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Background

In August 2011 the Arthritis and Osteoporosis Victoria Board approved the funding of the research project,
Active farming: Improving farmers’ management of arthritis and musculoskeletal conditions, as part of our
2010-11 Grants Program.

The aim of the project was to determine the health status, treatment and out of pocket expenses of farming
men and women in the management of their musculoskeletal conditions.

Arthritis and musculoskeletal conditions

In 2012, an estimated 6.1 million Australians were affected by musculoskeletal conditions (26.9% of the
population). This includes people with back problems (2.9 million people), osteoarthritis (1.9 million people),
osteoporosis (0.8 million people) and rheumatoid arthritis (0.5 million people).’ In general, musculoskeletal
conditions are more prevalent in women (31.6%, 3.6 million) than men (22.2%, 2.5 million).' While
prevalence rates are higher in older Australians, more than half of those with musculoskeletal conditions
(58.4%) are aged between the ages of 25 and 64 years.'

The farming community

Farming is a physically demanding job, and farmers work to a greater age than the average worker. The risk
of developing most types of arthritis increases with age"; in 2010-2011 the median age of Australian farmers
was 53, with 23% of farmers aged 65 and over".

Often, farming practices are associated with joint trauma and repetitive load bearing activities, which
increase the risk of developing osteoarthritis."

The project

Researchers approached farmers who had taken part in an earlier farmer health promotion study
(Sustainable Farm Families™*) and were living with a musculoskeletal condition. Eighty-eight farmers agreed
to take part.

Telephone interviews were used to collect data on farmers’ age, gender, farming activities, any off-farm
work, health insurance, smoking, alcohol use, current health care and medications.

Farmers also completed two questionnaires — one relating to quality of life (AQOL-4D) and the other relating
to their arthritis (AIMS2-SF).

Note
*Sustainable Farm Families™ is a large program made up of several individual programs. It is aimed at farmers in Victoria and some
interstate areas. Several thousands of farmers have participated over many years.



AQOL-4D (Assessment of Quality of Life) measures factors such as independent living, mental health and
relationships. AIMS2-SF (Arthritis Impact Measurement Scales 2 - Short Form) measures how living with a
musculoskeletal condition impacts on physical, social, and emotional well-being.

As well as the telephone interviews and questionnaires, farmers filled in a diary for two months. They
recorded information about current medications, health care visits (including costs) and associated out of
pocket expenses relating to healthcare - including travel to health professionals.

Findings

The people

Eighty-eight farmers took part in this study (52.3% male, 47.7% female). The average age was 56.3 years
(range 29-78 years). The number of years with a musculoskeletal condition varied from 1 to 52 years, with an
average of 19 years. Seventy per cent of farmers reported having experienced either fractures, joint injury or
surgery.

The work
The average number of years farming was 37.4 years. The most common forms of farming were cropping
(33.0%), sheep (28.4%) and beef cattle (21.6%).

Many of the farmers (29.5%) reported doing additional work off the farm, with an average of 22.8 hours
worked per week. The extent of off-farm work varied greatly in type and extent. This meant that it was not
possible to analyse any link between off-farm work and the degree of musculoskeletal conditions. However
researchers were able to report anecdotally that they did not find an association between numbers of hours
worked off-farm and expenditure on their condition or quality of life.

Healthcare — distance and associated costs
The distance travelled to visit a GP averaged at 31.8km, with a range of 1-212km. Specialists — seen by 29.5%
of farmers - were an average distance of 190.9km away, with a range of 15-400km.

Sixty-eight farmers (77.3%) completed and returned the diaries in which they recorded arthritis-related
expenses for two months. The average out of pocket expense during this period was $219, with men
spending an average of $169.08 and women an average of $271.62.

Implications
The findings provide us with an understanding of expenses related to living with a musculoskeletal condition
for a sample of farmers in Victoria.

The information collected from this study suggests that farmers incur substantial out of pocket expenses
when it comes to managing their musculoskeletal conditions. They also face significant issues when it comes
to the distance and time required to visit health professionals.

Taken together with our recent consumer needs analysis’, these findings point to the importance of
providing consumers with musculoskeletal conditions access to evidence-based information to help them
manage their conditions better. It also highlights the importance of developing strategies to make access to
care and information less difficult, especially for those people who live in rural and remote areas.



Find out how Arthritis and Osteoporosis Victoria can help
Access our range of services and programs for people with arthritis and musculoskeletal conditions:

e Talk with one of our nurses. They can help you if you have a musculoskeletal condition and would
like to find out more about it; if you need assistance navigating the complex health, disability and
social services systems; or if you need information on community resources in your area. Call 1800
263 265 weekdays, or email msk@arthritisvic.org.au.

e Join a peer support group and meet with people who understand what you are going through. Go to
the Arthritis Map - http://www.arthritismap.com.au - to find the details of groups in Victoria.

e Visit our website and keep up to date on issues important to people with musculoskeletal
conditions: www.arthritisvic.org.au.

e Enrol in one of our courses and seminars to learn practical ways to live with a musculoskeletal
condition. We run seminars throughout Victoria, including regional areas. Visit our website for more
information about upcoming events: http://www.arthritisvic.org.au/Courses-and-Events

e Check out our library. We have resources to help you live well with a musculoskeletal condition —
including information on pain management, exercise, getting a good night sleep and nutrition.
Access the library catalogue to see what the library has available -
http://www.arthritisvic.org.au/Useful-Information/Our-Services/Library - or contact the librarian on
03 8531 8031 (toll free for country callers on 1800 011 041). The library has a postal borrowing
service for people who are unable to visit in person.
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