
Objectives 
The purpose of this study was to determine 
the prevalence of work-related upper limb 
disorders (WRULDs) in hand-intensive 
healthcare occupations, and to identify 
work risk factors and good practice 
strategies for preventing WRULDs. The 
study participants were mainly Chartered 
physiotherapists and physical and athletics 
therapists in Ireland.

Methods
Two questionnaire studies were conducted: 
a cross-sectional study with 347 employed 
and self-employed therapists; and a study 
with 74 students at baseline in their final 
year of training, with a follow-up 12 
months after graduation to investigate early 
career onset of WRULDs.   

Results
Musculoskeletal symptoms were high, with 
82.5 per cent of experienced therapists 
reporting symptoms in at least one upper 
limb (UL) body part in the past year, and 
a 25.7 per cent annual prevalence of 
incapacitating symptoms. UL symptoms to 
the shoulders, neck and thumbs accounted 
for most of the 12-month prevalence. Neck, 
shoulder and wrist symptoms accounted for 
most of the incapacitating symptoms. Just 
over 37 per cent of therapists reported at 
least one clinical diagnosis.

Work risk factors with significant 
associations to UL health included perceived 
physical effort during manual therapy, work 
organisation – insufficient breaks and input 
into scheduling – and psychosocial factors, 
eg social support, predictability of work and 
influence at work. Analyses accounted for 
demographics, physical workload, lifestyle 
factors and mental health. Therapists with 
injury prevention training and who had 
completed workplace risk assessments had 
a lower rate of UL symptoms. The one-
year incidence rate for new symptoms in 
graduates was 40 per cent, with 15 newly 
developed incidence cases, mainly in the 
thumbs and neck.

Conclusion
Injury prevention training that goes beyond 
manual handling training, with a particular 
focus on UL injury prevention, is crucial at an 
early career stage. 

Guidance documents and detailed good 
practice models on work organisation, 
rest breaks, input into scheduling and the 
provision of peer and professional support 
for the prevention of WRULDs need to be 
considered and developed for hand-intensive 
healthcare occupations.

Outputs from the study
Resources were designed for employers and 
trainers, providing health and safety self-
care training for healthcare workers who 
perform hand-intensive tasks as part of 
their daily work. The resources include:
- a trainer presentation and resource manual
- a student pack
- tools to assess and evaluate the training 
- a self-assessment checklist to help 

therapists assess their working conditions

For more information, and to download
the reports and free resources, visit
www.iosh.co.uk/handson.
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