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MSDs and the Workplace

EA professionals can work with ergonomists to identify jobs and workstations
that place employees at risk for musculoskeletal disorders.
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n|.|'|||::nl.-r|:.-. have '|nng been inter-
ested in the “” between work-
% and work=—whelther the

|_'t|_1,|.-'.';|l,||,1:|. IRIENING, EXPeTience, 1Em-
peramient, skill sels, and abalides of a
given individwal ane swied 10 & particu-
lar job. In the past few vears they have
akeo become interested in the lt between
workers and workplaces, as a growing
body of reseanch has confirmed thar the
relationship between the 1w ciun have o
significant impact on productivity and
performance

The science of fitting a workplace
1o n worker is called ergonomics and
typically imvolves modifying or redesign-
ing johs, workstations, the wols workers
use, o even workers' envinonments. 1t
blends the medical and health sciences
with the Geld of engineering, with the
main goal being o provide o safer and
misre heahhilul work environment for
ke incivichual

Ergonomics go iits stan in the field
of acromautics, where ergonomie prinel-
ples were applied to design cockpits to
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help pilots comprehend and use thels
insrruments more effectively and efli-
cienthy: It has since spread 1o neardy
every sector of the business world,
although many employers, pamiculardy
those in office seutings, think their work-
ers ane ot at risk for ergonomic-relaed
problems. In foct, most people experi-
ence soane aches and pains no matner
where they work, what type of job they
perlorm, or how young they are,

In the United States, the
Occupational Salety and Health
Admindsration (OSHA) oversies
ergonomics issues. In November 2000
O5HA sswed an ergonomics standard
that wonld have iIl:-"llH_'Ij o mos LS.
workplaces, but President Bush repealed
it shortly after he entered office. Since
then, OSHA has published ergonomics
guidelines for some industries, and the
agency recommends that any company
with 10 or more employees have an
ergonomiles program in place

CISHA has cdelined several “risk fac-
tors” that have been shown 1o bead to the
development of musculokeleal disor-
ders, which are conditions (especially of
the lower back of upper extremities) tuat
are precipitated or aggravated by mepeat-
ed movements or exertions of the body
Worke-related MSDs are the leading canse
of work absences and bt productivicy,
accounting for one-third of cocupational
injuries and lisewses repomed o the
Bureau of Labor Statistics each wear. All
ol the rizk fhctors (5o Flg,un: 1} are haz-
ardous im and of themselves, but in com-
bination they can be even more debilitat-
ing. For example, if someone i reaching
overhend several times a minute for
three hours, she is subject 1o awkonnd
posture, repetition, and duraton at the
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The main goal of ergonomics is 1w
rechiece or eliminate exposure (o these
risk factors. Employee assistance prodes-
sionals ean help jump-sian this process
by being alen to the earky warning sijgns
of M5Ds, including fost workdays,
phsences cansed |:|-:|.- rmp|n:|-'¢|".¢. hEn.‘pilL[‘.
physical therapy or medical appoin-
mienss, A decrease in the quantity or
cpality of work, increased complaints of
fatigue ar general tiredness, or a general
decrense in morale. Relocations can also
cansse an increase 0 MSDs—Il 4 compa-
ny moves irs OperaLIcns I_Espcn:l.al]y‘ woa
srraller space), it often generates a o of
discontent. some of which typécally
relates to ergononic problems.

SIMPLE MODIFICATIONS

An ergonomis can tabe two introdwcto-
ry steps 1o identify potenstind sources ol
MST risks. One step s to review lost
work data, infury logs, and performance
evaluations w detect job functions or
workspaces that might be an high risk lor
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MSDa I the EIRonomist notices that,
say, the number of lest workdays (s
resing in e daca entey olfice, she can
fescss attention on that area. Another
thing an engonomist can do is conduct a
general overview by walking through a
'.'n-'-\.!ll'kF-hl. & This will p'r-:ﬂm:E{' a global
semise of the overall A beoween workers
and rheir w.'\-rl-L-:l,Lluu-'-

Its often helpful if an EA profession-
al or smeone elss within an organiza-
tion can identify weak spols—ihe areas
where complaints are high and momale is
low or where o lot of repetitive waorl: is
hl.‘lr'lg ]'-e’.t‘:-llr:u:u'd—r-uxnﬂ SEET AN EFRON0.
mist towand those aneas first. This will
help ensure the the oepanization gets
the biggest retumn on its investment. A
lod of companies will want an engono-
mist Lo bociss on managemena Frse i
keep sensor-level I.'Tl.'l]_:lll'l:.'l:'ﬁ |'|:|.J'||'|:|'_ hui
it's more often the “worker bees” whose
needts should be pddresed st

A more [ormal and detailed step s
to analyze panicular individuals or joby
ks, This may lead to evaluations of
several workers inoa common ares—lor
example, if a problem is indicated n the
data entey fumetion, it alten makes senee
i review every worker periorming that
funcnion. The H.II_'ll}""\-:":\. utilize :L.:.||r,ln:|':|:.'
recognized assessmient tools such as the
NIOSH Liing Equation, which evalu-
ates two-handed lifting tasls and helps
L-;]L-rml"_..' snlunions lor IL‘dI,II.".HE the physi-
cal stress associated with mamual Hiring
and the Rapid Upper Limb Assesement,
which evaluates a workers exposure 10
postures, borces, and muscle activities
that have been shown 1o contnbute to
repetitive strain injurles. These wools ane
helpful in estoblishing risk baselines and
collecting objective daa,

An engonomist may also conduct
SYTIPLOM SUrveys that E.:I'I'.l.'r peTcE plions
[roan workers about job tasks and work-
space design. Face-to-face inerviews can
elicit information about whether people
are experiencing sches and pains in their
back, arme, or other areas of their bod-
ies. The O5HA Web site contains check-
lisis that are helpful in this regard. 1fa
worker has been injured or (s Bling for
workers' compensation, more formal, in-
depth evaluations are in order becuuse
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these cases requine more documentation
|:i.|r o \'."i."l'ul.l".'ll'l:r'

Ideally, an emplover will contact an
ergonomnist to consual on job qu:narl (4]
help devise safe work environments.
These comsuliations often resull in <im-
ple vet significant modifications wo work-
.'!.'I:q.l-c:-l‘-\. Fot |.':-;.;|rn|_1c':‘._', Hun trgnnurnl.-;l
mighit recormmend adjusting the helght
ol workstanons 1o the hu1g'||.| of the [eo-
ple working at them, or sinexting com-
puters and other work sguipment
accorcing to the “handedness” of the
"i'!l'E'I'lpl.l:' using them and the type ol work
they're performing. Desgk size is another
ISSLE WI""!I. H'r'.ll]rllzll:ll!-'_ AL |'|'_1|'|:|' CENIEL
panies, the people making the most
money huve the bigoest desks. The peo-
ple with the smallest desks are making
thee leas FONEY, bt they're the ones
whi have to do paperwork and compur-
er work and mailing 1asks, so -‘.h._":.' Actins
ally need big desks

Crur firm |:|.'-.'-.~'|'|r|_'!.I anbmmianed a cons
tract to the Department of Homeland
Security to provide esgonomics services
L firpoTt passenger screeners.. Many of

the screeners are f|||.::|_|:; workers COMmpes
sation claims for lower back problems
resulting from lifting baggage bins. Thak
a good eomple of a work environmeni
that eould benelir from a redesim

LUisunlly, minor changes in a work
environment will make rany aches ancd
pains cisappear. Employers can help
|\'.|.'I.'i:l ety ey h:r' :'-ﬂrmu__l. continuing
CIRONOMICS edwcation to curment
emphoyvess and imtroductory sducation 1o
new hires. They also can devote a sec-
tion of their intranet or public Web e
b¢ eTgonamics so employees can refresh
their memaornies about the Importance of
workplace “fit” and request an evaluation
il problems anise

USING WHAT'S ON HAND
In most cases, & human resources or
heahh and safety represemative wall con-
fact s 1o request our services. These are
the people wirh whom we have an “in®
with emiployers, though EA professionals
certainly could il this role as well

About hall of the employers who
conuect our lirm do 2o because tey're

partner

OMMITTED TO YOUR SUCCESS
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already experencing problems with
MSDs; the other half contact us because
they want 10 prevent such problems
from arising. Some employers think they
don have to worry about M5Ds becanse
they have a young workfance, but older
ernplovess aften work mose sabely
because they've leamed and adopted
work practices that put them at less risk.

Emiployers [requently are concermed
that Enponomics senices will tern o a
buying frenzy—new desks here, new
chalrs there—ut a lot of work environ-
menis are firly adjustable, and good
ergonoemibsts will iry to work within
budgets and make the best wse of whatk
of hand. Although workers who are
very tall or very short will fll outside
the bell curve of what most oflice fummi-
ture will accommodate, most people can
lind & reasonable i with their existing
furmniture and equipment through adjust-
ments in chair or desk height.

Almiost all of the equipment pars
cluses we sugees ane along the lines of a
kevboard tray, a footrest, a decent docu-
meni holder, or a headset lor people
who use phones fregquently. Even in the
caue of minor purchases, we do not rec-
ommend them simply because someone
aska—there ame cerain criere workers
have 1o meet 1o qualify for new equip
ment. W find thar most employers
appreciate the fact that their employees
s underpo an evbhuation and have
an outside, unbissed party determine
whether they qualily for new equipement
or [urmiture

Alhough some employers ave a
person on saff who s responsible for
erpemomics, that person usually will
have several other duties related o
hisalth and =safery or wellness, Erpo-
nomics will be a very small part of his
or her portfolio, and one lor which she
isn't propedy trained. Qualified ergono-
mists typically wall huve eamed a certifi-
cation in ergonomics—either a CPE (cer-
tified professional ergomomist) or a CHEF
(certified homan factors proféssional),
Some universities offer degrees in
engonomics, though the educational
backgrounds of most ergonomists ane in
physical therapy or engineering, W il
set people in the health and safety field

who are providing ergonomics services
and who have degrees |n ocoupational
health,

[he Hrsy priority in hirng an
ergonomist and implementing an
ergonomics progmaem I8 securing suppon
from upper management. There has 1o
b= un l.|:|'.11|;'nd.:|r||:|.|r|3 [rom EATIAGEIENT
that investing a litthe mow will save a by
in the Jong run. I no, the process will
become a come-and-go kind of thing,
and nobody will feel motivated o 301 on
the recommendations

Another priority (5 1 cornect the
misconception that an ergonomist wall
coime ko o workgplace, spend a couple
of hours, and everything will run
smoothly. Emplovers need to have an
ongoing maintenance program with
ergonomics, just as they would with any
other safety or productivity initintive

Unce an ergonomies prognim has
been launched, employers shouldnt hes-
itate 1o bt thesr workers kow s in
place. Some employers hike 1o downiplay
ErgooTrics inlikrives because they're
concerned that mome complaines about
aches and pains might start 1o surlace
From an ergonamists standpoing, how.
ever, thase complaings eed to be heard
=0 people can get the help and services
they need.

Onee a program is in place, employ-
ers should expect 1o see increases in pro-
ductivity, merabe, and the cquality and
quantity of work and decreases in bost
workdays and unexpecied abeences,
Ultimately they should see a decrease in
workers' compensation claims and
healrheare dollar coss. Turnowver should
also decrease ond emiployee retemtion
should increase, and pob satisiacoon
indices should rise

In the lkong mun, ergonomics services
generally prove 1o be a “win-win® progo-
sition because they save money, increase
productivity, and show workers that the
ermployer cares shout them. Cne of the
main reasons we go nlo workpleoes i
thar employers well us they want to do
the right thing by their worlkers. They
understand that it’s well wonh it to
5|:u:|'|,d SO ITAOTIEY NOW 1O make sure
notfing happens in the fumume. ®
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