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When Jeff Winton’s 
28-year-old nephew died by 
suicide in 2012, the family was 
faced with a decision.

Their pastor in the small 
town of 500 people asked how 
much detail they wanted to 
provide during the funeral 
service.

“We had people that we 
were close to who basically 
said, ‘You’re not going to talk 
about this as a suicide, right?’” 
Winton recalled.

They were wrong.
“My dear mother, who is 

now deceased, who raised my 
nephew and his brother and 
sister, with tears rolling down 
her face, looked at the pastor 
straight in the eye ... and said, 
‘Of course pastor, we’re going 
to talk about it. It’s about time 
that we confront this epidemic 
in this small farming town and 
we’re going to talk about this in 
detail.’”

Winton shared this story 
during a rural suicide aware-
ness and prevention webinar 
presented by Rural Minds and 
National Grange.

Winton, a multigenerational 

dairy farmer from upstate New 
York, is the founder of Rural 
Minds, a nonprofit organiza-
tion that serves as an informed 
voice for mental health in 
rural America, and provides 
mental health information and 
resources.

The idea was planted after the 
service for his nephew, Brooks 
Winton. Following his eulogy, 
in which Winton detailed what 
led to Brooks’ death, dozens 
of people lined up to greet the 
family.

“And many of them shared 
their stories with us,” he 
said. “They said, ‘We’re glad 
someone is finally talking 
about this because enough is 
enough.’”

Connection and conversation 
were key themes throughout 
the webinar.

The suicide rate among 
farmers has risen 40% over the 
last two decades, Winton said. 
Uncontrollable factors, such 
as the weather and commod-
ity prices, weigh heavily on 
farmers’ mental health.

Nathan Lawson, a Kentucky 
farmer who has served as a 
student minister, said vulnera-
bility is a challenge for farmers, 
who also feel the weight of 

community expectations and 
growing consumer perception.

“We struggle with that 
because we feel that it shows 
a weakness,” he said. “But if 
there was one thing that I can 
share with anyone, it’s to say 
that really is a measure of true 
strength when we are willing 
to be honest enough about our 
own challenges.”

And having honest conver-
sations can go a long way in 
preventing suicides in rural 
communities and help reduce 
the attached stigma to mental 
health challenges.

“I think that the motivation 
is to help continue to beat the 
drum to normalize the conver-
sation in our rural communi-
ties,” he said.

While September is Suicide 
Prevention and Awareness 
Month, the conversation needs 
to continue year-round, he 
added.

“I think that we’ve done a 
good job and made some great 
strides in that regard,” he said. 
“But ... we need to continue to 
band together to help become a 
strong voice, a consistent voice 
that resonates throughout the 
calendar year for mental health 
and suicide prevention, not only 

in the farming community, but 
in rural communities at large.”

Monica Kramer McConkey, 
a professional counselor in 
Minnesota, has focused much 
of her career on helping remove 
the stigma often attached to 
mental health services in rural 
underserved areas.

While many mental stress 
warning signs are the same for 
those living in both rural and 
urban areas, she pinpointed 
a couple that stand out for 
farmers — abrupt sales of 
equipment or land, and equip-
ment falling into disrepair.

“It’s really knowing that 
farmer, kind of understanding 
their mindset and how they 
function, how their family 
functions, and then listening 
and watching for clues, verbal 

and nonverbal, that indicate that 
they’re struggling,” she said.

To make a difference in rural 
communities, McConkey said 
the key is partnership. Groups 
can partner to offer trainings, 
such as Mental Health First 
Aid and QPR, which stands 
for Question, Persuade and 
Refer — the three simple steps 
anyone can learn to help save a 
life from suicide.

Asked how to get “buy-in” 
from residents that a commu-
nity needs mental health 
services and training, McCon-
key answered: “We can’t under-
estimate the power of being 
vulnerable and telling stories 
... Opening up, normalizing, 
telling stories, talking about 
struggles, I think are really 
important.”

Open conversation key for suicide prevention

September is Suicide Prevention  
and Awareness Month

•   988 has been designated as the new three-digit dialing code 
that will route callers to the National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline

•   The Southern Illinois University School of Medicine Center 
for Rural Health and Social Service Development developed 
the Farm Family Resource Initiative, which seeks to improve 
the health and well-being of Illinois farm owners and families. 
Individuals seeking help for themselves or others may call or 
text 1-833-FARM-SOS (833-327-6767). 

•   The Farm and Ranch Stress Assistance Network (FRSAN) 
Program establishes a network that connects individuals 
who are engaged in farming, ranching, and other agriculture-
related occupations to stress assistance programs:  
https://www.nifa.usda.gov/grants/programs/farm-ranch-
stress-assistance-network-frsan

•   American Farm Bureau Federation offers a comprehensive 
online directory of resources for farmers and their families 
who are experiencing stress and mental health challenges at  
www.fb.org/land/fsom


