DGCST077 - Occupational Overuse Syndrome 


INTRODUCTION

We’re going to talk about Occupational Overuse Syndrome, which we will now refer to as OOS.

OOS has been around for a long time and has been given many names, among them, Repetitive Strain Injury, (RSI), tennis elbow or housemaid’s knee, to name just a few.

Along with back injuries, sprains and strains, OOS is classified as a manual handling injury.  In some sectors of industry, OOS has the highest incidence rate and average claim cost.

Today we will look at:

· what OOS is;

· the factors that contribute to OOS;

· ways to prevent or reduce the risk of OOS; and

· the treatment that is available.


“Has anyone seen a case of OOS?

Can you tell us about it?”

A DESCRIPTION OF OOS


OOS is a painful condition affecting muscles and nerves in any part of the body.  Workers in almost any occupation can experience OOS.

OOS is defined as “a range of conditions characterised by discomfort or persistent pain in muscles, tendons and other soft tissues - with or without visible symptoms.” 

This means OOS affects the structures around bones, especially the joints, and that pain, may be the only symptom.  However, some sufferers do get swelling, loss of range of movement or impaired function, as well as pain.

“Why do you think some people get OOS and not others?”

Everyone has their own capacity to perform a specific task.  Some people have a greater ability to adapt to performing the same task repeatedly.

In OOS, problems can occur for two reasons:

1. When you adjust your body in order to adapt to a specific task; and

2. Not adjusting your body when you should, causing your body to be stressed.

In OOS, an adjustment made within the body to adapt to specific tasks causes problems in that general area of the body..  Alternatively, adjustments do not occur when they should and the body’s structures are stressed. This means that the individual is unable to perform the task, or frequent repetitions of it.

For example, if extra strength is required in order for you to be able to perform a task, your body may adjust by increasing the size of the muscle being used.  This increased tissue mass puts pressure on the structures near the muscle, such as the nerves and blood vessels.  These vital structures cannot function properly under such pressure and the person suffers pain and problems in that part of the body. 

RISK FACTORS 


“What factors may be in the workplace that can lead to the development of OOS?”

There are many factors that can contribute to the development of OOS in the workplace.  Some of the physical factors are:

· performing a repetitious task;

· using force; and

· sitting awkwardly.

The main causes of psycho-social factors that cause OOS are:

· lack of job satisfaction; and 

· organisational change.

The important thing to remember is that OOS often develops from a mixture of causes.  We will now consider the risk factors under two headings:

· physical factors; and

· psycho-social factors.

Physical factors


“What do you think may be some of the physical factors in your workplace?”

Some of the physical factors in your workplace that could contribute to OOS are:

· poorly designed workstations, equipment, or machinery and tools that are not situated comfortably for the worker;

· tasks that require you to adopt an awkward body position, apply force, or work with badly placed equipment;

· the number and duration of pauses; 

· the duration and variation of tasks;

· inappropriate or poor arrangement of job design, such as tasks that involve repetitive movements; and

· vibration and sudden impact forces.

Psycho-social factors

These can occur suddenly or build up over time because people respond differently to stressful situations.  OOS can be a physical manifestation of stress, in the same way that some people develop high blood pressure from being stressed.


“What are some of the psycho-social factors you could experience in the workplace today?”


Some of the psycho-social factors you could experience are:

· organisational change and uncertainty;

· uncomfortable noise, vibration, lighting or temperature levels;

· work underload or overload;

· communication problems caused by lack of consultation or by not being involved in decision-making;

· supervisory factors such as harassment, conflict, or lack of feedback;

· lack of social support from peers, which could occur when you have little or no opportunity to interact with other workers; and

· being subjected to aggression and abuse from the public and not being taught how to deal with such behaviour.

PREVENTIng OOS

Preventing OOS is a three-stage process and involves the same methods you would use to prevent most sorts of injury in the workplace.


“Does anyone know what the three stages are?”

The three stages you must follow to prevent OOS are:

· risk identification;

· risk assessment; and

· risk control.

Risk identification


You need to identify the tasks that are likely to be an OOS risk.  You can do this yourself, or your employer may do it as part of the Safety and Health policy.

Remember, the risk factors involved are:

· awkward posture; 

· repeating a task; and 

· using force.

Remember, the causes of OOS are:

· manual handling tasks;

· an individual’s capacity to perform the task;

· the body’s ability to adapt to the task; and

· the body’s response to stress.

In order to identify the risks you can:

· use injury and incident records to find out what sort of injuries have occurred in the manual handling task you have to do; and

· take note of the frequency and severity of injuries that have occurred during the performance of the task.

Studying this data will show you if there is a history of risk.

You can ask other workers: 

· if they think there might be a risk; or

· whether they have seen or experienced any problems.

You can also use direct observation – what do you see?

Companies often have standard checklists available that are specifically designed to help you identify the risks of OOS.

Risk assessment

The idea behind risk assessment is to see if any of the possible risks you have identified can create an actual risk to you.  Again, this is something you can do for yourself or it may be part of the company safety policy.


“What are some of the things to consider in your job and workplace?”

Workplace layout.

Your workplace layout should be organised is such a way that you can perform all tasks without difficulty or discomfort.  For example:

· Is everything you use within easy reach?

· Do you have to twist or move awkwardly?

· Are things easy to grasp or pick up?

· Can you see everything easily?

Posture.

Good task and workstation design should provide comfortable and varied working postures.  Before commencing work, check whether you:

· can adjust the height of working surfaces to suit you;

· can support your body appropriately for the job at hand;

· have to hold yourself in a fixed position for at least 30 seconds; and

· find the tools comfortable to hold.

The duration and frequency of activity.

Muscles get tired when used frequently or if they are required to hold one position for a long time.  By varying the tasks, you allow different muscles to be used and tired muscles to recover.  Therefore, before you start a job, find out if you can:

· control the pace of work; and

· vary the tasks you have to perform.

The force applied.

The use of force requires muscular effort, which, in turn, leads to tired muscles.  Ask yourself if you need to exert uncomfortable force.

Your work organisation

Some work philosophies that directly affect the risk of injury (due to a lack of control or incentive for the worker to manage their tasks) include:

· piece rates;

· bonus or incentive schemes;

· tight deadlines;

· peak demands; and

· overtime.

Your skills and experience

Giving you the proper training will enable you to do a good job, with the minimum risk of injury.  The risk of OOS may be avoided simply by knowing the correct way to sit at a keyboard.  You should ask yourself:

· Have I received appropriate training for the job?

· Has a task been modified since I was trained?

Individual factors

Not performing a task for a long time is the same as not exercising for a long time. You need to work up to your previous level of fitness before you can perform the task without risk of injury.  You should ask yourself:

· Have I been away for more than two weeks?

· Has there been a period of adjustment?

Risk Control

This is the stage where assessed risk factors should be eliminated or reduced.  Risk control is best achieved with consultation and cooperation between employer and employees because changes may be required.


“Does anyone have any ideas how to go about controlling the risk?”

The strategies for controlling risk are:

· eliminate the risk; and

· reduce the risk.

The best strategy is to ask a series of generic questions that can be applied to any workplace:

· Is the job or task necessary?

· Is redesign of the job or task practical?

· Is it practical to use mechanical aids?

· What training and education will reduce the risk?

Find all the possible options to the questions where the answer is “Yes” and then agree on the best option for the particular situation.

You may opt for a combination of various controls, such as redesigning a task and providing specific training for it.

TREATMENT OF OOS

The treatment of OOS is as varied as the condition itself.  The basic principle is to rest and/or strengthen the affected body part, in order to prevent a recurrence.  

Every case of OOS is different.  For example, pain relief may be achieved by either limiting the aggravating action or ceasing the action altogether.  In other cases, medication may be required.

The best means of treating OOS are:

· prevent it by identifying, assessing and controlling the risks;

· recognising the problem early;

· reporting any instances immediately; and

· at the first sign of OOS, seeking medical aid – not just hoping it will go away.

SUMMARY

Occupational Overuse Syndrome

· OOS is a condition that affects the soft tissue and can occur in any occupation and in various parts of the body; and

· where pain may be the only symptom, although swelling and loss of function can occur.

The causes of OOS

The causes of OOS include:

· manual handling tasks.

· an individual’s capacity to perform the task;

· the body’s ability to adapt to the task; and

· the body’s response to stress.

Factors affecting OOS

Physical factors include:

· awkward posture;

· repetitive tasks; and

· using force.

Psycho-social factors include:

· the degree of control;

· the level of job satisfaction; and

· organisational change or uncertainty.

Preventing OOS

The steps to prevent OOS are:

· risk identification;

· risk assessment; and

· risk control.

Treating OOS:

The treatment of OOS varies with the individual.  Options available are to:

· relieve pain; and

·  work to prevent a recurrence.
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Hand out sheet 2 – Physical factors affecting OOS












































Hand out sheet 6 – Stage 3: Risk Control








Hand out sheet 1 – A description of OOS
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Further References for the Supervisor/Presenter
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Hand out sheet 4 – Stage 1: Risk identification
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Hand out sheet 3 – Psycho-social factors affecting OOS
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Hand out sheet 5 – Stage 2: Risk assessment
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