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FROM THE DESK

Back pain is one of the most common work-related injuries. It is a problem from
the operators to executives. Occupations those are physically demanding and require
repetitive lifting are at greatest risk of back problem. People who sit most of the day and
work at the computer or sit in an office chair are also at high risk of back pain. The most
significant feature of this back pain is that there is no evidence of disease on X-ray films
or other tests and therefore patients are often misdiagnosed and proper treatment is not
provided. It is important to understand the real cause of back pain at work place and
provide ergonomics interventions so that proper workplace arrangement and working
posture can be maintained in order to prevent any injury or disorder of back.

The article ‘Back pain and safe work practice at workplace’ contains causes of
back pain, risk factors of back pain and ergonomic guidelines to prevent back pain at
work place. I hope, industries will take advantage of the information and practices
available in the article.’

fut=s

(S.K. SAXENA)
EDITOR -IN- CHIEF
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BACK PAIN AND SAFE WORK PRACTICE AT WORKPLACE

DR R IQBAL

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, back pain is an alarming health
problem and it is a problem for workers of all
the levels - from operators to executives. Back
is a complicated part of the body and can
tolerate great load. But once the load exceeds
the tolerance limit, complication arises in the
form of back injury or back pain. The back
(spinal cord) is made up of individual bones
called vertebraec. Two adjacent véertebras are
separated by soft shock - absorbing disks. The
spine is held in proper position by large
number of muscles and ligaments. Combined
action of muscles and ligaments give the
flexibility to spine for bending and twisting.
Another function of spine is to protect the
spinal cord and acts as a distribution center for
the nerves that run between the brain and the
other parts of the body .

Back supports the body in the upright position
and is capable of a wide range of movements.
In addition to bones, joints and cartilage, it has
numerous small and large ligaments for
stability and several layers of powerful
muscles for movement.

The different components of the back are:

e Joints that act as a pivot for
movement.

¢ Cartilage and discs that work as shock
absorbers inside joints.

e Ligaments which are strong bands that
stabilize joints.

e Muscles that move the bones around
the joints.

e Nerves that relay messages from these
structures to the brain. Blood vessels
bring oxygen and nutrients to facilitate
the work of these structures.

The back's complex structure enables it to
tolerate great loads. In most cases, back pain is
the result of strain on the soft tissues of the
back, such as muscles, tendons and ligaments.
These tissues can be injured if this tolerance is
exceeded. It is often difficult to accurately
pinpoint which muscles or ligaments have
been damaged as a result of an injury.

It is important to remember that once injured,
the back can become susceptible to re-injury
especially if there are risk factors in the
workplace that are not corrected. Risk factors
are aspects of a task that are associated with an
increased risk of developing an injury. The
risk is increased further if there is a
combination of two or more risk factors found
in the same task.

BACK DISORDERS
Typical back disorders include:

Strains and sprains are damage to the
tendons and ligaments caused by exertions
such as lifiing or carrying heavy objects.
These can lead to noticeable back pain, but the
pain usually begins to subside within a few
days if properly addressed and mamaged
(Ergonomics, Apple computers Inc, 2005).

Facet joint pain results from irritation of the
area where the ribs meet the spinal column.
Typically, there is muscle swelling in the
affected area and it can become very painful to
sit or stand up straight (Ergonomics, Apple
computers Inc, 2005).

Disc erosion occurs from prolonged pressure
on the spinal discs, which causes them to
become permanently compressed. The space
between the vertebrae becomes smaller, which
can lead to impingement of the nerve roots
leading out from the spine. Sitting puts more
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pressure on the spinal disks than standing, and BACK PAIN IN INDIAN INDUSTRIES
sitting with the back unsupported can lcad to
high levels of disk pressure (Ergonomics, Back pain is p frequent complaint among
Apple computers Inc, 2005). Indian industrial workers. Studies conducted
by DGFASLI show that frequency and
Sciatic nerve impingement, also called intensity of back pain among industrial
sciatica, is common in people who sit for workers is more than any other health
prolonged periods of time. The sciatic nerve problem. Table 1 shows occurrence of back
runs from the lower back down the back of the pain in three different categories of Industrial
leg and down to feet. Swelling or tension in workers. Job profile of the IT professionals
certain muscles in the buttocks can put and electric assembly line operators are some
pressure on the sciatic nerve, causing pamn what similar and their back pain is at an
down the leg (Ergonomics, Apple computers alarming level. Tyre building operation (Tyre
Inc, 2005). industry) involves handling of heavy load and
. bending and twisting of back during work.
Herniated discs occur when the inner portion Ofien their working posture becomes awkward
of the disc protrudes, putting pressure on the and. repegted load on the back develops back
nerve roots leading from the spine. Pain or pairt (Table 1). In most of the cases, back pain
umbness in the legs is a common symptom of at work develops over a period of time as a
herniated discs in the lower back (Ergonomics, result of improper working postures.

Apple computers Inc, 2005).

Table 1: Back pain among Indian Industrial workers.

[Industrial population Low Moderate High Acute | TOTAL |
|i (%) (%) )| %) (%) 'i
) - mmal _

"IT industry (VDT users - male) 233 233 93 07 | s11
=142

[H

[ , |

T - femal

llfT industry (VDT users - female) 146 ‘67 188 - 29 \

n =48

g : ']
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