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Objectives

• Identify farm-specific mental health stressors 

• Understand the various screens and evaluations 
occupational therapy (OT) can use to assess mental health

• Identify intervention techniques that address farmers’ 
mental health and well-being

• Understand the collaborative relationship between OT and 
AgrAbility



Wilmington College OT Program

• Emphasis on rural health

• Prepares students to serve 
diverse populations, including 
under-resourced/rural 
communities
◦ Rural class

◦ Therapeutic Riding Camp

◦ (Some) Fieldwork 
placements in rural areas



Why Does Mental 
Health in Agriculture 

Matter?



Why is this Conversation 
Relevant?

• Agriculture is high-risk 
◦ 4.1 injuries/worker/year (Adhikari et al., 2024)

◦ ~2.5 million agricultural workers (Philip, 2020)

◦ ~100,000+ injuries per year

• Mental health affects safety, productivity, and recovery

• Support often comes too late



Why is Farming Different?

• Seasonal “all-or-nothing” 
windows

• Financial strain/uncertainty 

• Isolation

• Weather and market 
volatility

• Identity is tied to the farm

• Cultural stigma



Mental Health Outcomes in 
Agriculture

• Elevated depression and anxiety 

• Higher suicide risk
◦ 32% higher risk than all other rural occupations (Ward & 

Blosnich, 2025)

• Delayed help-seeking
◦ Associated stigmas and fear of being a burden (Hopkins 

et al., 2023)

• Increased risk of injury under stress



Mental Health Is Occupational

• Stress is embedded in daily work
◦ Blur between work/life

• Identity is tied to productivity and work

• Work does not “pause” for mental health
◦ Stressors are rarely episodic



Why Occupational 
Therapy?



How Occupational Therapy 
Fits

• Physical and cognitive rehabilitation

• Work-life balance

• Routine and roles

• Identity and meaning

• Stress management and wellness

• Environmental and task modification

• Mental health support

*Note: We do not replace mental health providers or provide 
psychotherapy*



How OT Assesses 
Mental Health



Occupational Profile

• Daily routine:
◦ “Walk me through a normal day.”

◦ “What has changed since injury/illness/etc.?”

• What we are looking for
◦ Loss of structure

◦ Overwork

◦ Sleep disruption

◦ Avoidance



Occupational Profile

• Look at role identity
◦ “What part(s) of farming are most important to you?”

• Helps determine issues related to:
◦ Independence levels

◦ Productivity

◦ Generational legacy



Screening Assessments

• PHQ-9 (depression)

• GAD-7 (anxiety)

• AUDIT-C (alcohol)

•COPM (self-rated functional goals)
◦ Particularly useful because:

◦ Keeps focus on occupation

◦ Avoids labeling

◦ Builds therapeutic relationship/alliance



Observational Behaviors

• Things we can watch for during farm visits
◦ Poor safety awareness

◦ Slowed motor response

◦ Risk-taking behaviors

◦ Reduced eye-contact

◦ Emotional flattening

◦ Irritability

◦ Poor follow-through



Functional Assessment

• Work task observation
◦ Decision-making under stress

◦ Sequencing

◦ Frustration tolerance

• Environmental interaction
◦ Disorganization

◦ Overcommitment

◦ Lack of pacing



OT Interventions in 
Agricultural Contexts



After Injury: More Than 
Physical Recovery

• Fear of re-injury

• Loss of role

• Identify disruption

• Decision fatigue



OT Intervention Strategies

• Routines (daily structure)
◦ Anchor activities

◦ Wake times, meals, chore blocks

◦ Microbreaks

◦ 60-90 sec/20-30 min

◦ Task batching

◦ Calls/paperwork, short indoor tasks, outside work, etc.



OT Intervention Strategies

• Sleep and fatigue
◦ Wind-down routines

◦ Naps

◦ Night check systems 

◦ Rotation plans

◦ Remote monitoring



OT Intervention Strategies

• Cognitive load and stress
◦ Problem-solving worksheets (define-options-pick-plan)

◦ Behavioral activation (meaningful non-farm task)

◦ Breath cues (box or 4-7-8)

◦ Sensory strategies

◦ Ear protection (noise fatigue), weighted-vest (calms 
nervous system), warm/cool drinks (promote 
relaxation/increase alertness)



OT Intervention Strategies

• Body mechanics
◦ Protect joints

◦ Adding bracing as needed

◦ Promote proper movements

• Assistive technology
◦ Low tech: timers, whiteboards, chore lists

◦ High tech: cell phone (shared calendar, weather alerts, 
etc.), Apps



OT Intervention Strategies

• Ergonomics/Environmental Modifications
◦ Improved lighting

◦ Non-slip mats

◦ Hose retractors

◦ Adjustable work bench

◦ Decluttering



Case Example



Case Introduction

• Farmer dealing with injury recovery and associated anxiety

• Hesitant to return to work

• Physical recovery is stalled by mental barriers to return to 
work



Case Intervention

• Task grading

• Environmental changes

• Routine restructuring

• Confidence-building

• Using occupation to improve mental health/work-life 
balance

*Not formal “mental health treatment”*



Case Outcomes

• Reduced fear

• Improved safety

• Sustained engagement

• Increased participation



Future Directions



OT + AgrAbility: A Natural 
Partnership

• Similar goals/interventions:
◦ Injury recovery/prevention

◦ Return-to-work planning

◦ Adaptive equipment

◦ Safety and task modification

• Many AgrAbility services already support mental health 
indirectly

• OT furthers that connection



Interdisiplinary Collaboration

• AgrAbility looks at:
◦ Equipment modifications

◦ Environmental risk

◦ Physical accessibility

• OT looks at
◦ Decision-making patterns

◦ Fatigue signs

◦ Overload behaviors

◦ Task sequencing 



What Makes Collaboration 
Powerful

• Farmers may resist:
◦ Therapy/counseling referrals

◦ Mental health stigma/language

• But they accept
◦ Efficiency improvements

◦ Safety enhancements

◦ Fatigue management



OT + AgrAbility embeds mental 
health support into work 

participation – where farmers are 
most comfortable engaging!
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Thank you!

erin_bales@wilmington.edu

logan.fields@wilmington.edu
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