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Overview

Previous literature has stated that, compared to families in metropolitan areas, rural families may experience a broader array of events that are considered stressful including long-term poverty and under-/unemployment, and health risks. Conversely, resources and support services are less available or accessible in most rural areas. 
The authors define family stress as a threat to a family’s stability that may result from various 
internal or external situations. There are a number of types of stressors referenced (Boss, 2002):
nothing else is 
disturbing the family status quo”.
Accumulated – “several stressor events or situations occur at the same time or in a quick sequence, thus compounding the degree of pressure on the family”
Acute – a sudden event that is short-lived, although still can be very stressful 
Chronic – a situation that persists over a long duration, for which change is difficult, and likely will cause a significant amount of stress

Crisis – “stress in its most extreme form”

Family Crisis - “a disturbance in the equilibrium that is so overwhelming, a pressure that is so severe, or a change that is so acute that the family system is blocked, immobilized, and incapacitated”. Figley (1983) calls these “catastrophic stressors” which usually “lead those who experience them to feel completely out of control, overwhelmed, and helpless.”
On the other hand, many families and individuals are able to successfully make it through or recover from various crises or stressors. In other words, they are resilient. A definition of family resiliency is “family characteristics, dimensions, and properties that help families to be resistant to disruption in the face of change and adaptive in the face of crisis situations” (McCubbin & McCubbin, 1988).  There are various factors that serve protective or recovery functions. 

Method

A study investigated what factors rural, low-income families use in response to stress and crises.  Interviews were conducted with families in two diverse counties in Maryland, one on the eastern shore (population <20,000; 69% non-Hispanic white and 28% black/African American) and one in a 
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mountainous region (population < 2,500; predominantly non-Hispanic white). Approximately 15-16% of residents in both counties were living in poverty, higher than the state average of 9.5%. 
Participants were mothers at least age 18, with a child under the age of 12 in the home, and who were eligible for and/or participating in WIC and food stamps programs. Participants were recruited by county extension educators at various community social service agencies. A total of 34 women were interviewed, 14 from the eastern shore and 20 from the mountainous region. Data was gathered in 2000. 
The mothers were interviewed with questions that addressed “family issues” including stressor events, family crises, and protective and recovery factors experienced.
Results
Major types of life stressors common amongst all women participants: 

1. parenting hardships

2. relationship problems

3. single parenthood

4. health problems

5. financial problems

6. non-supportive interactions

7. housing and transportation

8. job related problems

9. child care problems 

10. religious concerns

Common forms of family crises identified:

1. intimate partner violence

2. child physical abuse

3. child sexual abuse

4. substance abuse

5. death

6. incarceration

7. homelessness 

Primary types of protective factors used to cope with stress in the family:

1. accord

2. communication

3. hardiness

4. support network

5. time and routines

6. financial management

7. parental love

8. family pride

9. co-parenting

10. parental strength

11. avoidance

12. spiritual faith/religion

Also reported were more specific strategies that were used to recover from particular crisis events such as moving, accessing social support services, avoiding abusive partners, and reinterpreting events. 
The authors discuss the findings and various crises and factors more in-depth.  In particular, implications for programming and application to overall family resilience are noted. It is emphasized that rural low-income families experience multiple stressful events and crisis situations. Knowledge of this as well as the protective factors and recovery strategies used is important for those who work with families in these areas, including Cooperative Extension staff. 
A particularly critical recommendation noted is to know how to conduct family violence screening, how to address it appropriately, and educate families on prevention. Additionally, it is important when working with families to be aware that a crisis rarely occurs on its own and to consider other family stresses that may be present or related. Addressing one stressor or crisis in isolation will be less effective in building family strengths and skills toward resilience. Furthermore, service providers and educators will be more successful with supporting families by identifying, understanding, and supporting the internal strengths and capabilities the families have that can contribute to resilience. 

In conclusion, the authors state that “(w)orking with families to help them identify and enhance any existing family protective factors they may have and teaching families how to develop new family protective factors are important roles for…maximizing their clientele’s resilience”. This may include education on communication skills, financial management, parenting, linking with support networks, and how to use community resources. 
Implications for Cooperative Extension:  Geared towards service providers, including extension educators, this article provides a glimpse into the world of the rural family and the stressors/crises they encounter as well as coping strategies and resilience to various crises. Results from a study are reported that provide educators with knowledge of how rural families face and recover from crisis, which then allows for program development and implementation that is specific to the needs of these families.  With such a gap in the research regarding rural families, this study is extremely advantageous to the service field. The research discussed in the article was funded by USDA, AAFCS, and Louisiana State University Agricultural Center, and was conducted by faculty associated with Cooperative Extension programs.
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