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Are you worried that your ergonomics program is not going

to survive the economic downrurn of zoog? Focus instead on

how to make ir thrive.

One of rhe challenges with rhe field of ergonomics is rhat

not all businesses consider ergonomics to be a "core" compo-

nent ofbusiness operations. Tucked into the fold ofhealth and

safery, ergonomic issues are rypically addressed in a reactive

manner - after the rvorker has reporred pain or discomfon or

even after the in juryor illness has been reported and recorded.

In today's cost-crrtting environment, the key to ergonomics

program survival and sustainabiliry lies in moving to a more

proactive approach. In order to thrive, it must embrace a con-

ti nuous improvement mentaliry, integrating ergonomics into
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exisring sysrems and publicizing how doing so can actually

sa\€ your comPany money.

Before you can move forward, you must first determine how

ergonomics is viewed within your organizarion. That view

may depend on multiple factors, includingwhere ergonomics

is housed within the organization, funding and resources, vis-

ibiliry, leadership priorities and personalities, areas of influ-

ence and how ergonomic issues are approached. Does the

culure of rhe organizarion view incidents as a "pan of doing

business," or do they expect an iniury to be the rare excep-

tion? Mony companies srress a goal o[zero injuries, bur their

actions and processes do not enable employees to make that

goal a realisric one. lnstead, injuries may have low visibiliry
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or rreatment postponed unril the damage is done. An honest
look in the minor is imponant to help establish a sraning

point in moving fonrrard.

Of the many hcrors that may influence how ergonomics is
viewed in lour organization, the one thar you have the mosr
control over is how your ergonomics program is srructured
and how ergonomic issues are identilied and approached.

Purely reactive programs address the issues identified once a
problem has alreadyoccurred. Some believe that hing proac-

tive means reviewing near misses or first aid cases within the
work environment and conducting ergonomic assessments

on exisdng iobs prior to the acnral occurrence ofan incidenr.
While this does help, in order to be truly proactive, the risk

factors that can lead to potential iniuries should be identified

and addressed in product, process and equipment design,

reducing or eliminating any exposures in the first place.

Manycompanies implement a reactive program in response

to iniury or illness trends or growing insurance costs - both

lagging indicators of a problem. The ergonomics program

becomes rhe rcsponsibiliry of the health and safery depan-

ment, which is usually in ffre-fighdng mode, addressing rhe

highest riskproblems firsr. Since ergonomic issues are usually

not life-rhreatening, theprogram becomesa lowerprioriryonce

the current problem is addressed, and the cycle continues into

the future. In addidon, changes made to address ergonomic

problems are usually iustified with workers' compensation
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data. This method of justification does not lend irself well to a

proactil'e approach, and the opportuniry costs associared with

iniury avoidance do not sell wcll with management. Given

this perspecrive, is ir surprising that ergonomics is not always

viewed as a key component of a company's business model?

Companies with a limited numberof professional resourccs

forergonomics may have a completelyproactive process, where

resources are often best utilized by working with design engi-

neers on furure products and rhe processes and equipmenr

used ro generate the product. By working in design, rhey are

able to make modifications to drawings and protorypes, which

is easier and more cost-effective than waiting until equipment

is completed. The difficulrywith the purely proactive approach

is that benefirs are seen in the long rerm and, therefore, not

always measured and tracked. Managemcnt suppon is hard

to come by if the case is not made well or is not positively

impacting the current financial reporting period. In addition,

ifthc systcm is entirely expert-driven, once the expert changes

or moves on, the ergonomics eflort fall.s apart because it has

not been inregrated into rhe company's business systems.

So how can you help your program nor only survive, bur

thrive? By inregraring rhe best of both approaches, you will

start to see results that will ser your program up for success.

Step 1: Integrate.
Strong ergonomics programs

,\ are integrared into existing

end ofa project as an aFtenhoughr, but threaded throughout

as one o[the key building blocks ofthe proiect.

I[ your company is embracing the conce pts of lean man-

ufacuring, then ioin rhem! Ergonomic concepts go hand in

hand with the principles of lean manufacturing. One of the

goals of lean manufacturing is reducing waste in a system.

People touch each of rhe seven rypes of waste, or muda,

thar lean manuFacruring highlighrs: processing, correc-

tion, overproduction, motion, material movcmcnt, waiting

and invenrory. When wasted morion is addressed and rhe

resulting change reduces an operator's reach distance and

brings the work closer to them, both lean and ergonomics

jenefit. Educate yourself on the conceprs of lean manufac-

turing and work with lean teams to add a component of

ergonomics to their processes, including kaizen (or con-

tinuous improvement) evenrs. You can also take the lean

concepts and processes and inregrate them into your ergo-

nomics program,

When everyone in rhe faciliryis.speaking the same language,

barriers come down and positive change occurs,

In order for ergonomic concepts to become second

nature, knowledge and tools are needed, and systems must

be used to support rhe process. With a consistent process,

mura can be avoided. Mura, or, unevenness, is another lean

manufacturing principle. It could describe rhe inconsistency

in results when there is no srandard method, which can

also apply the use of ergonomic principles in an organiza-

tion. Without training and direction, engineers and design-

ers do not know how to look for risk, when to look or how

much risk is acceptable. By providing guidelines and add-

ing check.s for ergonomic risk fa*ors at key design reviews

for new producrs and equipment, the variation or mura

can be removed from the system. Incorporating ergonomic

concerns into reviews already taking place, where sign-ofFs

are required from engineers, designers and key personnel,

also ensures accountabiliry. Consideration for ergonomic

risk factors becomes one of the basic requirements for new

designs instead ofan additional last hurdle once the proiect

nears completion.

Step 2: Prioritize.
Use the data you have as a srarting point to get out of

the completelv reactive, fire-fighting mode with existing
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systems. Review iniury trends, conduct baseline ergonomic

screenings ofkey areas and use the data to prioritize areas of

focus in existing syst€ms. Why is priorirization important?

It shows employees and management you have a logical

methodology when deciding which job or area needs arren-

tion. Wthout taking the time to prioritize your problems,

the squeakywheel will continue ro get the oil, while rhe leak-
ing tire slowly goes f at.

Something to be leery of when using only injury data for

prioritization: garbage in equals garbage out. Discerning rhe

roor cause ofan in jury is a skill hard ro master. Manycompa-

nies track their incidents on the standard OSHA :ool3oo

logs, which simply state: "Describe injury or i l lness, pans

of body affected, and obiect/substance rhat directly injured

or made person ill." The statement alone takes more space

than whar is given for the actual injury description. A rypi-
cal response to an incident might be, "Pain in right wrisr

from xyz assembly." You may have to dig a litcle deeper to

find the true root cause. What was it about the ryz assembly

that caused the incidenr? Was it the layout, rhe weight of the

pan, the pace of rhe line or a new employee?

Try using rhe Five Why methodology; ask "Why?" at least

five times. Why did xyz assembly hun the employee? The

pans were difficulr to assemble. Why? The snaps would not

close. Why? The snaps were out of tolerance. Why? There was

exrra material (flash) on rhe molded snap. Why? The tooling

that created the pan was damaged. Good data will take you
in the righr direction ro make significant improvements.

Step 3: Educate.
Educate employees ar all levels wirh the appropriare infor-
mation on ergonomics so they become their own initial

resource. Give office employees tips on working at their

desks in the proper postures. Train employees on the planr

floor abour saler work methods and how ergonomics con-

cepts can help them. If you have an ergonomics team, teach

them not only the basics abour ergonomics, but also analy-

sis, problem solving and cost justification methods so they

can back their work with data. Talk numbers wirh engineers

and designers and show them how to apply the tools and

concepls o[ ergonomics to their work. And wirh manage-

ment, speak in terms of key measures: cosrs, efficiency,

qualiry, safery and profi r.

Step 4: Cost justify.
Justifying changes purely because a problem is a safery haz-

ard or injury risk is no longer acceptable in today's economy.

Showing management rharyou have the business as a whole

in mind and not just safery "tunnel vision," will earn crucial

respect and buy-in. Whenever possible, provide [ow- and

high-cosr solurion alternatives, using key measures other

than injuries (productiviry/efficiency savings and qualiry sav-

ings) to justifr your soludons. Basic ergonomics concepts

such as reach and access can be tied directly to common time

study equations to show efficiency gains. Qualiry problems

can usually be followed back to high insenion forces, align-

mglt issues or other roo! causes that cause ergonomic issues.

Ifthere are no other benefits ro your solutions, then chances

are it's not the best option. Keep looking, involving employ-

ees and engineers as needed.

If you don't know how ro cost-iusri$z your project, talk ro

your financial representative, There are several approaches ro

take including the following three, depending on how your

comPany oPerates:

. Cost-beneft mtlo: Used mostly on a reactive or post-

injury basis, the cost-benefit ratio compares the cost of

the problem or in jury ro the cgst o[ the solution. There

is an assumption that rhe solution wil l eliminare any

future iniuries.
. Pa|bach period,/return on investment (ROI): Rerurn on

invesrment calculates the lengrh of time it will take to

recover the costs of the improvements. Benefits are cal-

culared using potential savings through iniury avoidance
(reacrive) and improvemenrs to orher key measures such

as productiviry, qualiry delivery, rcoling and materials.

Most companies look for an ROI of less than one year.
, Equivalent retenue: Reflecrs rhe amount of revenue, or

profit, that needs to be generated to cover incurred

costs of the problem. This method works well when

cosrs ar€ put in rerms of product profit margins, In

essence, how much of the company's profirs are going

to pay for rhe problem?

Training costs are harder to capture and justi[', although

it can be done. Say that you save an average ofx dollars on

reactive proiects in your faciliry. Ifyou rain ro engineers
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or designers to use ergonomic guidelines and analysis so

rhey can avoid sending similar issues into future facilities,

then rhe cosr ofthat initial training could be ourweighed by

Io times thatx amount. Ergonomics teams can also iusrifu
training needs by shorving rhe value they add to the laciliry

through cost justification oftheir proiects. Subiective mea-

sures such as employee morale, while hard to quantifr, can

also be ofvalue.

Step 5: Communicate.
Communicarion with both employees and management is

critical. If the ergonomics program operates in a bubble,

others will not be aware of the success stories and rhere-

forc less likely to view it as a value-added activity. During

a proiect, involve employees and communicate progress

to all parties involved. Lessons learned from unsuccessful

implementations should also be shared so others under-

stand when a conrrol is delayed or must go through the

revision process. As projects are completed, document the

resulrs and cost savings. Be sure to include pictures ofrhe

problem areas before and after changes, as well as input

from personnel affected by the changes. Reporr that infor-

mation to upper managemenr and the visibiliry of the pro-

gram will increase in a posirive light. Let them know how

you are making a posirive difference to the bottom line.

Step 5: Document results.
Verifring rhe resulrs of your efforts is important; however,

rhis key step is often skipped. How do you know the effect

that you are having ifyou fail to track issues and follow up

to make sure the resulrs you expected happen? How can

you make improvements to your process ifyou don't know

where the improvements need ro be made? More impor-

tantly, how can you prove, with data, the positive influ-

ence your ergonomics program is having on the business?

Documenting your results gives you proof of the positive

impact you are having on the business. Auditing yourself

also shows that you are in the kaizen mindser and looking

for ways to improve your process continuously.

What should you be racking? Mosr companies use only

iniury dara to track the re sults of their efforts^ OSHA record-

able incident rates, days away from work rates and iob trans-

fer/resrricrcd work rares are all good measures to rrack in

order ro derermine rhe frequency and severiry of injuries rhat
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have alreadyoccurred. However, once again, these are lagging

indicators. Relying only on these metrics means your pro-

gram is purely reacive. Leading indicators need to be used if

rhe program is ro become more proactive. Merrics for exist-

ing facilities and processes could include fitst aid cases, near

misses or employee-generated concerns. Becoming proactive

in design could lead to metrics such as rhe number of high-

risk issues identified and corrected in design or cost savings

idend fi ed through ergonomic design improvements.

The best way to audit your program is to add an element

for ergonomics to an exisring audit process, especially if

your company holds some rype o[ International Organiza-

rion for Standardizarion (lSO) or Qualiry Operating Sys-

rem (QOS) certi{ication. Make sure the expectations are

?ocumented in a formal program document or contained

within existing procedures for engineering, manufacturing

or other processes.

In order to survive in today's cost-cuning environment,

your program musl be integrated into the organization's sys-

tems in a manner that is sustainable. If you aim for more than

just survival, prove that your ergonomics program is bringing

value to both rhe organization as a whole and the individual

employees by becoming more proactive in addressing higher

risk areas before they incur the expenses ofan i niury or i llnes.s.

With a lirtle time and effort, you can improve the way your

ergonomics program is perceivdd and add to your company's

bortom line.

The steps outlined above are not new, nor are rhey expen-

sive or complicated to implement. By integrating into existing

systems, including lean manufacturing, educating and com-

municating, you will be speaking management's language and

you will be heard. Ergonomics can become a term associated

nor iusr wirh safery and injuries, but with a proactive efforr

that uldmately leads to increased organizational competirive-

ness. Keeping employees healthy while increasing the bottom

line is possible, and if you can demonstrate that within your

program, ergonomics will become a culrural characteristic of

yourorganization. +

lulia Creenwald is a senior etgonomist at The Ergonomics Center of

Nonh Carolina in the Edwanl P. Fius Deparunent of Industrial I

Systems Engineeingof North Carotina State Unfuersity. She becane

a certif;ed professional eryonomist ln.zoo.z awl has heen a menber

of IIE since t999.


