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Today’s Objectives 

• Understand the prevalence of occupational hazards among 
farming occupations
• Recognize occupational implications as they relate to acute and 

chronic pain
• Gain strategies to improve conversations about occupational  

pain
• Identify resources to aid in facilitating candid discussion about 

pain



Farming Population 
and Injury

• As of 2017 Census data, there are 3.4 
million farmers working in the U.S. with 
over 2.7 million being the principal 
operators 
• 2017 USDA Ag Census

• The agricultural sector continues to rank 
among one of the most hazardous 
industries
• Every day, about 100 agricultural 

workers suffer a lost-work-time injury.
• NIOSH Agricultural Safety

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.insauga.com/province-implementing-plan-to-reduce-covid-19-on-farms-in-ontario
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Agriculture ranked third in 
2020 – 188.7/100,000

https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/work/industry-
incidence-rates/most-dangerous-industries/

https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/work/industry-incidence-rates/most-dangerous-industries/


Contributing Risk Factors for Pain

MSK Conditions

Biomechanical/Ergonomic 
Factors

Social determinants of 
health &

Occupational Hazards
Lifestyle/Behavioral/

Psychosocial  Factors

*Includes injury to soft-tissues caused by sudden/sustained exposure to 
repetitive motion, force, vibration, and awkward positions



Classifications of Pain
Time frame

• Acute
• Often direct cause of injury
• Disease, inflammation, injury
• Sudden,  < 3 months

• Chronic
• May last months to years
• Gradual or sudden
• Cause may be unknown
• Course unpredictable with flair ups 

common
• More difficult to treat

Etiology

• Nociceptive 
• Damage to tissue
• Sharp, aching, throbbing, cramping

• Neuropathic
• Damage to peripheral nerves or CNS
• Peripheral: burning, shooting, sharp, 

electric shock
• CNS: burning, shock like, numbness, 

changes in motor reflexes or strength



Chronic pain factors in Agriculture

• Affects older adults
• Men less likely to report and seek 

treatment 
• Women report higher pain intensity 

and disability
• Sleep deprivation
• Neck, back, osteoarthritis
(Mills, Nicolson, & Smith, 2019)

• Average age of producers 57.5
• 63% producers are male
• Growing number of producers are 

female (USDA 2017)

• Long hours, limited sleep and fatigue 
Fatigue leads to increase injuries 
(NIOSH)

• Majority musculoskeletal related 
(CDC)



Background on Opioids

• More than 72,000 people died of a drug overdose in 2019, and over 50,000 of 
those deaths involved opioids.

• National Institute on Drug Abuse 
• Opioids are a class of drugs that include the illegal drug heroin, synthetic opioids such as

fentanyl, and pain relievers available legally by prescription, such as oxycodone (OxyContin®), 
hydrocodone (Lortab) (Vicodin®), codeine, morphine, etc.

• Mostly prescribed to treat moderate to severe pain

• Opioid effects
• Can cause slowed breathing (hypoxia)
• Dangerous when combined with benzodiazepines

• Can lead to coma, permanent brain damage, death 



Terminology
Term Definition

Abuse Use of a prescription drug for nontherapeutic purposes 

Addiction Chronic, compulsive substance use that occurs despite personal harm or 
negative consequences
Physical dependence on a substance 

Misuse Use of a prescription drug without a prescription 
Use of a prescription drug in a manner other than as directed  

Opioid use disorder Problematic pattern of opioid use that is based on unsuccessful efforts to 
cut down, failure to fulfill obligations related to work, school, family, etc.

Physical dependence Adaptation to a drug that produces symptoms of 
withdrawal when the drug is stopped

Tolerance Reduced response to a drug with repeated use



https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm
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National Safety Council 

IMPACT OF STIGMA 
• Stigmatizing people who have SUDs results in shame and isolation 
• People who are ashamed of their drug use are more likely to hide it
• People with SUD may wait until their SUD has progressed before seeking help  
• Data from the 2017 National  Survey on Drug Use and Health: 

- 37.7% of respondents indicated that they didn’t seek treatment for reasons related to stigma and 
bias– up from 25.4%  in 2016

- Over 20% of respondents specifically highlighted fear of a negative impact on employment status as 
a barrier to seeking treatment 

https://www.nsc.org/pages/prescription-drug-employer-kit

https://www.nsc.org/pages/prescription-drug-employer-kit


Opioid overuse can impact mental health

• According to a study done by St. Louis University
• 10 % of over 100,000 patients prescribed opioids developed 

depression after a month of using the medications
• these were patients that had not received a diagnosis of 

depression prior to treatment
• those with a pre-existing mental illness are more likely to become 

addicted to opioids

Prescription Opioid Duration, Dose, and Increased Risk of Depression in 3 Large Patient Populations
Jeffrey F. Scherrer, Joanne Salas, Laurel A. Copeland, Eileen M. Stock, Brian K. Ahmedani, Mark D. Sullivan, Thomas Burroughs, F. David Schneider, Kathleen K. Bucholz and Patrick J. Lustman
The Annals of Family Medicine January 2016  

http://www.annfammed.org/content/14/1/54


Harm Reduction and Prevention



Naloxone

Mechanism of action

• Opioid antagonists 
that competes and 
displaces opioid 
medications at opioid 
receptor sites

• Works in under 3 
minutes

Adverse effects

• Well-tolerated overall
• Change in blood 

pressure, tachycardia, 
restlessness, hot flash, 
nausea, vomiting, 
agitation from opioid 
withdrawal



Reduce vibration in the equipment 
where you spend hours and hours



Nonpharmacologic Examples…

Acupuncture

Aquatic Exercise Therapy 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
Exercise Therapy (Consider Prescribed/Consult)

Massage
Meditation

Occupational Therapy (OT)

Osteopathic Manipulation Therapy (OMT)
Physical Therapy (PT)

Tai Chi 
Yoga

https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/prescribing/clinical-tools.html
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pmtf-final-report-2019-05-23.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/prescribing/clinical-tools.html




T – Spine 
Opener

Ham String Stretch & 
Sciatic Nerve Glider

Quad/Hip Flexor   
Stretch

Flagpole Stretch & 
Hip/Back Opener

Courtesy of     
Dr. Ali Hartman



Sleep deprivation

• Insufficient or poor sleep is 
DRIVER of FUTURE and
WORSENING pain episodes. 

• Huge implications for farmers 
given nature of work schedule, 
particularly during 
harvest/production season 
when workload spikes 
DRAMATICALLY



https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/pdf/patients/Opioids-for-Acute-Pain-a.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/pdf/patients/Opioids-for-Acute-Pain-a.pdf


You can help!  

• Promote a culture of support – begins with language
• Use inclusive, non-stigmatizing verbal and written language in the workplace. 

Instead of “drug/opioid abuse,” say “substance/opioid use or misuse.” 
Instead of “drug/opioid abuser,” “addict” or “junkie,” say “person with a 
substance/opioid use disorder.” 

• Gently correct people who use stigmatizing terms or who apply negative stereotypes to 
people with SUDs. 

• Build a network of resources to help people get the help they need when they need it.

• What are barriers you can identify in your area of work or community?

https://www.nsc.org/pages/prescription-drug-employer-kit

https://www.nsc.org/pages/prescription-drug-employer-kit


Thank You from the AgriSafe team!

.

https://www.agrisafe.org/

https://www.agrisafe.org/

