
Slide 1

Diane E. Witt RN, PhD, CNP

Growing Old On The Farm:           
Elder Agrarian Health Beliefs 
and Practices

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Slide 2
Rational for the Study

• At present the elderly make up 12% of the population of 
central or urban counties and up to 15% in rural counties in 
the United States 

• by 2030 it is expected that over one quarter (26 percent) of 
Minnesota’s population will be over age 60 (MN Dept. of 
Health)

• Individuals engaged in farm production occupations account 
for less than 1% of the employment in the United States. 
Farming, fishing and forestry make up 0.8% of metro and 4.4% 
of non-metro employment.  It is a seriously false impression 
to equate rural culture with agrarian culture based on the 
percent of the rural population that is made up of farmers. 
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Purpose

• Purpose: to discover and explore the elder 
agrarian rural subculture in regard to well-
being, health beliefs, values and practices. 
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Significance for Nursing

• Little is known about elder agrarian culture in the 
Midwest.

• In 2007 87.2% of all American farmers were over the 
age of 45, 26.5% were over the age of 65. 

• The agricultural industry topped the death rates in 
2004 with 30.5 fatalities per 100,000 workers.  
Fatality rate for all industries and occupations is 4.1 
fatalities per 100,000 people employed. US DOL does 
not count farms with less than 11 employees.
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Significance for Nursing

• Up to ten percent of all agricultural workers 
experience a disabling injury each year. 

• Illness may be related to chronic long term exposure 
to health hazards on the farm. Exposure continues 
after the work day is done as they usually live on the 
worksite, which is the farm.  Not only is the farmer 
exposed to health hazards the entire family is.

• Farmers tend to underutilize health care except in 
the cases of injury. 
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Research Questions

• What are the cultural lifeways, meanings, values and 
beliefs of the elder agrarian population in regard to 
health and well-being? 

• What is the influence rural agrarian context has on 
the worldview, health beliefs, values and practices of 
older adults?

• What are the nursing culture care experiences of 
elder agrarians that have promoted or hindered their 
health, well being and health practices?
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Framework

• Leininger’s theory of Culture Care Diversity 
and Universality which has the central 
principle  that “care is the essence of nursing 
and the central, dominant, and unifying focus 
of nursing” (Leininger)
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Methodology

• In depth interviews utilizing a semi-structured 
interview guide.

• Setting: A rural county in south-central Minnesota. In 
the county seat the population over age 65 is15.6 
percent, the other cities have elderly populations of 
14.5, 16, and 25.7 percent.  The townships range 
from 5.5 to 21.8 percent.

• Informants:  There were eleven key informants and 
23 general informants.  Informants were recruited 
utilizing a snowball method. 
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Data Analysis

• Method uses concurrent analysis.
• Three levels of analysis

– Categories (16)
– Patterns (10)
– Themes (3)
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Context

• During the second phase of data analysis it became 
evident that to understand the domain of inquiry the 
context of elder agrarian culture would need to be 
further explored and scrutinized. 

• Eight context areas were identified which are farm 
culture; occupational safety on the farm; land; 
retirement; technology and healthcare; economics; 
life on the farm; and others don’t understand us. 
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Patterns

• A pattern of underutilization of healthcare 
by agrarian elders. 

– “I don’t go to a doctor too easy”
– “just put me in my bed and I will be fine”.
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elders.

– AH! (laughing while she says this) him ask for 
help! Oh God forbid!  The kids have to play a 
guessing game with him to find out to come and 
help him, he wouldn’t ask anybody and that if I 
arrange it sometimes he’s angry with me 

– She’d go to sit down on the side of the bed and 
miss and slide off onto the floor and she would sit 
there on the floor and struggle to get up for 2 
hours before she’d call me.  I mean she’d sit and 
struggle until she wet herself before she would 
call me 
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priority than self care.

– One informant was literally crawling to his tractor 
and had to use two hands to turn the key in the 
ignition to start the tractor during fall harvest. 
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A pattern of doing by agrarian elders.

• “I Failed at retirement”
• “I like to stay busy.  I’d go nuts I guess if I 

couldn’t do something you know”
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throughout Agrarian elder’s adult lives.

– “the farmer is way down here at the bottom of 
the totem pole and all the other people you know 
they get their fair share but the farmer gets what’s 
left over and believe me that’s not very much” 
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elders 

– “we go where we want and do what we want and 
nobody says well where were you or what are you 
doing or what not go and do our own thing” 

– “when you’re out there on the farm you have 
control over your own little acreage and nobody 
can tell you what to do, so you move into town 
and you lose some of that control”
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families

– they had projects together and chores together 
and working together and so they played together 
and of course we were always right here with 
them so I think that might have had quite a bit to 
do with it the fact that they were pretty close to 
one another 

– “it makes your marriage stronger to work 
together”. 
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Agrarian elders

– “well we always had great faith and we were always kind 
of religious people we always went to church every Sunday 
and kind of put our faith in that in the man above” 

– My dad used to say look at how corn grows, its leaves 
reach out and its head is up like its praying for rain. If we 
got just a little rain dad would take us out there and there 
would be moisture around the base of the corn plant 
because the leaves were out to catch the rain and funnel it 
in to the plant.  It goes with our beliefs we prayed for good 
crops and for weather and rain.
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elder’s families

– Reciprocal help between generations
– Adult children schedule vacation to coincide with 

harvest so they can help their parents.

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Slide 20 A pattern in which care is taking time 
for agrarian elders

– “if we ever have any problems they’re all right 
here asking whatever they can do for us” 

– “they would always come over to the bed and talk 
to you, it wasn’t as though they came in just did 
their thing and left 

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________

Slide 21
Theme One: Health and well being in Agrarian elder 

men and women is characterized by hardiness

• Define health as the ability to do what they want to 
do. As long as people were able to do what they 
wanted to do they perceived themselves as being 
healthy 

• The majority of the men were still actively farming 
either alone or with an adult child.  The women were 
involved with helping during peak work seasons or 
were involved in volunteer work. 

• Tendency for agrarian elders to minimize their health 
problems even when they live with complex chronic 
illness and significant pain 
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• When faced with acute illness in peak work 

seasons agrarian elders tend to attempt to 
work through the problem rather than seek 
out health care 

• Agrarian elders attempt to cope with illness by 
working 

• Agrarian elders tend to put up with pain or 
ignore it rather than taking medication, not 
related to economics.

• Agrarian elders tend to minimize the health 
and safety risks on the farm. 
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interdependent with their spouse, family, and God to 

promote their health and well being.

• Even though the patterns of freedom and self 
reliance conflict with the concept of 
collectiveness it is very present in this cultural 
group 

• Agrarian elders also depend on each other for 
their health decisions 

• Agrarian elders are very religious and spiritual 
people 
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• Agrarian elder’s families are very close knit. 
History of working and playing together 
brought the family closer together.  Families 
remained very close knit and interdependent 
after the children grew up and moved out 
onto their own

• Marriages tend to be life long commitments 
for agrarian elders
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Theme Three: To Agrarian elder men and women care 

is the physical and emotional presence of others during 

both health and illness

• Physical and emotional presence of the 
provider 

• A non caring nurse is one who does not take 
time with the elder 

• Agrarian elders perceive care by maintaining 
relationships with their family members 
through frequent contact 
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• Helping or doing for each other is very 

important in regard to care for agrarian elders 
• The elders show their care for their adult 

children who are farming by helping with the 
farm work 

• Sharing food is one way of doing for others or 
showing care for Agrarian elders 

• Agrarian elders are not demonstrative in 
showing their care physically 
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Maintenance

• Nurses need to understand the importance of 
spending time and establishing relationship rather 
than just providing physical cares for Agrarian elders. 

• Agrarian elders live very spiritual lives.  To many of 
them it is integrated into everything that they do.  
Many believe that prayer during illness helps restore 
them to health.  It is important for nurses to be 
sensitive to their spiritual needs and practices. 

• It is important for nurses to recognize that Agrarian 
elders rarely truly retire unless they have severe 
physical limitations. 
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and/or  Maintenance

• Agrarian elders tend to put off seeking out health care as long 
as possible unless it is an accident or what they perceive to be 
a medical emergency. Seize the moment and do what health 
screening you can when they do present.

• Agrarian elders define health as the ability to do.  Many 
believe that they maintain their physical and emotional health 
by being active and working.  It is important to assess their 
activity level and allow activity that is safe for where they are 
at physically.  Unduly limiting physical activity may actually 
hinder their recovery as it is very stressful for them to be idle. 
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• Discharge planning: it is important to talk about what 

their normal activity level is and what they plan on 
doing when they get home.  Limiting rather than 
totally eliminating activities if possible or realistic 
based on their physical condition may be more 
effective for this group.

• Agrarian elders do not want to take prescription or 
over the counter medications unless it is absolutely 
necessary and then only with reservation. 

• Anticipate the elder’s needs and ask them if they 
need something rather than wait for the elder to 
push the call light and make a request.  Asking for 
help goes against their cultural values. 

• Allow for the family to be present as the family 
shows care by physical presence. 
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Restructuring

• There are two major areas of concern which are:
1) laxity in personal protection on the farm. The first step may 
be to get the elder to acknowledge that the health risk exists.  
The majority of elders minimized the health risks on the farm.  
Some even went so far to say that there were not any health 
risks. 
Candid non judgmental discussions with Agrarian elders 
starting with what they do to stay safe on the farm If an elder 
presents with a farm related injury it is important for the 
nurse to not scold or belittle the elder 
2) Reluctance to seek out health care. Nurses may need to go 
to the elders.  Two ways in which nurses can reach these 
elders is with Agricultural based health fairs and through the 
parish nurse role 
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Practice

• As the population of the United States is aging and 
continues to get more and more culturally diverse it 
is imperative that the foundation of cultural 
knowledge begin in the undergraduate education 
process for nurses. 

• Although Agrarian elders are a small and shrinking 
cultural group in the United States it is still important 
for nurses in practice to have a basic understanding 
of their cultural values, beliefs and practices in order 
to provide culturally congruent care. 
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Implications for Nursing Research

• This study affirms the use of Ethnonursing 
methodology when seeking to understand 
people’s health values, beliefs, and practices.  

• Qualitative methodologies allow nurse 
researchers to gather rich data about nursing 
domains which in turn can promote high level 
nursing care. 
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Questions and Discussion
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