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Key
• Understand the effect of health on productivity.
• Understand the effect of stress on health.
• Understand current health issues in the workplace.
• Outline employee and employer responsibilities to ensure a safe workplace.
• Practise preventive measures to ensure a healthy and productive workplace.

! • Assess your personal health habits.
• Understand ergonomics and its purpose.

productivity
negative stress
positive stress
multi-tasking
compressed work week
repetitive strain injury
ergonomics



OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH ISSUES

Our working environment can affect our physical and mental health.
illness caused by a poor working environment can influence the
performance of employees, organizations, and, thus, the economy.

The conditions in any workplace should be adequate to maintain the health
of all workers, prevent and control disease, and reduce lost working time.

Taking preventive measures and controlling working conditions is
imperative for healthy workers and a healthy economy. Employees,
employers, and workplace designers share the responsibility of maintain-
ing health. Individual and societal awareness of health issues combined
with government legislation help to ensure healthy working conditions.

The Effects of Health on Productivity
In business, productivity refers to the capacity of an employee to create or
produce during a given period of time. The more a person produces, the
greater his or her level of productivity. For employers, high productivity is
desirable for higher profits. Recurring health problems affect productivity
in that energy can be misspent-that is, not directly used for production.
For example, poor health can cause workers to slow down, thus reducing
productivity. Employee illness can also cause increased absenteeism, more
mistakes, loss of skilled employees, and poor morale. When morale is low,
employees tend to disregard employer concerns and will arrive late, leave
early, and work slowly. Employees may be able to concentrate on their
work for only short periods of time, make frequent trips to the washroom,
or leave their desks or work stations frequently. For employees, poor
health conditions cause physical or mental strain, resulting in pain, unhap-
piness, and lost working time. A healthy work environment increases effi-
ciency, improves employee performance, stimulates morale, improves
public and labour relations, and minimizes financial losses.

Stress
One of the major causes of poor health for workers today is negative stress.

Stress can have a positive or negative influence on a person's health.
Positive stress occurs when pressure to perform motivates a person. For
example, one person may enjoy the challenge and excitement of giving a
speech to a group of people, while another person may be filled with terror
at such an event. The stress of intense competition can bring about peak per-
formance in some actors, athletes, and salespeople, and many people feel that
they work best under pressure. A person can have too little stress, such as
someone who has too few tasks to do in too much time, or too much stress,
such as someone who has too much to do for too many people in too little
time. Everyone needs some stress in order to be healthy and happy.

Negative stress due to personal or job-related pressures can affect it per-
son's behaviour and health, and the working atmosphere. Personal stresses
such as school exams or an illness in the family can affect a person's job per-
formance. Changes in work responsibilities, problems with a supervisor or
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fellow employee, a transfer to a new job or city, the possibility of layoffs,
shift work, are all situations that can cause job-related stress. Physical work-
ing conditions, such as excessive noise and vibration, extremes in tempera-
ture, poor illumination, and excessive humidity can also cause stress. (See
the chart on page 192.) Symptoms of negative stress include the following:

• Tense muscles and backache
• Pounding or racing of the heart
• Increased perspiration

• Forgetfulness and lack of concentration
• A desire to cry or run away
• Loss of self-confidence
• Irritability or edginess
• Frequent anger and frustration
• Nail biting or teeth grinding
• Decreased productivity at work
• Absenteeism from work
• Avoidance of others
• Change in personal appearance
• Sleep disorders
• Depression and anxiety
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Activity 1
1. Read the previous list. How do you respond to negative stress?

2. What can you do to alleviate these symptoms of stress?Responding to Stress

Activity 2 1. Create a chart like the one that follows to list the causes of positive
and negative stress in your life for each category. Beside each entry,
indicate whether it is positive (+) or negative (-). Place a check mark
beside the negative stresses that you can control.

2. On a separate sheet of paper, write down ways you can reduce nega-
tive stress by changing a behaviour, situation, or other factor.

3. Share your chart and list with a close friend who can help you assess
your situation and also assist with possible solutions .

Classifying Your Stress

• You may wish to file this chart in your portfolio.



was r;eferred '.to a psychiatrist; As a iresult, ,):le was
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Activity 3
Using a variety of sources, answer the following questions.

• How much sleep is required by teenagers and adults?
• What is a normal sleep pattern?
• What are the various stages of sleep?

Studying Sleep
Requirements

STRESS, TECHNOLOGY, AND
NEW WAYS OF WORKING

Life is becoming increasingly more complex. Working III the
Information Age forces people to frequently shift concepts in their
work. Research has shown that this shifting causes increased stress. For
example, responding to voice mail, e-mail, the Internet, faxes, pagers,
and cell phones causes stress. The average worker could shift 60-70
times a day. Multi-tasking (a term once used only for computers)-the
performing of multiple functions simultaneously-now applies to some
people's compulsion to answer voice mail and e-mail while flipping
through regular mail, while having a meeting with someone in the office
or talking on the phone. New ways of working, such as the compressed
work week-working longer hours over fewer days-can also cause
stress as outlined in the following case study.



MANAGING STRESS

Ideally, people should manage their negative stress by managing what is
controllable and modifying what cannot be controlled. Some uncon-
trollable factors can be reduced, though, such as talking to your super-
visor when you are not given enough time to complete your work.
Instead of multi-tasking, determine what is important, what should be
handled first, and focus on only one or two tasks at a time. You need to
step back, assess priorities, and take time to relax. Stress can be con-
trolled by developing a sense of humour, practising proper nutrition and
sleep habits, forming realistic goals, understanding stress, learning to
relax, preparing for tasks thoroughly, maintaining financial security, and
creating a stable personal life.

If you are unable to control your stress, you can seek help from pro-
fessionals who specialize in this area. Sleep clinics examine your sleep pat-
terns, counselling services help you sort out personal problems that may
be causing you stress, and many companies have employee assistance pro-
grams that provide counselling services at little or no cost. Your family
doctor may be able to help you also.

Chronic or recurring illness is often the result of
long-term exposure to inadequate working condi-
tions. Excessive exposure to the factors listed in the
following chart can cause work-related illness.

/

WORKING
CONDITIONS
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1. Classify the solutions in the chart into those that are the responsibility
of the employer and those that are the responsibility of the employee.

2. For each factor on the chart, list at least five occupations that may
be susceptible to health risks if proper precautions are not taken.

3. List the health factors and solutions for your first three career choices.

REPETITIVE STRAIN INJURY

Repetition-doing the same physical task over and over-can cause repet-
itive strain injury, which is one of the fastest-growing health problems in
Canada. Also called occupational overuse, repetitive strain injury is a gen-
eral term used to describe a range of problems, including carpal tunnel
syndrome (compression of nerves in the wrist due to repeated wrist
action), tendinitis (chronic inflammation of the tendons), and bursitis
(chronic inflammation of any joint). Repetitive strain injury is caused by
holding unnatural positions or repeating motions over long periods of
time, and it results in painful wrists, elbows, shoulders, or fingers. Workers
who use heavy equipment, such as a jackhammer, are susceptible as well as
workers who do a lot of computer keyboarding. If these problems become
chronic, the methods of treating them are limited. The strain may be alle-
viated through physiotherapy, supportive devices such as gloves and wrist
splints, and, in severe cases, surgery. Preventive measures usually eliminate
the need for therapy and surgery. Although repetitive strain injury has
been affecting workers for decades, it is difficult to relate the symptoms to
a specific job or task because they appear gradually over time. The true
impact of chronic job-related illness is just beginning to be realized .

Activity 4

Identifying Who Is
Responsible

........ ~-•..~- .•.--------------------------
Researching Workplace Health Problems

In groups, research the causes and treatment of an occupational health
problem that is of interest to you. Some topics are: repetitive strain injury,
eye strain, back problems, fatigue, sick building syndrome (poor air qual-
ity). Review the symptoms of stress on page 188 for additional ideas. Find
statistics on the impact these health problems have on the workplace.
Present your findings to the class.

STRATEGIES FOR GOOD HEALTH
Workplace Strategies
Preventing unhealthy working conditions, as well as promoting measures
that maintain good health, is essential to healthy workers and a healthy
economy. Employers as well as employees share theseresponsibilities.

Ideally, employers should provide opportunities and. conditions for
job satisfaction and employee well-being. They should establish health
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policies and support management and supervisory staff in enforcing these
policies. They should also attempt to encourage and support awareness of
health among employees.

Health policies may include ongoing campaigns to promote employee
awareness of health-related issues, good work habits, physical and mental
well-being, and stress control. A health support system, required under fed-
eral or provincial health legislation, that consists of first-aid supplies and,
sometimes, trained personnel or on-staff doctors or nurses, should be orga-
nized. Employers an~mployees may form a health committee whose pur-
pose is to recognize health concerns, evaluate problems to effect solutions,
and minimize harmful working conditionsjxometimes unhealthy or harmful
working conditions can be eliminated or avoided by improving or modifying
facilities and work procedures. In some cases, longer breaks, retraining, or job
rotation may be necessary. Some legislation requires employers to isolate a
process that can cause illness (such as excessive noise) and make the required
physical changes to the workplace to resolve the problem.

Management may tend to focus on short-term health issues, which are
more easily identified and solved, but overlook long-term issues. The costs
involved in solving some problems may be a factor. If necessary, employees
can work collectively to improve conditions through their unions or company
health committees. The federal Canada Labour Code regulates workplace
standards and procedures, which are enforced by government inspectors.
This code gives employees the right to a healthy workplace, to know about
foreseeable hazards, to participate in a health committee, and to refuse work
that can endanger themselves or other employees. Provincial governments
also have legislation to protect employees, to ensure healthy working condi-
tions, and to compensate employees for work-related illnesses and accidents.
Other organizations that are concerned with occupational health include fed-
erations of labour, occupational health committees, and public-interest
research groups.

~~
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Ergonomics
Ergonomics is the study of the physical and mental relationship between
a person and his or her work tools, furniture, equipment, and work space.
Its goals are to maximize productivity and efficiency and minimize human
discomfort. Knowledge from sciences such as physiology and psychology
about the limitations and capabilities of human beings is integrated with
knowledge from studies in such areas as engineering and management.

Ergonomic studies are done in offices, stores, factories, and other
workplaces to evaluate working conditions and make recommendations for
correcting problems. Major areas of study in ergonomics include:

• instrumentation, controls, and displays on equipment and machinery;
• effects of work station design on attention, memory, and quality;
• effects of noise, temperature, lighting, and other environmental fac-

tors on employee performance;
• effects of fatigue due to shift length, night shifts, and other factors;
• anatomy, body posture, strength, and workplace layout;
• age, height, mass, ability, and gender differences.

Research one of: the use of colour in the workplace; the effects of stress;
sleep disorders; ergonomics; or multi-tasking. Post your findings in a class
display. Bookmark your web sites to share with the class.

Sitting Healthy: The Top Five Ergonomic Items

1. Multi·task chair
Look for a chair with easy
adjustability. The back rest
should adjust forward and
back, and up and down.

Because arm rests can
interfere with your work
surface, you may wish to
avoid them.

But, because they
provide resting support,
they are generally a good
item to have. If you get
arm rests, ensure they are
height-adjustable.

2. Keyboard surface
If you are interacting with
your desk a lot, use a
keyboard drawer. Although
it is not height- or tilt
adjustable, it allows easy
access and provides
clearance for knees.

If you are on the computer
a lot, select a keyboard arm.
It can interfere with knees,
but it is more adjustable than
the drawer. Look for arms
that are fully articulate
-adjustable for both height
and tilt.

For both ensure they
provide sufficient room to
include your mousing option.

1
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3. Docum ••nt holder
To avoid bending your
head back and forth
from page to screen,
place documents at the
same level as your
monitor. Select a
holder that is height-
adjustable, large
enough to
accommodate your
paper, and has a clip
and bottom lip.

4. Anti-glar e seree n
Reflected light on your
monitor can create eye
fatigue or headaches,
and may encourage
you to sit awkwardly.
Ideally, you want to
minimize or eliminate
glare at the source, but
if you cannot, a screen
is a good bandaid.

5. Wrist rest
look for a flat, soft rest
that extends the full
width of the keyboard.
But do not use it when
typing because it can
compress the carpal
tunnel and encourage
repetitive strain injury.
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Activity 5 1. Visit three different buildings, such as stores, restaurants, schools, or
offices. Analyze each building in tenus of ergonomics. Record the uses
of colour, lighting, furniture, and technology in each place by taking
notes, photographs, or videos. If you take pictures, be sure to ask for
permission first. In writing, comment on your reaction to each building.

2. Imagine that you are starting a small business with a few employees
in an industry that interests you. How would you design your work-
place? In writing, describe YOlfrworkplace design, including dia-
grams where appropriate.

Researching and Applying
Ergonomic Functions

-ConnectionCareer

Assessing Ergonomics

-,
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Personal Strategies
Employees also have responsibilities toward promoting health in the work-
place. For example, when you are on the job, report any conditions that you
believe are unhealthy or dangerous, know how to use equipment properly,
and maintain sensible working habits. Your personal lifestyle can also cause
illness that can affect your job performance. Make sure you have regular
physical examinations by your doctor, eye doctor, and dentist. In order to
help reduce stress and fatigue and to maintain and improve your physical
condition, try to fit exercise into your schedule at least three times a week.
Proper nutrition will also help prevent illness. What you put into your body
on and off the job affects your judgement, behaviour, and reaction times.

As a class, discuss your reactions to mandatory drug testing by companies
of their employees. Do you agree or disagree? Why?

Activity 6

Discussing Mandatory
Drug Testing

Tracking Your Health

Daily for a week, record in a log the foods you eat, the amount of sleep you
get, and the amount of exercise you do. Can you improve any area? How?






