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Strain and overuse injuries
Do workers have body aches at the end of the work shift?

Which work tasks make workers’ shoulders sore?

Have workers been hurt while lifting heavy things?

Jobs that look easy can hurt
People often think making shoes, clothes, auto parts, toys, or electronics is not 
dangerous because these jobs look easy. Many factory workers sit down or stand 
in one place all day. Their jobs rarely make them sweat or breathe hard. And most 
workers in export factories are young women. They do not look strong enough to 
do hard or dangerous work.

But many factory workers use the small muscles of their arms, hands, fingers, and 
eyes to make the same movements hundreds or thousands of times each day. They 
often sit bent over their work for many hours. At the end of the day, their eyes and 
muscles are strained by constant overuse, and their bodies are stiff and cramped 
from staying so long in the same position.
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Juanita’s story — Mexico

I was a sewing machine operator in a garment factory for 5 years. After about 1 year, 
my wrists and arms began to ache and tingle at night. As long as I could still work, I did 
not worry. But after awhile, the pain got so bad I could not sleep. 
I started dropping things all the time. Finally, my hands got so 
weak and hurt so much I could no longer do my job. I was 
fired six months ago for not meeting production goals.

My hands do not look injured, but 
they still hurt a lot. I cannot hold 
anything heavier than a cup of tea. I 
can barely pull a comb through my hair. 
I cannot prepare meals, wash the pots, 
or carry a jug of water. My sister and the 
children have to do almost everything.

I hope my hands will get better, but I 
do not know what to do to stop the pain.

Factory workers are often forced to keep 
working hard even when they are tired, 
uncomfortable, or in pain. Overwork and 
strain can injure any part of the body that 
moves –even a finger. Factory jobs often 
cause this type of injury to workers’ hands, 
arms, neck, shoulders, back, hips, knees, 
and legs.

Work may be harmful even if it does not 
cause any pain right away. When an injury 
becomes serious, the worker may feel pain, 
numbness, weakness, or tingling. Usually, you 
cannot see these injuries. Sometimes there 
may be some swelling, but you can be in great 
pain and not have any other sign of injury.
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Ergonomics
Injuries caused by strain and overuse are also called ergonomic injuries. The study 
of what a job does to the muscles, joints, tendons, and other soft parts of the body 
is called “ergonomics.”

 Ergonomics is also 
the study of how to 
prevent injuries by 
designing work and 
equipment that does 

not push workers 
beyond their limit.

All of these dangers are made worse by working for long hours without rest.

Ergonomic dangers
The working conditions that force workers to strain and overuse their bodies are 
also called ergonomic dangers. Many job tasks are easy and harmless if you only 
do them a few times at a comfortable pace. But the same tasks can be dangerous 
when you:

• repeat the same movement over and 
over again

• work in an uncomfortable position

• stay in the same position for a long 
time

• use too much force with any part of 
the body

•  feel pressure on any part of the 
body from a hard object, such 
as a tool handle or table edge

• feel vibration from a tool, 
machine, or vehicle

• work in a place that is very hot 
or very cold

Ergonomics proves what most 
workers know already: each person’s 

body is different and has its own 
limits. When the limits are not 

respected, people get hurt.

Why do some workers deny their work causes pain?

Why do some workers accept pain as a normal part of work?

What do you think?
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Placing the same bag in a box on top of 
the table causes more strain than moving 
the bag from one table to another at the 
same height. This work is more dangerous 
when you must keep up with a machine.

Placing the same bag on a high 
shelf from the table requires 
lifting the bag with one hand 
and stretching the whole body. 
This also causes more strain.

Moving a small bag of rice 
once from one table to another 
without bending is easy, but 
doing this many times every 
day can cause strain. 

Picking up the same bag from the floor 
to the table requires bending, reaching, 
and lifting. Doing this causes more 
strain than moving the bag from one 
table to another table.
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Learning to see ergonomic dangers
The ergonomic dangers faced by each worker depend on her job tasks and the 
general working conditions in her factory. Most workers face more than one danger.

Pressing clothes

Molding soles for shoes

works in hot  
and steamy area

uses force to  
pull rubber parts 
from mold

works over hot 
machine

opens and closes 
heavy mold many 
times each day

works long hours 
every day

stands long hours 
on hard floors

works long hours 
every day

stands long hours 
on hard floors

bends over and 
reaches many 
times each day.

uses high foot 
pedal all day

pushes handle 
many times  
each day
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Grinding shoe soles

Inspecting circuit boards

Which ergonomic dangers can you find in these pictures?
Which of these dangers do you and your co-workers face?
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But we have to 
use the tools 
the boss gives 

us. You know he 
will not listen to 

complaints.

We can make some 
changes ourselves. 
Together, we can 

pressure the boss to 
make our jobs safer.

Preventing injuries by making jobs fit workers
Most strain and overuse injuries can be prevented if every worker

•  has the right equipment and tools for her job

• uses tools and equipment that fit her body size and weight

• is not forced to work beyond the body’s limits

Learning how job tasks strain your body
There are many ways to make jobs safer. The first step is learning which tasks may 
be causing injuries. You and your coworkers can use the body map activity on page 
xx and the survey activity on the next page to find out how your work may be 
hurting you. These activities will help you know 
which ergonomic problems need to be solved in 
your factory. You may be able to use or adapt 
some of the solutions on pages 34 to 50. 

But most problems cannot 
be solved unless 
workers organize 
and gain power to 
bargain with the 
boss to make the 
factory safer.

The more we 
know about 

ergonomics, the 
more we can 
do to prevent 

injuries.
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Do you have pain, tingling, or 
numbness in your body that you 
think is caused by work?

Do you repeat the same movement 
over and over again?

Do you work in uncomfortable 
positions, such as twisting, bending, 
or stretching your back, arms, or 
neck?

Do you stay in the same position for 
a long time while you work?

Do you lift or carry heavy loads?

Do you work with tools or equipment 
that vibrate?

Do you use a lot of force with your 
fingers, hands, or arms to pinch, push, 
pull, or manipulate tools, materials or 
equipment?

Do you use or lean on furniture, 
equipment, or tools with hard edges 
that press into your fingers, hands, 
arms, hips, or other parts of your body?

Do you work in a very cold or very hot 
area?

Does your work area have poor or 
harsh lighting?

Does your work cause strain or pain in 
any other way?

A survey like this can be used in many ways. One way 
is to take turns asking and answering questions with a 
partner. If you can, do the survey while you watch each 
other work. One of you may see problems that the 
other person is not aware of.

You and your coworkers may decide to use the survey 
in other ways. You may want to ask other questions to 
find out more about each danger. For example, when a 
person answers “yes” to a question, ask her to describe 
what she feels or what she does. Compare your answers 
with co-workers in a group. This will help everyone 
see dangers that are shared and dangers that only affect 
workers doing certain job tasks.

For more ideas about using surveys, see ‘Talk with your co-workers’ on pages xx to xx.

Does your job cause strain and overuse?

activity

Strain and overuse survey

Which of these 
dangers would 
you like to 
eliminate first?
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Preventing injuries with workplace changes
The next step to reducing ergonomic dangers is learning how job tasks, tools, and 
equipment can be changed so they do not cause harm. On pages xx to xx, we show 
examples of workplace changes that can prevent strain and overuse injuries.

There are too many types of factory jobs and equipment to show all the dangers of 
each job. You may be able to adapt the solutions shown in this book and also think 
of new ideas to fit the jobs in your factory. 

Organizing for ergonomic safety

Jobs are safer when the work processes, equipment, and tools are designed with the 
needs of the factory workers in mind. But the people who set up a factory usually 
think about the fastest and least expensive way to make a product. When they 
arrange the work space and supply the tools, they often do not put the workers’ 
health and safety first. As a result, they create factory jobs that cause pain, injury, 
and disability.

But this is not the only way to run a factory. Job tasks and workstations can be 
arranged so workers can do their jobs as safely as possible. Most of the time, you 
will need a strong, united union to get the boss to buy new tools or change the way 
the work is done. The stories on pages xx and xx tell how unionized workers in 2 
factories won safer equipment.

Workers can reduce some ergonomic dangers themselves. Kyoung’s story on 
page xx tells how 3 garment workers made simple changes that reduced strain and 
pain caused by their jobs. The activities on pages xx and xx show how you can 
make chairs and carts that  cause less strain.

Ergonomic training for all

Factories are safer when workers actively 
participate in training and decision-making 
about the work process. 
A worker-led Health and 
Safety Committee, or a 
joint union-management 
committee, can demand 
ergonomic safety training 
for all employees. Workers 
can also organize to train 
each other based on their 
own experience. You can 
share ideas and skills for using 
tools and doing tasks without getting 
injured. 
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You can use the answers to a survey or body mapping activity to decide which 
ergonomic dangers to eliminate first. Choose a task that is causing problems and 
share ideas for reducing the danger by changing the equipment, furniture, tools, or 
the way the work is done. Answering the questions below can help you think about 
different ways to solve each problem.

You may have to try several changes before you find a solution. Some ideas will not 
work in every situation. Other solutions may cause new problems. A change that 
helps one worker may not help other workers doing the same job.

Listen to everyone’s ideas. Be ready to try different ideas and reconsider decisions 
about the best solution to each problem.

activity

Finding solutions to ergonomic problems

I put parts 
on my table, 
but there is 
not enough 
room. What 

else can I do?

TASK
•  lift parts 

from bundle 
on floor

PROBLEM
•  bending to side 

causes sore back

IDEAS
•   rail for 

unbundled 
parts

•   put parts on 
low cart shelf

•   put parts on 
box beside 
chair

Repetition: How can you reduce the 
number of times you repeat the same 
movement? 

Uncomfortable positions: How can you 
reduce reaching, bending, or working 
in other uncomfortable positions?

Force: How can you do less lifting or 
lowering of heavy loads? How can you 
use less force to push, pull, and grasp?

Staying in one position: How can you 
work without sitting, standing, or 
holding part of your body in the same 
position all the time?

Pressure on the body: How can you 
keep hard edges or tool handles from 
pressing on your body?

Vibration: How can you reduce 
vibration from tools or equipment?
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If the table is too small, you can 
strain your body reaching for tools 
and grasping material to keep it 
from falling. 

If you have no table, you are likely 
to strain your back, neck, arms, and 
hands from the effort of holding 
material in your lap and bending to 
see your work.

More comfortable work stations

Work tables

A table should be the right 
size, shape, and height for the 
task. If you do any kind of hand 
work, you need a work table 
large enough to hold all the 
parts and tools. 

A tilted table makes it easier to see without bending forward.

A 2-level table reduces the need to use  
your hands to hold the material you are working on.

rounded 
edges put less 
pressure on 
worker’s arms

higher table 
holds parts 
closer to eyes

parts and tools 
at elbow height, 
easy to reach

table large enough to 
hold all tools and parts

wood blocks tilt table 
toward worker
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Standing is easier if you rest one foot on 
a brick or a block of wood and change 
positions during the day. You can make 
a footrest by taping stacked cardboard, 
paper, or a piece of wood to the floor. 
Make sure the footrest does not get in 
the way of a machine pedal.

Standing on  
padded floormat

Standing with a  
sit-stand chair for support

Sitting

Be comfortable sitting or standing 

Workers who stand need tables that can be raised and lowered to the right height 
for each worker. Soft-soled shoes and padded floor mats reduce leg pain for 
workers who have to stand for long periods of time.

footrest

padded mat
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Chairs

A chair should support your legs, hips, back, and body while you work. To be 
comfortable, a chair needs to fit the size and shape of the worker who sits in it. A 
work chair should have a padded seat and backrest. You may consider asking the 
boss to supply chairs that each worker can adjust for the height and tilt of the seat 
and the backrest. A “sit-stand” chair lets a worker alternate between sitting and 
standing with support. Stools or sit-stand chairs should be available for workers 
who stand a lot.

A better chair

Bad: hard chair or stool Best: adjustable chair  
with backrest and footrest

Better: chair with  
cushion and backrest

1. Use rough material to keep the cushion from 
slipping. Attach the cushion to the chair with 
string, tape, or strips of fabric.

2. Use a firm cushion.  Material that is too soft 
will quickly lose shape and support. 

3. Adjust the thickness of the stuffing so you are at 
a comfortable height for working. Too high will 
make you bend your neck forward. Too low 
will make you raise your arms or shoulders.






































