming while visitors are at the 
cabin. Guests will also receive a follow-up call from a therapist from 
the alliance to see if they are in a better place.

The call will also include an offer for more free therapy, if needed.

The aim of having a therapist reach out is to make it easier for someone 
to accept the help, rather than putting the onus on them to make the 
call, Bergsma says.

“It just takes down one more barrier.”

Another goal of the project is to get people talking about mental 
health.

“Regret is a hard task master,” Bergsma says of the light that hindsight 
can shed on signs missed from past conversations while everyone is 
busy living life.

Bergsma hopes that more people will have the awareness to “ask better 
questions to gently pry a little deeper than, ‘How are you doing?’ and 
also ask, ‘How are you really doing?’”

The Bergsma family received many generous donations of services and 
products during the construction of the Three Oaks Respite Cabin.  
But to ensure funds are there to provide free therapy for those who 
visit the cabin, they host two annual fundraisers, The Hard Miles 
5/10k walk/run/bike in June and the Shifting Gears Tractor Parade  
in August.

The success of the project will be “bittersweet, because of the loss of 
our son and brother,” Bergsma says.

Bergsma’s family believes in being there for other people and using 
their resources to help others.

“In our loss, that will be our healing, when helping other people,” 
Bergsma says.

The Three Oaks Respite Cabin project is not about Dalles but does 
reflect who he was and how he lived his life, Bergsma says.

“We don’t need a reminder that Dalles was here; he’s always in our 
hearts,” she says.

“Dalles was a very, very generous person, who was always about the 
other person, so it does suit well with his legacy.”  n

“Hope is being able to see that there 
is light despite all of the darkness.”  
– Desmond Tutu

The Bergsmas exemplify how hope can 

emerge from a heavy life experience. 

Take time to heal, and to support 

wellness, and seek a way forward that 

is healthier and holistic. Your example 

and your support will undoubtedly 

inspire others to live their best lives.
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SUPPORT YOURSELF, SUPPORT 
EACH OTHER – FOR A LIFETIME
BY KIM SHEPPARD

Support yourself, support each other 
Many of us, especially those in the agricultural community, are  
aware that our mental health needs to be taken care of. Most have 
experienced mental health challenges or know someone who has.

Knowing where to turn or what to do when you or someone in your 
circle needs support can make all the difference in a person’s quality  
of life. But knowing what to do, who to reach out to or even how to 
start such important conversations isn’t always obvious.

This is why Do More Ag has partnered with FCC to create  
The Community Fund for Mental Health. The fund was created to 
provide agriculture communities across Canada with access to mental 
health education at no cost – so that you’ll be better prepared in  
times of concern or crisis. 

A growing need
The fund has become a sought-after resource across the country.  
“In the past year, we’ve seen an 80 per cent increase in asks for the 
program,” says Megz Reynolds, executive director of Do More Ag. 
“Last year was really hard,” Reynolds says. “Some experienced avian 
influenza, drought or too much moisture. Atlantic Canada was hit by 
Fiona, B.C. had wildfires and devastating flooding, and P.E.I. had 
trade issues and had to put potatoes through snowblowers to destroy 
them. Challenges seem to be increasing, so the need for help is 
growing as well.”

Reynolds says that it’s important to practice coping strategies during 
times of chronic stress, or while feeling overwhelmed or having 

feelings of anxiety. But she emphasizes that adding coping strategies 
when already overwhelmed can feel challenging. Reynolds suggests 
incorporating coping mechanisms into daily life so that they’re already 
part of your life when they’re most needed.  

Join a workshop or watch a video
There are several options for learning coping mechanisms and mental 
health strategies – and some offerings require less time commitment 
than others.

“We offer online virtual workshops and short informative videos for 
efficient learning,” Reynolds says. “Our Talk it Out video series offers 

Megz Reynolds, Executive Director,

The Do More Agriculture Foundation

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
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“ This training not only opened 
up my eyes more in regards  
to the mental health and  
well-being of our agriculture 
community, it provided me 
with additional knowledge to 
utilize in my own life. Being  
a mother of two young adults 
who live with mental illness, 
the information and tools 
provided during this training 
will be utilized for a lifetime.”
– Talk, Ask, Listen participant

different perspectives, such as a farmer with PTSD, a support person 
and an expert on the topic. And it’s all on YouTube!” she says. 

A longer option, In the Know, is a four-hour workshop that covers  
the topics of stress, anxiety, substance abuse and how to start a 
conversation around mental well-being.

Talk, Ask, Listen is a virtual half-day, interactive workshop developed 
by farmers, for farmers. You’ll walk away with greater awareness and 
understanding of mental health, and you can access the training from 
the cab of your tractor or your office. 

Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) is a two-day course developed by  
the Mental Health Commission of Canada. Delivered by a certified 
instructor, the course will help you to better manage potential or 
developing mental health problems in yourself, a family member,  
a friend or a colleague.

You’re not alone
To hear what others are thinking and experiencing, you can join Do 
More Ag’s AgTalk platform. This members-only group is a place where 
farm operators can post their thoughts, questions, concerns and ideas 
anonymously, and join a conversation. “AgTalk is available in English 
and French to anyone in ag over 16 years old. And you don’t have to 
post,” Reynolds says. “You can simply read about what others are 
struggling with and see that you’re not alone.”

To explore what Do More Ag has to offer, visit domore.ag. For 
Quebec-based resources, visit Au cœur des familles agricoles at  
acfareseaux.qc.ca.  n

http://www.acfareseaux.qc.ca
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BY MATT MCINTOSH

MEN, MENTAL ILLNESS AND 
GETTING PAST STIGMA

Talking about mental health can be tough for 
anyone. For men, it can be even tougher.

Whether a holdover from older ideas of 
masculinity or unquestioned social norms 
around farmer self-reliance, discussing 
emotion and emotionally charged subjects 
can be particularly difficult for men. And 
statistics show farm operators are more likely 
to suffer mental illness than the general 
population.

It doesn’t have to be that way, though, 
according to Gerry Friesen and Sean  
Stanford – advocates working in agriculture 
who have lived with mental health issues. 
Both have managed to overcome barriers in 
discussing the subject and have spurred 
others to seek help. 

Be self-aware
Self-awareness – understanding how you feel 
and why you feel that way – is an important 
life skill.

For Friesen, being self-aware is a key strategy 
for identifying when stress levels are getting 
too high. It was critical in his own mental 
health journey as he worked through the 
stresses of farming through the 2000s. 
Self-awareness facilitates a person to act, 
whether that means seeking professional help, 
or just talking to close friends and family. 

Being aware of mental stress is not inherently 
easy. Friesen, who left farming in 2007 and 
now works as a speaker, coach and stress 
expert, says it can take time to understand 

what’s causing anguish. Once a person does 
become aware, however, sharing the problem 
with others can feel daunting. This is 
especially noticed when combined with 
feelings of isolation, both physical and 
mental, where an individual is convinced 
what they’re going through is unique to them.

Stress is the rule, not the 
exception
The secret, says Friesen, is it’s not unique. 
Mental health struggles are closer to universal 
truth than individual anomalies, and being 
open about the subject often spurs others to 
share their stories. Friesen discovered this 
during a series of workshops he hosted in 
western Manitoba, specifically focusing on 
men and depression. 

“Men do tend to react differently. It’s difficult 
to get men to talk. There’s still a stigma 
attached, but I’ve seen that change over time. 
They are more willing to open up now. They 
are open about stress management. People 
stand up and ask questions after I give 
presentations now,” Friesen says. “I’m in my 
sixties. I think we also have to focus on my 
generation because that’s where a lot of the 
problems lie at this point.” 

“Out of my 23 years in farm mediation, I’ve 
noted that the ones a little older than me were 
very hesitant to talk about mental wellness 
and how it affects them, their relationships 
and the farm business. The younger 
generations are more open.”

The sheer scale of investment required to 
farm in the modern era has, in Friesen’s 
experience, added additional pressure on 
farmers – particularly male farmers who have 
been instilled with the merits of self-reliance. 
He believes it’s important to recognize what 
an extra “couple of zeros” on a cheque or bill 
can do to a person’s well-being, and that all 
farmers face math that often doesn’t add up.  

“We need to be aware of what’s going on and 
be proactive in making changes. Farmers 
used to say ‘there’s always next year,’ but 
somewhere that catches up to us,” he says. 
“This is a really important message – you’re 
not alone.” Knowing this may help with 
opening up.

Continuing the conversation after it has  
been broached can also be difficult. Friesen 
encourages people to listen to loved ones who 
are struggling to normalize and validate how 
they are feeling. Let them know it’s OK to feel 
the way they do and offer to support them in 
finding help at their own pace.

“What we do is lock ourselves into our closets 
and sit there because we don’t want anyone to 
know what’s going on. It’s a human tendency 
to want to yank people out. But that doesn’t 
work,” Friesen says. 

Positive feedback overwhelming
Like Friesen, Stanford says the fear of 
negative feedback for not following what 
might be considered more traditional male 
behaviour can keep men from being open 

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
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about mental health issues. It was something 
he considered himself. But after speaking 
about his own struggles, the feedback he 
received was overwhelmingly positive. 

“I didn’t know what to do once I knew I was 
having issues. That was around 2017. So, I 
thought it would be wise to speak out and  
see if anyone could help, maybe we could 
collaborate and help each other,” Stanford says.

“There was lots of communication. I talked 
about it mainly on Twitter. Some people 
openly conversed with me there, but I was 
overwhelmed by the number of private 
messages and phone calls I received. Even 
then, there was some hesitance. It was an 
unknown world. No one knew what to say  
or expect.”

Stanford has remained open about mental 
health, advocating for mental wellness. It’s 
still not a comfortable thing to do, he says, 
but the importance of being open about 
mental health is clear. The most important 
thing to remember when trying to help 
someone is to ensure they know it’s OK to 
approach and communicate with you, he says. 

“The stigma is lesser now for sure. Farming  
is also a higher-dollar game than it ever has 
been before. A lot more stress comes along 
with it as well,” he says. 

“Be open and available. Be that available 
person for people who might need it. 
Everyone needs help at their own pace and 
their own time.”  n

A UK study found that men in rural areas (43%) are 
less likely than men in urban areas (51%) to reach 
out for support or talk to someone if they are struggling 
with their mental health. 

On the other hand, women living in rural areas (60%) are 
more likely than men to seek help.

Source: samaritans.org

“Farming is also a higher-dollar game than it ever has been 
before. A lot more stress comes along with it as well.”  
–  Gerry Friesen
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BY MYRNA STARK LEADER AND JENNIFER GLENNEY

HOW FARM COUPLES  
CAN STAY HAPPY  
WORKING TOGETHER

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
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On any farm, relationships are just as 
important as the financial state of the business 
to ensure it remains successful, but marital 
health can be easily overlooked. 

“One thing we don’t list on our balance sheet 
is health, and the health of our relationships,” 
says Sean Brotherson, professor and extension 
family science specialist from North Dakota 
State University. “It’s a low-cost, but high-
value priority.” 

Spouses are key influencers in business 
decisions and joint ownership between 
spouses is a long-standing fixture in the 
farming community, with each holding  
sway when it comes to making key  
business decisions. 

Many couples often count on the strength  
of their bond as enough to keep the business 
successfully moving, and this relationship 
must be valued and intentionally maintained.

Acknowledge your unique 
challenges
The farming community faces unique 
stresses, and this stress weighs on individuals 
and their marriages.

Farm Management Canada’s (FMC) Healthy 
Minds, Healthy Farms study found that most 
participants stated their farm-related stress 
came from the unpredictability of the 
agricultural sector. 

In the same study, women cited maintaining 
family and farm-team harmony as a major 
stressor, while both young men and women 
cited farm transition as a significant cause  
of stress. 

As well, the farm can be a lonely place, with 
minimal opportunity for communication. 

A lack of communication, and too few 
opportunities to reconnect with your spouse, 
combined with outside stressors and 
loneliness, can lead to tension in a marriage, 
and sometimes divorce. 

Assess the state of your 
relationship
Merel Voth, a counsellor and dairy goat 
farmer in British Columbia, says it’s 
important for couples to spend quality time 

together. Spending hours working together 
doesn’t necessarily create a meaningful 
connection. 

Busy couples can withdraw from the 
relationship, creating a risk of fading 
friendships and love. 

More frequent disagreements, a lack of 
satisfaction for either partner or 
communication difficulties are indicators that 
the relationship may need some work. 

Voth suggests couples check the status of 
their marital relationship as often as they 
check their farm stats. One way is by doing a 
SWOT analysis – identifying and assessing 
the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities 
and Threats in your relationship to better 
understand the state of your marriage.  
Ask yourselves:

•  What are the strengths and weaknesses  
of our marriage?

•  What do we hope for in the coming year 
from the marriage or see as opportunities?

•  Can threats be identified? If so, how can 
they be minimized?

Use an effective communication 
approach
“Sixty-nine per cent of most relationship 
conflict is about perpetual issues never being 
resolved,” Voth says. 

Sometimes, the way a discussion is being 
framed causes one partner to immediately 
feel defensive, which can shut down the 
conversation. 

Voth recommends using phrases such as  
“I feel…”, or “I need… by …” This framework 
creates a less aggressive, less accusatory 
approach, which helps lead to more successful 
communication. 

Julie Walkinshaw, a relationship specialist  
in B.C., says statements that begin with the 
words “I feel” are effective because they  
give a window into the soul and heart of  
the speaker. 

Voth also recommends building a culture of 
appreciation in the relationship. Keep your 
partner’s positive qualities in mind and find 
gratitude in their actions.

“Recognize they always put on the morning 
coffee, rather than focus on them never 
making the bed,” Voth says. 

Use research-based principles
Psychologist and relationship expert Dr. John 
Gottman and relationship author Nan Silver 
suggest successful ways to create long-lasting, 
fulfilling relationships:

1.  Enhance your ‘love map’ – a guide to your 
significant other’s inner world, including 
their deepest fears and wildest dreams. 
Take a genuine interest in your partner’s 
past, present and hopes for the future. 
Learn their love language so that they  
feel loved in a way that they can genuinely 
appreciate. 

2.  Turn towards each other instead of away. 
When your partner bids for your attention 
and you take time to support them, you’re 
turning towards each other. Set your phone 
down, pause the show you’re watching and 
show them you are present. Or, set aside 
some time to connect uninterrupted.

3.  Let your partner influence you. Couples are 
more likely to stay together when they work 
as a team.

4.  Create shared meaning. Find fulfilment  
in sharing purpose. Ensure each of your 
needs, wants and dreams are recognized.

Learn more via the book The Seven Principles 
of Making Marriage Work, or visit:  
gottman.com

Make your marriage and 
business thrive
Marital health in farming is just as important 
as every other factor in the business – a 
healthy marriage will support business 
success, especially when working side-by-side 
every day.

Managing outside stressors can help 
relationships thrive, and understanding the 
state of your marriage helps identify where 
and if certain aspects need attention.

Effective communication, mutual 
understanding and a business plan are all 
aspects that can help a marriage thrive.  n
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BY REBECCA HANNAM 

DE-STRESS  
WITH THESE  
3 STRATEGIES

For a detailed list of mental health resources for people working in agriculture, please visit fcc.ca/Wellness.

Registered kinesiologist Kathy Somers describes 
stress as something we experience when demands 
and pressures exceed our personal strengths  
and resources.

Symptoms of excessive stress can include headaches, 
neck, back and shoulder tightness, gastrointestinal 
disturbances or increased blood pressure. Changes in 
sleep, mood and behaviour can also occur. 

It can be easier to spot in others than in ourselves. If 
you see someone around you acting more irritable and 
negative, wanting to be alone or drinking or smoking 
more than usual, they may be stressed and struggling. 

Stress is a part of life and can’t be eliminated. But 
Somers suggests that you can prepare for stressful 
times like seeding or harvest season with the following 
three strategies:

Pay attention to diet  
and nutrition
Sometimes there’s so much 
going on that we skip meals and 
forget to fuel our bodies. Eat a 
meal or snack with a protein 
and a carbohydrate every three 
to four hours. Carbs fuel the 
body immediately and protein 
provides longer-lasting energy. 

Try not to default to caffeine 
and sugar to get you through 
the day. Be proactive and make 
sure appropriate groceries are 
on hand during stressful times 
so you have what you need to 
eat well.

Get enough sleep
Rain is threatening and it’s 
imperative that you finish seeding 
this field before the weather 
window closes. It happens – but 
be aware that burning the candle 
at both ends is not sustainable. 

Being awake 18 hours or longer 
creates a similar impairment as 
having a blood alcohol content of 
0.05 per cent. After 24 hours, it’s 
equal to 0.10 per cent according 
to the Centre for Disease Control 
and Prevention. For people prone 
to mental health or cardiovascular 
issues, a lack of sleep can 
exacerbate health challenges. 

Talk it out
Carrying all the worry and stress on 
your own can take a toll. Talk through 
the challenges with your family and 
farm team to help share the load. This 
also facilitates everyone to check in 
with each other to see how everyone is 
doing. A daily call or short meeting lets 
everyone plan their day and having a 
plan helps eliminate stress.

If you are experiencing stress that feels 
overwhelming or never-ending, or if 
people around you are telling you that 
you’re not acting like yourself, it may be 
time to seek professional help. Somers 
advises, “There are phone numbers you 
can call to talk, even from the field in 
the middle of the night.”  n

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
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BY PETER GREDIG

REDUCE STRESS WITH A 
SOLID BUSINESS PLAN AND 
TIME MANAGEMENT 
Farm operators are familiar with unknowns. Many elements can 
impact operations and the bottom line – for better or worse. And this 
can feel stressful. But there are many knowns as well. Finding a sense 
of control within it all can help to ease stress and empower you.

Stress comes from two primary sources: things we can control and 
things we can’t. Creating a solid business plan and practicing time 
management can ease stress and empower you.   

The importance of a business plan
A well-designed business plan can help to mitigate uncertainties  
and lower the number of “relentless, swirling thoughts in your mind,” 
Bonnie Taylor, a registered social worker and psychotherapist in 
Wellesley, Ont., says. 

“Write down the concerns that are taking up your mental space,”  
she says. Then, distinguish controllable from uncontrollable worries.  
If you can control it, include it in your business plan. The plan can 
then stand as a beacon of hope, giving you a realistic, practical guide 
that considers all your knowns.

A thorough business plan allows you to see your business at a  
granular level. Seeing this and adjusting it periodically can help  
to reduce stress and worry. 

Understanding precisely where you and your business stand on a 
financial basis also allows you to identify your strengths and areas of 
potential risk. It’s then easier to prioritize your energy investment, 
make decisions and effectively plan for the future.

“A business plan can also help you seize control of one of your most 
precious resources: time,” Taylor says. She suggests keeping a time 
journal to gain a sense of exactly how much time you are spending on 
tasks. Then, adjust and allocate more or less time for health, family, 
hobbies or other important life elements.

If you’ve postponed business planning and time management, 
consider it an opportunity to take control. Time management, 
prioritizing tasks and setting meaningful goals is a form of self-care.  
It helps you, your family and your business.  n

HAVE A PLAN!
In 2020, Farm Management Canada conducted a national study exploring the connections between farm business 
management and mental health. In the study, 88 per cent of farmers who follow a written business plan said it 
contributed to their peace of mind, while 77 per cent of farmers who don’t follow a written business plan believe 
having one would give them peace of mind. 

To craft a business plan that will fortify your enterprises and safeguard your peace of mind, try FCC’s free business 
plan bundle. To download the template, instructions and a sample, visit fcc.ca/BusinessPlan.

http://www.fcc.ca/BusinessPlan
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The Survey of Farmer Mental Health in Canada between February and May 2021 found that:

While these statistics may seem alarming, they shed light on the fact that taking 
care of your mental health – especially as a farm operator – is key to overall  
well-being. You’re never alone when experiencing mental health challenges. 
Here are a few things you can begin doing today, courtesy of Bonnie Taylor, registered social worker  
and psychotherapist:

For a detailed list of mental health resources for people working in agriculture, please visit fcc.ca/Wellness.

•  76% of farmers experience 
moderate or high perceived 
stress. Unpredictability, 
workload pressures and 
financial pressure are the 
leading causes. 

•  A quarter of respondents 
reported they had been 
thinking about suicide, with 
suicidal ideation being twice 
as high in farmers compared 
to the general population.

•  58% of farmers meet  
the classification for 
anxiety. 35% of farmers 
meet the classification  
for depression.

•  Although farm women scored 
higher on measures of anxiety, 
depression, perceived stress 
and emotional exhaustion than 
farming men, they are more 
likely to reach out for support.

Sources: University of Guelph, Farm Management Canada

BY REBECCA HANNAM

WHY MENTAL  
HEALTH MATTERS  
IN AGRICULTURE 

•  Be compassionate with 
yourself. Are you giving 
yourself enough breaks?  
Are you being hard on 
yourself if you don’t get 
everything done or if your 
decisions have a poor 
outcome? Notice, and be 
kind to yourself.

•   Practice mindfulness, using  
all five senses. Stop to 
notice your surroundings. 
Take a moment to connect 
with the animals or nature. 
Pause for a minute and  
to watch the sun set. 
Momentary mindfulness 
adds up.

•  Get social. Try to 
connect and interact 
more often with friends 
and family – during and 
outside of work.

•  Remember self-care.  
Take breaks away from  
the farm. Do the things  
you enjoy more often.  
Rest when you feel you 
need it. Go for a drive or  
a walk. Take care of you!

http://www.FCC.CA/AGRISUCCESS
http://www.fcc.ca/Wellness
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4 STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE MENTAL WELLNESS
Farmers and agricultural workers face 
unique stressors. And there’s no doubt 
stress affects mental health, from 
impacting concentration and decision-
making to causing anxiety, depression or 
other mental health challenges.

While eliminating stress may not be 
realistic, there are management strategies 
you can use to improve wellness, which is 
defined as a balance of mental, physical, 
emotional and spiritual health.  

Take time to socialize
Former Do More Agriculture Foundation 
executive director Adelle Stewart says 
physical health needs are often met while 
living and working on a farm, but quality 
interaction with other people is sometimes 
lacking. 

Pause to eat a meal as a family or farm 
team, meet neighbours for coffee at a local 
shop or take time to reconnect with friends 
to create a supportive social network. 

Balance negative thoughts with 
positive ones
Practice positive self-talk and be gentle 
and encouraging with yourself. If a 
negative thought enters your mind, 
evaluate it rationally and respond with an 
affirmation of what is good about you. 

Reflect on things you are thankful for. 
Smile and laugh more. Do activities or visit 

places that make you feel happy. Surround 
yourself with positive people. 

Recognize the signs
Early recognition can go a long way in 
maintaining health and wellness in yourself 
and others. 

How does your mind and body signal 
stress? What symptoms do your team 
members show? Get to know these signs 
and watch for them. 

Remember: stress responses can be 
physical (headaches), emotional (changes 
in mood), cognitive (poor judgment) or 
behavioural (drinking or smoking more). 

Use the dashboard on page 7 to check in 
with yourself from time to time and make 
adjustments as needed.

Know you are not alone
Everyone floats between mental wellness 
and mental stress, often daily. One in five 
individuals will fluctuate to mental illness in 
their lifetime, Stewart says.

But stress, anxiety, depression, emotional 
exhaustion, cynicism and suicide ideation 
are higher among farmers than the general 
population, according to research at the 
University of Guelph’s Ontario Veterinary 
College.

There’s no shame in reaching out to mental 
health professionals for help.  n
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Make sure your well-being is a 
priority and talk to somebody if you 
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