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Balancing the Mental Load of Farming

Some days on the farm aren’t as physically heavy, but

they still leave you completely exhausted. 

Decision Fatigue

That invisible weight?

Not all strain shows up in sore muscles.

That’s called the mental load.

The mental load is the constant background thinking —

planning, anticipating, worrying, calculating, adapting. 

Watching weather forecasts and recalculating
planting or harvest plans.
Tracking input costs and market prices.
Monitoring livestock health.
Managing cash flow and debt.
Coordinating labour and equipment.
Navigating regulations and paperwork.
Thinking three seasons ahead while solving
today’s problem.

Unlike many jobs, farming decisions are rarely

isolated; they ripple across the whole operation and

often the whole family.

In farming, that might mean:

Research in cognitive psychology shows that

our brains have limited decision-making

capacity in a day. After repeated choices ,

especially high-stakes or uncertain ones, we

experience decision fatigue.

When decision fatigue sets in, people are

more likely to:

Delay decisions.
Avoid decisions altogether.
Default to the easiest option.
Feel irritable or overwhelmed.
Second-guess themselves.
Experience mental exhaustion.

In farming, where decisions affect weather risk,

finances, animals, land, and family, the stakes

are high. That makes fatigue even more

intense.

If you’ve ever thought, “I just can’t make one
more call today” — that’s not weakness.

That’s a tired brain.

Why Farming Amplifies Mental Load

Farming combines several risk factors known

to increase cognitive strain:

Unpredictability (weather, markets, disease,

supply chains).

High responsibility (animals, employees, family

livelihood).

Blurred boundaries between home and work.

Long hours during peak seasons.

Multi-generational expectations.



Reduce Daily Micro-Decisions
Save your decision energy for the big calls.

Standardize routines (morning checks, feed orders, weekly tasks).
Automate where possible (billing, reminders, supply orders).
Create default plans (“If rain > X mm, we switch to Y.”)

Many operational decisions are adjustable. Not every choice needs to carry the weight of
the entire season.

Share the Cognitive Load
Even if you’re the primary decision-maker:

Talk decisions through with a spouse, partner, or trusted peer.
Join a producer group or advisory circle— NSFA has several ways for farmers to get involved, and
our team can help you connect with the group that fits your operation.
Delegate defined areas (even small ones).

Protect Recovery Like You Protect Equipment
Your brain needs downtime the way machinery needs maintenance.
Even 10–15 minutes of:

Walking without your phone.
Sitting outside without multitasking.
Brief stretching or breathing resets.

Recovery improves judgment, reduces impulsivity, and strengthens problem-solving.

Watch for Signs You’re Overloaded
Common signals include:

Snapping at people more easily.
Avoiding paperwork or calls.
Trouble sleeping because your mind won’t shut off.
Constantly replaying decisions.

Use the “Good Enough” Rule
Perfection costs mental energy.

When everything feels urgent, your brain never gets a break.
Block 20–30 minutes for planning instead of constantly re-prioritizing.
Keep a running “decision list” so your mind isn’t holding everything at once.
Write it down — externalizing decisions reduces mental strain.

Practical Ways to Manage the Mental Load

Separate “Thinking Time” from “Doing Time”

Strong farms rely on solid decisions, and solid decisions come from a clear, rested mind. Protecting your
mental capacity isn’t an “extra” or something for “when I have time”; it’s part of keeping your operation

running well. Taking care of your thinking and wellbeing is another way of taking care of your farm.

Ask: Is this decision reversible?
Does this need to be perfect, or just solid?


