how to do an ergonomic assessment

How to Perform a Comprehensive Ergonomic Assessment for a Safer Workspace

how to do an ergonomic assessment is a critical process for any organization
aiming to enhance employee well-being, boost productivity, and reduce the
incidence of musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). This detailed guide will walk
you through the essential steps involved in conducting a thorough ergonomic
evaluation, from initial planning and data gathering to analysis and
implementation of corrective actions. Understanding these principles is
fundamental for creating healthier and more efficient work environments,
whether in an office setting, industrial facility, or even for remote
workers. We will explore the importance of identifying risk factors,
observing work activities, and applying ergonomic principles to mitigate
potential hazards.
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Understanding Ergonomics and Its Importance

Ergonomics is the science of designing and arranging things so that people
can use them easily and safely. In the context of a workplace, ergonomic
assessment focuses on fitting the job to the worker, rather than forcing the
worker to fit the job. This proactive approach is paramount in preventing
injuries like carpal tunnel syndrome, tendonitis, back pain, and other
repetitive strain injuries that can significantly impact an individual's
quality of life and lead to substantial costs for employers in terms of lost
workdays, medical expenses, and decreased morale.

The importance of conducting regular ergonomic assessments cannot be
overstated. A well-executed assessment leads to a reduction in worker
fatigue, fewer errors, improved efficiency, and a generally more positive
work environment. By understanding the interplay between the worker, the
workstation, and the tasks performed, organizations can create a symbiotic
relationship that fosters both health and performance. This involves a
systematic process of identifying, evaluating, and controlling potential
ergonomic hazards present in the workplace.



Preparing for the Ergonomic Assessment

Effective preparation is the cornerstone of a successful ergonomic
assessment. This phase involves clearly defining the scope of the assessment,
identifying the target areas or tasks, and securing the necessary resources
and buy-in from relevant stakeholders. Without proper planning, an assessment
can become haphazard, leading to incomplete data and ineffective solutions.

Defining the Scope and Objectives

Before commencing any physical observation, it's crucial to establish what
the assessment aims to achieve. Are you focusing on a specific department, a
particular job role, or a known area of concern? Defining clear objectives,
such as reducing reported pain in a specific group of employees or improving
the efficiency of a particular process, will guide the entire assessment
process and ensure that efforts are concentrated where they are most needed.
This clarity also helps in communicating the purpose of the assessment to
those who will be involved.

Gaining Stakeholder Buy-In

Securing support from management, supervisors, and employees is vital for the
smooth execution and ultimate success of an ergonomic assessment. When
employees understand the benefits of the assessment and feel involved in the
process, they are more likely to provide honest feedback and actively
participate in implementing solutions. Management support ensures that
resources, such as time and potential budget for modifications, are allocated
appropriately.

Gathering Initial Information

Collecting preliminary information can significantly streamline the
assessment process. This might include reviewing existing incident reports
related to injuries, surveying employees about their comfort levels and any
discomfort they experience, and understanding the workflow and tasks
associated with the job roles being assessed. This initial data provides a
foundational understanding of potential problem areas before direct
observation begins.

Conducting the Workplace Observation

The core of an ergonomic assessment lies in direct observation of the work
environment and the tasks being performed. This involves a systematic



approach to observing employees as they perform their duties, paying close
attention to their postures, movements, and the interaction with their
workspace and tools.

Observing Work Activities

During the observation phase, it's essential to watch employees perform their
typical tasks. This includes observing their natural movements, body
positions, and how they interact with equipment and the surrounding
environment. The goal is to capture realistic work practices, not staged
performances. Observing a variety of tasks and employees within a job role
can reveal different approaches and potential ergonomic issues.

Documenting Employee Posture and Movement

Detailed documentation of employee posture and movement is critical. This
involves noting how the body is positioned — for example, whether the back is
hunched, the neck is strained, or the wrists are bent. Observations should
cover the duration and frequency of certain postures or movements, as
prolonged or extreme positions are often indicators of ergonomic risk. Tools
like checklists or digital recording can aid in consistent documentation.

Assessing the Workstation Setup

The physical setup of the workstation is a primary focus. This includes
evaluating the height and adjustability of desks and chairs, the placement of
monitors, keyboards, and mice, the accessibility of frequently used tools and
materials, and the overall layout of the workspace. A well-designed
workstation should promote neutral postures and minimize the need for awkward
reaching or bending.

Identifying Ergonomic Risk Factors

Once observations are complete, the next crucial step is to identify and
categorize the ergonomic risk factors that may contribute to discomfort or
injury. These factors are often categorized into several key areas, and their
presence needs to be systematically evaluated.

Forceful Exertions

This refers to the amount of physical force an individual must exert to
perform a task. Tasks requiring significant muscular effort, such as lifting
heavy objects, pushing, pulling, or gripping tools tightly, can increase the



risk of musculoskeletal strain. Identifying these instances and quantifying
the force involved is a key aspect of the assessment.

Repetitive Motions

Performing the same motion repeatedly over extended periods, especially
without adequate rest breaks, is a significant contributor to MSDs. This is
common in assembly lines, data entry, or certain manual trades. The
assessment needs to identify tasks involving high repetition and analyze the
specific movements and muscle groups involved.

Awkward Postures

Maintaining the body in unnatural or strained positions for prolonged periods
is a major risk factor. This can include bending the neck forward or to the
side, reaching overhead, squatting, kneeling, or twisting the torso.
Identifying and quantifying the frequency and duration of these awkward
postures is essential.

Contact Stress

This occurs when body parts repeatedly come into contact with hard or sharp
surfaces, such as edges of desks, tools, or machinery. This can lead to
localized pressure and discomfort, potentially causing nerve compression or
tissue damage. Assessing for areas where contact stress occurs is important
for finding suitable protective measures.

Vibration

Exposure to hand-arm or whole-body vibration, often from using vibrating
tools or operating machinery, can lead to a range of health problems,
including Hand-Arm Vibration Syndrome (HAVS). The assessment should identify
sources of vibration and the duration of exposure.

Environmental Factors

Beyond the direct interaction with tools and equipment, environmental factors
can also contribute to ergonomic risks. This includes poor lighting that may
cause eye strain or force awkward postures, extreme temperatures that can
affect comfort and dexterity, and excessive noise that can increase stress
levels.



Analyzing the Data and Prioritizing Solutions

With the risk factors identified, the next step is to analyze the gathered
data to understand the severity and potential impact of each identified
hazard. This analysis informs the prioritization of solutions, ensuring that
the most critical issues are addressed first.

Evaluating Risk Severity

The analysis involves evaluating the severity of the identified ergonomic
risks based on factors like frequency, duration, force, and the presence of
awkward postures. Tools like risk assessment matrices can be employed to
assign a risk level (e.g., low, medium, high) to each identified hazard. This
systematic evaluation helps in objectively comparing different risks.

Prioritizing Interventions

Based on the risk severity evaluation, a prioritized list of interventions
should be developed. High-risk issues should be addressed immediately, while
medium and low risks can be scheduled for later attention or addressed
through less intensive measures. The priority should align with the potential
for preventing injuries and improving employee comfort and efficiency.

Developing Corrective Actions

For each prioritized risk, specific corrective actions need to be developed.
These solutions should aim to eliminate or reduce the ergonomic hazard.
Solutions can range from simple workstation adjustments to more complex
engineering controls or administrative changes. The goal is to implement
practical and effective interventions that address the root cause of the
problem.

Implementing Ergonomic Solutions

The implementation phase is where the identified solutions are put into
practice. This requires careful planning, execution, and communication to
ensure that the changes are effective and well-received by employees.

Engineering Controls

These are physical modifications to the work environment or equipment
designed to reduce ergonomic risks. Examples include adjustable chairs and



desks, monitor arms, ergonomic keyboards and mice, footrests, anti-fatigue
mats, and specialized tools that reduce force or vibration. These are often
considered the most effective type of control as they eliminate or reduce the
hazard at its source.

Administrative Controls

These involve changes to work practices or policies. Examples include
implementing job rotation to reduce exposure to repetitive tasks, providing
regular rest breaks, modifying work schedules, and establishing procedures
for safe lifting. These controls aim to limit exposure to hazards rather than
eliminating them entirely.

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and Assistive
Devices

In some cases, specialized equipment can help mitigate risks. This might
include padded mats, knee supports, or gloves that reduce vibration. While
PPE can offer some protection, it is generally considered a less effective
control measure than engineering or administrative controls, as it does not
address the source of the hazard.

Workstation Modifications

This often involves adjusting existing equipment or furniture to better suit
the individual user. Simple changes like repositioning a monitor, adjusting
chair height, or adding a footrest can make a significant difference. For
more complex needs, specialized ergonomic equipment may be recommended.

Training and Follow-Up

An ergonomic assessment is not a one-time event. Ongoing training and follow-
up are crucial to ensure the sustained effectiveness of implemented solutions
and to adapt to changing work environments or employee needs.

Employee Training

Employees should be trained on the ergonomic principles relevant to their
tasks, how to properly use any new equipment or adjustments, and how to
recognize and report potential ergonomic issues. Training should empower
employees to take an active role in maintaining a safe and comfortable
workspace.



Monitoring and Evaluation

After implementing solutions, it's important to monitor their effectiveness.
This involves checking if the implemented changes have reduced discomfort,
improved productivity, and led to fewer reported injuries. Feedback from
employees is invaluable during this evaluation process.

Regular Re-assessment

Work environments and job demands can change over time. Therefore, regular
re-assessments are recommended to ensure that ergonomic standards are
maintained. This proactive approach helps to prevent new issues from arising
and address any emerging concerns before they become significant problems.

Specific Ergonomic Assessment Considerations

While the general principles apply broadly, certain work environments and
tasks require specific attention during an ergonomic assessment.
Understanding these nuances can lead to more targeted and effective
interventions.

Office Ergonomics

Office environments often involve prolonged sitting, computer use, and
repetitive keyboard/mouse activities. Key considerations include proper
monitor placement to avoid neck strain, ergonomic keyboard and mouse
selection, chair adjustability for lumbar support, and desk height to allow
for neutral wrist postures. Lighting and glare reduction are also critical
for reducing eye strain.

Industrial and Manufacturing Ergonomics

These settings frequently involve manual handling, repetitive tasks, forceful
exertions, and exposure to vibration. Assessments in these areas focus on
lifting techniques, material handling aids (e.g., forklifts, hoists), tool
design to reduce grip force and vibration, workstation design to minimize
awkward postures during assembly, and anti-fatigue matting for standing
tasks.

Healthcare Ergonomics

Healthcare professionals often perform tasks involving patient handling,
prolonged standing, and repetitive movements. Ergonomic assessments in



healthcare settings address safe patient lifting and transfer techniques,
adjustable workstations for charting, reducing strain from examining
patients, and ensuring comfortable postures during procedures.

Remote Work Ergonomics

With the rise of remote work, assessing home office setups is increasingly
important. This involves advising employees on setting up an ergonomic
workstation at home, which may include recommendations for laptop stands,
external keyboards and mice, appropriate chair selection, and ensuring
adequate lighting. The challenges of makeshift workstations also need to be
addressed.

Conducting a comprehensive ergonomic assessment is a multi-faceted process
that requires careful planning, thorough observation, systematic analysis,
and diligent implementation. By following these steps, organizations can
create workplaces that prioritize employee health and well-being, leading to
a more productive, engaged, and injury-free workforce. Continuous vigilance
and a commitment to ergonomic principles are key to long-term success.

Q: What 1is the primary goal of an ergonomic
assessment?

A: The primary goal of an ergonomic assessment is to identify and reduce
workplace hazards that can cause musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) and other
physical discomfort or injury, thereby improving employee well-being, safety,
and productivity.

Q: How often should ergonomic assessments be
performed?

A: Ergonomic assessments should be performed periodically, especially when
there are changes in job tasks, equipment, or work processes, or if employees
report new or recurring discomfort. A general recommendation is to conduct
them annually or bi-annually for high-risk areas.

Q: What are the key components of an ergonomic
assessment?

A: The key components include planning and preparation, workplace
observation, identification of ergonomic risk factors (force, repetition,
posture, etc.), data analysis, development and implementation of solutions,
and follow-up and training.



Q: Who should perform an ergonomic assessment?

A: An ergonomic assessment can be performed by trained internal personnel
(e.g., safety officers, HR specialists) or by external certified ergonomists
or occupational therapists, depending on the complexity of the workplace and
the resources available.

Q: What are some common ergonomic risk factors
identified during an assessment?

A: Common risk factors include forceful exertions, repetitive motions,
awkward postures, contact stress, prolonged static postures, vibration, and
poorly designed workstations.

Q: How can an ergonomic assessment benefit an
organization?

A: Benefits include reduced rates of workplace injuries and MSDs, lower
workers' compensation costs, decreased absenteeism, improved employee morale
and job satisfaction, and increased productivity and efficiency.

Q: What is the difference between engineering
controls and administrative controls in ergonomics?

A: Engineering controls are physical modifications to the work environment or
equipment to reduce hazards (e.g., adjustable workstations), while
administrative controls involve changes to work practices or policies (e.g.,
job rotation, rest breaks).

Q: How can an ergonomic assessment help with remote
workers?

A: For remote workers, an ergonomic assessment can involve providing guidance
on setting up home office workstations, recommending appropriate equipment,
and educating employees on maintaining good posture and work habits to
prevent injuries.
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