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Oh My Aching Back!
(And wrists, and feet...)

Ergonomics: Fitting the job to the worker

Musculoskeletal injuries at work are often caused by wear and tear on tendons, muscles, and
sensitive nerve tissues due to physically awkward working conditions. These injuries are also called
wear and tear disorders, overuse injuries, repetitive strain injuries, repetitive motion disorders, and
cumulative trauma disorders. These injuries develop gradually over periods of weeks, months, or
even years as a result of repeated stresses on particular parts of the body. Symptoms include pain,
restricted joint movement, swelling, and decreased sense of touch or manual dexterity if nerves are
affected. These can result in acute (immediate) pain or chronic (long-term) injury.

To prevent or minimize this type of disorder, ergonomic principles can be used. “Ergonomics” can
be simply defined as the study of work. It helps to adapt the job to the person, not adapting the
person to the job. By adapting the job to fit the person, many occupational injuries and disorders
can be eliminated. This can be accomplished by designing tasks, work stations, tools, and
equipment that are within the worker’s physical capabilities and limitations. This can include
varying your tasks, taking stretch breaks, etc.

The first step to take is to recognize the pain you feel when spending time at your computer, sitting,
standing or bending for periods of time, or lifting and carrying. Report that pain to your supervisor
and the Medical Department. Investigation and observation of your work activity by your
supervisor and other people knowledgeable of ergonomic principles will take place to identify some
corrective actions. Usually, the sooner a pain is reported and from there a solution found and
implemented, the less severe that pain will become. Remember, the pain will only get worse if you
ignore it and hope that it will go away.

A new subcommittee has been recently formed, called the Ergonomics Subcommittee. It consists of
members representing each division/section at the Lab. The members are Amy Pavnica (ES&H,
Chairperson), Mary Grace (ES&H), Dale Knapp (ES&H/BS), Maureen Huey (PPD), Marianne
Blotch (CD), David Cathey (BD), Richard Rebstock (TD), Jori Nelson (FESS), Lisa King (FESS) and
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Annetta Karsten (LSS/Medical). The subcommittee is taking a methodic approach to studying
various workstations as well as previous and present accidents/incidents. Recommendations will
then be made based on the findings to help prevent future injuries. The subcommittee members are
available to help investigate ergonomic related injuries as well.

The elimination of ergonomic-related injuries depends on your help. Please report to your
supervisor and /or the Medical Department if you experience any pain or discomfort that you think
may be related to your work.
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