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FITNESS FOR FARM LIFE 
Body Mechanics 

Agricultural and Natural Resource Madness: Ohio AgrAbility Bracket, May 5, 2020 

Leah Schwinn, OTD S. Dee Jepsen, PhD
schwinn.8@osu.edu jepsen.4@osu.edu

Ohio AgrAbility’s mission is to promote success in agriculture for Ohio’s farmers and farm 
families who are coping with disability or a long-term health condition. 

What Is Body Mechanics? 

The term body mechanics is a technical term to describe how the body moves through different 
positions throughout the day. Having proper body mechanics – or being mindful of moving your body 
in the optimal positions that it was designed for – helps to ensure decreased risk of injury and muscle 
fatigue. In order to understand what positions the body was designed to safely be put in, one must 
have a brief understanding of the way our bodies are built. 

Figure 1. Curves of the Spine 

The Curves of the Spine 

The spine, acting as the backbone of the body and allowing movement, is made up of stacked bones 
that form a natural S-shaped curve when viewed from the side. These curves are designed to absorb 
shock, maintain balance, allow flexibility of the body, and keep the joints and muscles around it 
strong. These curves are only maintained when the body is in good posture, with shoulders back, a 
dip in the lower back, and the head upright. With this good posture, and the spinal curves maintained, 
compression is evenly distributed. As the body begins to slouch, with the head falling forward, these 
curves disappear and the body is put in a position to be injured, risking strain on the muscles 
surrounding the spine. 

Did you Know? 
Lung function and gastrointestinal function can also be negatively affected with a head that is 

sitting too far forward on the spine! 
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Similar to the curve in the lower back, there is a spinal curve at the neck which occurs when the head 
is resting neutrally on top of the spine—not too far forward or with the chin tilted downward. In this 
neutral position with the head on top of the spine and eyes gazing out in front, the average adult head 
weighs 10-12 pounds. For every inch that the head is held forward out of that neutral position, an 
additional 10 pounds of weight is placed on the neck and spine. This forward head also eliminates the 
desired curve of the upper spine. When in a slouched position with the head hanging forward by 2-4 
inches, that is an additional 20-40 points of weight that the spine must bear. The disappearance of 
the curve of the upper spine, coupled with the excessive extra weight that this forward head posture 
causes, generates strained muscles and causes significant wear and tear of the spine. 

Figure 2. Proper Body Posture: Maintaining 
Curves of the Spine 
Head in Neutral 
Weight of Head: ~10 lbs. 

Figure 3. Improper Body Posture: Curves of 
the Spine Flattened 
Head in Unwanted Forward Position 
Weight of Head: ~40 lbs. 

Trainer’s Note: A common mistake in having good posture is holding the head too far forward, 
displacing the weight of the head and adding excessive pressure and force to the spine. A good tip is 
that in order to have good posture, first address the position of the head. The shoulders and back will 
follow as the head is placed in the proper neutral position, with ears directly over the shoulders. 

Trainer’s Note: Demonstration of good posture includes butt out, back straight, shoulders back, and 
head neutral. Emphasize that there should be a curve in the lower back, not flattened by the pelvis 
being tiled backward. 

Why Body Mechanics Matter 

When doing everyday tasks, it is easy to slip out of this “optimal” position where the body is in proper 
alignment. As soon as the dip in the lower back disappears and the head pushes forward – which is 
what almost always happens as soon as we slouch – the muscles in the back take on extra pressure, 
putting them at risk for injury and pain. Our bodies were meant to maintain these curves, so when bad 

posture is sustained for too long, the muscles on one side of the body are shortened, 
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while others are lengthened, creating an unsafe imbalance that can lead to muscle strains. In worse 
cases, not only are the muscles strained, but the bones that make up the spine, as well as the 
cushions between them, can also be injured, leading to chronic back pain. 

Did you Know? 
Another benefit of moving often is that standing and/or sitting for long periods of time can 
induce feet swelling. Movement helps to keep blood flowing from our hearts throughout our 
bodies, so without movement, blood is unable to move as efficiently. 

While maintaining this optimal body positioning throughout any activity is critical in reducing pain and 
injury, it is also of equal importance that movement and changes in body position occur often. 
Maintaining an upright back through proper body mechanics requires muscle tension, which can be 
relieved through intermittent movement. Exercise, stretching, and changes in posture help to avoid 
continued compression of the spinal column and helps to reduce muscular fatigue. The body was 
made to move and shift, so even if one maintains good body positioning, without frequent movement 
the benefits of having proper body mechanics are not achieved. 

Tips for Good Body Mechanics on the Farm 

Now that we understand the curves of the spine and the correct position of the head, having proper 
body mechanics means that no matter what farm task you are engaging in, it is important to be 
focusing on maintaining the curves in the back and the head resting neutrally. Tips to ensure this 
happens: 

• When possible, keep what you’re looking at, at or just below eye level 
o Objects on the farm to consider this with: 

Figure 4. Phone at Eye Level Keeping Head 

 Smart phone: hold them up to eye height so that your head doesn’t drop down 
and forward to look at the screen. 

 Computer Monitor: raise or lower the height of the monitor so that the top of the 
screen is right at eye level. 

 Adjusting the height of a seat and/or steering wheel can assist in keeping the 
head from falling forward to look down. 

• As a general rule, when sitting or standing, work should be done at elbow height 
o This keeps the head from having to bend too far forward and avoids bending at the 

waist- both of which can flatten the curves of the back. 
o Elevate or lower a work bench, feed station, or other workspace to accommodate for 

this. 
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 Crates, pallets, concrete blocks, and other material can be made to increase the
height of a stationary workstation.

 Chairs can be useful in adjusting your own height in comparison to the
workstation.

Figure 5. Workstation Facilitating Improper 
Body Mechanics 

Figure 6. Workstation Facilitating Proper 
Body Mechanics 

• Use lumbar support to assist in maintaining the curves of the back when sitting
o – i.e. in a tractor cab or truck, at a desk, etc.
o Benefits of external support such as a lumbar support cushion can reduce the load

placed on the spinal column.
 If sitting for prolonged periods of time, alternate between sitting back in the seat

with the lumbar support, and sitting at the edge of the seat in free-standing good
posture. Omitting the lumbar support helps the trunk muscles work and
strengthen, decreasing risk for injury.

 Lumbar support cushions, or even a rolled-up sweatshirt or towel, can be placed
behind the lower back to assist in maintaining this lower back curve.

• Move! Ensure you are changing positions and giving your body movement breaks
o A good sign that it’s time to move or change positions is if you feel your body fatiguing

and slouching from maintaining upright posture and good body mechanics.
o Stretch, take a walk, do some exercises to get your body moving.

 Exercises and stretching tips can be found in AgrAbility’s Fitness for Farm Life:
Exercises & Stretches On The Farm bulletin.

• When bending or lifting, use safe lifting practices which support proper body
mechanics

o a) Bending at the knees and/or hips rather than at the waist, and b) keeping an even
gaze in front of you rather than looking down can help to maintain the spinal curves in
their S-shape.

o Additional information on safe lifting techniques can be found in AgrAbility’s Fitness for
Farm Life: Safe Lifting Practices On The Farm bulletin.



 

  
 

   
 
 

 

 

   

  
  

  
   

  
    
  

 

D 
THE OHIO STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE OF FOOD, AGRICULTURAL, 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES 

:::: easterseals ... 
.•: ; •. laking on disability together 

The trick, is no matter what you are doing- planting a garden, reading Successful Farming, gathering 
eggs, taking soil samples, trekking across a field, or scooping poop, ask yourself— “How can I do this 
and still keep the curves in my back with my head in a neutral position?” 

Factsheet funding provided by National Institute of Food & Agricultural, grant # 
20174159027337. 
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