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You have clicked on this blog and therefore are looking to reduce musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). Taking the
short time of 10 minutes to read this blog will improve your awareness of MSDs in Logistics and Distribution
and support you in your role to reduce MSDs; something that will get noticed from your employer’s Directors.
MSDs are injuries and disorders that affect the human body’s movement or musculoskeletal system (i.e.
muscles, tendons, ligaments, joints, discs and nerves). Osteopathic Solutions Ltd is simply about keeping MSDs
to a minimum. As the owner of this business (after this blog please read ‘What it’s like to run a SME‘), MSDs in
my workforce and resultant absence would cause many problems for me (although touch wood, this hasn’t
occurred since 2010 when we started), problems like for example:
·

Rebooking of course or consultancy dates

·

Added administration time

·

Possible detrimental effect on client relationship or even a lost client

·

Increased work demands on other team members

·

& ultimately lost revenue

For your large Logistics & Distribution business, MSDs and resultant absence cause the same. The difference in
respect to my SME is that I would see all the effects, whereas in yours, due to your role you may only see a few
of them.
In all industries, of course there is the employer’s responsibility to support the well being of its employees.
However looking at the issue as a business person myself, it is absolutely essential that sufficient focused
business time and investment is put into this subject of musculoskeletal risk management, to support
maximum business and productivity output. I will go into how my business can help yours later in this blog but
first let’s have a look at some manual handling tasks within logistics and distribution.
Since 2010 we have provided Musculoskeletal Risk Management across the UK for Logistics and Distribution
companies such as DHL Supply Chain, Tradeteam, Turners Distribution, Univar, Andrews Sykes, the British
Association of Removers, AO.com etc. Myself and my team have come across diverse tasks and loads, but
essentially the same environments of the controlled warehouse to the difficulties of deliveries in varying
environments.
Our recent work for Pukka Pies has involved a Bespoke DVD production for their Distribution operation. Within
the distribution hall there were tasks of medium MSD risk including transferring finished product boxes from
cage to cage, pushing and pulling of the cages and pallet truck loads. However the issues of manual handling
are more apparent for the delivery staff. In the image below, the employee re-enacts the task on the lorry of
lifting boxes (of pies) from the pallet and lowering them onto the lorry floor, before they are lifted again by the
employee when he is off the lorry, and then carried to the client (in this case a chip shop).

Osteopathic Solutions Ltd

0845 528 1240

www.osteopathicsolutions-manualhandling.co.uk

Due to the space constraints this task enforces a forward bend of the spine (a stooped posture) and a twist,
which is the spinal position with practice over many years that will likely lead to lower back disc injuries
including chronic herniated (bulging) and prolapsed discs.

Due to a mixture of weight training too heavy and too early, and an accident, I have experienced a cervical
(neck) disc herniation through my 20s and 30s, and now am left with a spondylitic C5 disc.
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These injuries are not short term. Basically you are left with ‘a knackered back’ to put it in non clinical
terms. Distribution jobs are physically tough and if you have one of these injuries and work in this industry,
that’s job done i.e. you need to look for a different type of job. For your company this means recruiting and
new employee training i.e. business costs, and a possible claim from the employee that has just left.
Let’s move away briefly from the external distribution roles and look at tasks in the warehouse. The task
below is at Arla’s National Distribution Centre in Leeds. This is a task repeated at all warehousing
operations worldwide. The boxes are transferred from the pallet under the racking with a lift and lower to
the pallet in the gangway. The load is light however due to the position of the pallets and the task time
pressure/ work load, the boxes are lifted with a forward bend and twist to the right and lowered with a
forward bend and twist to the left.

This practice is natural. Without a spinal injury, you and I would do exactly the same. Rotating from the right to
the left (and vice versa) whilst in a forward bent (stooped) position puts tension through the posterior part of
the lower lumber discs (especially L3, L4 and L5) increasing the risks for a herniated (bulging) and prolapsed
disc.
The task below is at Tradeteam (the Drinks distribution arm of DHL Supply Chain whom we cover across the
UK). What movement patterns do you notice?
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Yes exactly the same. We will go into task specific manual handling training later in this blog.
Let’s move away from pallet picking tasks and look at pushing and pulling. Cages (or TETs) are a frequently
pushed and pulled load in food and drink distribution. There’s no mistake about it, they are heavy when full.
I personally think when they are full (with milk for example) you have to be a bodybuilder to move them
safely for your musculoskeletal system i.e. to maintain a spinal posture that is biomechanically safe.

The task above involves pulling 2 full cages at a time, enforcing the forward and side bent spinal posture and
left twist. The shoulder is under huge strain, which performed over a short period of time will lead to rotator
cuff strains/ tendonitis/ and tears. With 1 cage moved at a time, the MSD risk is significantly reduced. With this
example it would have been interesting to time the employee moving both cages (to its destination) but one at
a time and then moving both cages (to its destination) together. I reckon the time taken would have been very
similar as moving 2 at a time was performed very slowly, as they were very heavy loads.

Rotator cuff MSDs can be difficult to treat clinically. As an Osteopath you can treat strains and tendonitis
through improving the biomechanical function of the shoulder complex directly, and indirectly by improving
the thoracic spine (mid back) posture and function. You can treat the muscles directly with soft tissue
massage, muscle energy technique, ultrasound, electrotherapy and dry needling. With rotator cuff tears,
surgery is the only option. Surgery, although commonly effective, is not guaranteed to work.
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The task below is another in warehousing that will create tension in these small muscle groups.

The female employee is raising the box (that she has picked low down from the pallet) onto the top layer of
the pallet (on the electric pallet mover). Performed repetitively this will increase the likelihood of acute and
chronic rotator cuff MSDs and resultant absence from work. Unless a platform is provided or the person is 6
foot 8 tall, as it stands for her, it is not possible to perform this task in a way that is easy (low strain) on her
musculoskeletal system.
Pulling curtains involves a consistent looking upwards with backward bending of the neck (cervical extension),
with the arms flexed to 100 degrees, and a lean backwards through the lumbar spine (check out my
Biomechanics blog available on this web page in Spring 2018). With the grip on the load above shoulder
height it simply is not possible to pull the curtains with biomechanical efficiency and body positions of
minimal strain. Facing the load as shown below is the least hazardous for MSDs. You can reduce the backward
bend of the spine through performing a mini squat (when initiating the pull), but only slightly.

As with many loads that are pulled it would be tempting and highly natural to pull with 1 arm from a standing
start, increasing the risks of shoulder MSDs.
With all the musculoskeletal pressures from the manual tasks there are also the working environment
temperatures employees are working in, especially the cold, which leads to increased stiffness in the
musculoskeletal system.
So why have I mentioned some of the difficulties of manual handling tasks in Distribution and Logistics? Well if
I was honest even without a neck injury, I don’t think I would last long due to the repetitive manual handling
tasks. Ask yourself also, could you handle the physical load on your body? So what can you do to help your
employees and at the same time maximise the productivity of the business you are employed by?
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MSD Risk Reduction
1.

Manual Handling Risk & Ergonomic Assessment

A thorough Manual Handling Assessment should be performed. Not an assessment that is part of a Generic
Risk Assessment. I feel the HSE have over complicated the procedure of manual handling assessment with
all these ‘Tools’. The HSE checklists within the Manual Handling Operations Regulations are the only
necessary forms that should be used (due to the repetitive nature of picking tasks, the ART tool can be a
useful support though).
If you are looking for an external, expert aspect on your manual handling tasks our Occupational Osteopaths
specialise in task assessment and MSD risk reduction, with the supply of a comprehensive full site report
provision. For more information on our consultancy and costs please view www.osteopathicsolutionsmanualhandling.co.uk/manual-handling-risk-assessment
Following an in house or external assessment, the supply of effective (MSD reducing) manual handling
equipment (MHE) should be immediately actioned. This goes for the warehousing and delivery staff.
Effective maintenance programmes of this equipment should be in place also.
2.

Manual Handling Training

Education, education, education..... Love him or loathe him, Tony Blair’s 1997 mantra has crucial
importance. Giving your workforce the education and knowledge on basic back anatomy and how its
structures can be damaged with hazardous postures is the start you and they need. In the example below
the employee has positioned the pallet in the gangway in a position that causes him to have to overstretch
to pick the load from under the racking. His body may be fine now but give him that knowledge that it won’t
be if he regularly repeats this. Give him the knowledge of the MSD effects. The chronic pain, the disability
and resultant potential of being unemployable in this industry.

With this employee, give him the knowledge concerning spinal twisting and its role in spinal disc injuries. He
may be a keen golfer for example. He won’t be partaking in his favourite hobby for much longer if he
continues to twist and side bend to pick the box.
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Give him the practical ability in performing squat practice when lifting and lowering. Although unnatural, squat
practice CAN become natural, even with moderate weight loads.

Through our 2 Day Instructor (‘Train the Trainer’) Programmes accredited with City & Guilds, run by our
Manual Handling Experts onsite at your venues (with the practical across the warehouse floor and in and
around the vehicles), we can give your depots the long term capability of in house high quality and effective
training provision. For more information view www.osteopathicsolutions-manualhandling.co.uk/city-guilds-instructor
Our 2 Day Instructor Programme is also public across the UK. For more information view www.osteopathicsolutions-manualhandling.co.uk/public-manual-handling-courses
Teaching key Instructors (‘ training trainers’) who with your management will support you to drive down MSDs
in your business. With regards to your management, working closely with your Training Managers is essential
to make sure that your Instructors regularly train your workforce. A 2 Hour Practical Skills Course should be
performed every 2 years. If an employee returns to work after a MSD, whether 2 days or a month, they should
receive a 1-2-1 with your Instructor. This may not operationally be possible, therefore that’s when getting the
employee to watch a Bespoke DVD would be prudent. Far cheaper than an online package, a ‘Distribution &
Logistics’ in company Manual Handling DVD with a multiple choice assessment is without doubt best practice.
For more information view www.osteopathicsolutions-manualhandling.co.uk/bespoke-manual-handling-dvd
A poster campaign in staff canteens, site hallways etc. with manual handling Dos and Don’ts is also a great
way of educating, raising awareness and refreshing employees, aiding MSD reductions. Another site/ company
tailored approach we specialise in.
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3.

MSD Management

Due to the nature of manual handling tasks in Logistics & Distribution (some covered in this blog), no matter
how much you put in place to reduce MSDs, they will occur within your workforce. Remember we all do
things outside of work that can give us MSDs. There are many providers of Occupational Health Services that
manage MSDs once they have happened. It could be individual Osteopath/ Chiropractor/ Physiotherapy
clinics local to your site (s) or national providers such as www.iprshealth.com
Contracting this Occupational Health provision is in my eyes a no brainer, to get your employees back to
work quicker with minimal business disruption and financial loss. It is far more likely to prevent injury claims
also.
For any questions from this blog or information regarding how we can support you in your role for MSD
reduction call me directly on 0845 528 1240
Thanks for reading.
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