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Features

Work-related Musculoskeletal Disorders
and Economic Losses
Work-related musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs), by definition, refers to the injury to soft
tissues such as muscles, tendons and nerves due to repetitive movements, incorrect
postures, or long-term maintenance of the same posture during work. The symptoms
include discomfort, pain, stiffness, swelling, and cramps. Common examples of strain are
low back pain, shoulder pain, carpal tunnel syndrome, and knee arthritis.
In Hong Kong, many employees have to engage in physical operations (such as standing,
walking, and even lifting) for a long time. Long-term fatigue is indeed very common.
According to a survey conducted by the European Agency for Work Safety and Health (EUOSHA) in 2013, MSDs accounted for 60% of the overall work-related health problems, and
the most common types of MSDs were lower back (43%), neck and shoulder (41%), and
lower limb muscle (29%). It is clear that MSDs are very common and cannot be ignored 2.
MSDs will not only bring unwell feeling and pain to the employees, but also reduce the
productivity of the enterprises and affect the overall economic efficiency of society.

Causing Economic Losses to Employees, Employers, and Society
To understand how work-related MSDs affect the economy, one must first understand that
the social economy is like a machine, which requires different parts to operate. If one of
the parts is worn or damaged, it will slow down or stop the machine. Employees are like
the parts, providing enterprises with services to maintain their operations. If an employee is
unable to work due to work injury, it will not only decrease their income, but will also reduce
the profit of the enterprises and put pressure on
the economy of society. Hence, the domino effect
caused by employees' work injuries is harmful with
no benefit.
The areas of the economic losses caused can
be divided into three categories: employees,
employers, and the society. For employees,
absences and inability to work due to injuries
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caused a decrease in income. According to a study in the United States, injuries and
unwell feeling caused by work lead to an average reduction in employee income by about
US$6,0001. In addition to the decrease in income, the incalculable cost of insomnia,
restlessness, irritability, and fatigue caused by the physical and mental stress due to the
injury will also reduce the employee's desire and ability to work, causing a vicious circle.
For employers, the work progress would be slowed down due to work-related MSDs
of employees, and their absence of sick leave would lead to shortage of manpower or
necessitate the companies to hire additional workers. EU-OSHA pointed out in their report
2015 that more than half of the employees with MSDs said they had taken leave due to
physical strain and unwell feeling in the past year, and the number of leave was higher than
that of healthy employees. Moreover, the average number of sick leave days due to workrelated MSDs is 8 days (7%), which is more than that of healthy employees. The MSDs
cases would indirectly slow down the productivity of the companies2. A report from the
British Health and Safety Executive (HSE) estimated the impact of employees’ absence at
the workplace on the companies. It is estimated that the absences cost all of the British
enterprises 500 million pounds a year 3. On the other hand, even if the rehabilitating
workers return to work, it takes time for them to re-adapt to the work condition. This will
undoubtedly slow down the efficiency of the enterprises and affect their productivity.
For society as a whole, the decline in corporate profits
will also reduce the government's tax revenue, and
will increase public health expenditures for treating
injured workers. According to HSE's research, cases of
absenteeism due to work injury in 2013-2014 caused
a loss of 2.3 billion pounds to society, accounting for
about a quarter of the derived cost of all work injuries3. In
Germany, MSDs caused a decrease of 17.2 billion Euros
in total social productivity, which is equivalent to 0.5% of
the year’s GDP 2. Furthermore, studies pointed out that
work-related MSDs made the employees incapable of performing existing duties or the
same type of work, resulting in their early retirement. Consequently, it would reduce the
workforce in society, and indirectly lead to a slowdown and declining trend in GDP 5.

The Situation of work-related MSDs in Hong Kong employees
in recent years
With the continuous changes in Hong Kong’s social and economic model, the business
operations in Hong Kong have transformed from industrial activities in the past to an
economic model of service provision. In recent years, the number of people engaged in
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the service industry has continued to increase. According to the latest figures from the
Statistics Department, nearly 90% of the employees in Hong Kong belong to the service
industry. So, when the number of Blue-collar workers has declined, has the problem of
work-related MSDs of Hong Kong employees improved? As mentioned earlier, not only
excessive physical work increases the risk of MSDs, repetitive movements and long-term
single postures may also make people prone to strain. According to the Survey Report on
Hong Kong Work-related MSDs conducted by Caritas in 2018, employees in industries that
involve less manual labor, such as catering, clerical work, and sales services, also had the
risk of developing MSDs. The report also showed that more than 90% of the participants
under the assessment indicated that at least one part of their body was strained; more
than half of the participants stated that at least four parts of their body were strained 6.
In addition, the Hong Kong Workers’ Health Centre
and the Federation of Hong Kong and Kowloon Labour
Unions have recently conducted a survey on the MSDs
of lower limb of Hong Kong employees in the service
industry. According to preliminary results, employees
generally believed that workplace MSDs can be
attributable to the lack of equipment and information
provided by employers. Such lack directly exposed the
employees to injury. In addition, some of the interviewees
who participated in the individual case interviews believed that the government’s
insufficient education and promotion and enforcement efforts on labor injury issues not
only hindered employers from obtaining appropriate and sufficient information on work
injury, but also made them underestimate the impact of work injury of employees.
From the above information, work-related MSDs are very common in Hong Kong and
countries and regions across the globe. Employees in any industry have the risk to
suffer from different degrees of MSDs. One of the causes of work-related MSDs include
insufficient information and publicity by the government. There is still room for improvement
in law enforcement.

The Role of the Government, Employers and Employees in the Issue
To solve the problem of work-related MSDs, the government, employers, and employees are
required to work together to take preventive measures and adopt improvement measures.
Only one party cannot solve the economic loss caused by the employee's work injury. If
the government does not provide the general public with information about MSDs, how do
employers and employees know the causes and treatments of the problem? Even when
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the relevant information is adequately prepared, if the
employers do not provide guidance and information for
the employees, how the employees become aware of
the risk of work injury at workplaces? If the employer
has provided sufficient information and guidance for the
employees but the employees themselves despise the
impact of the issue, how can they effectively prevent
MSDs at workplace? It follows that the three parties are
interlinked on the issue of work-related MSDs. Thus they
need to cooperate with each other to achieve the goals.
As for the government, its role is to provide the general public, including employers
and employees, with information on occupational health and safety, so that employers
and employees can learn more about the causes, prevention measures, diagnosis,
and compensation mechanisms of work-related MSDs. To prevent employees from
suffering symptoms of strains, the government should promote related information. More
importantly, the government should build enterprises with awareness on employees'
occupational safety and health. Without doubt, a short period of time is insufficient to
establish enterprises’ attention to occupational safety and health. The first step for the
government is therefore to provide them with related information so that the enterprises
can understand the causes of work-related MSDs and the impact to the health and safety
of employees and the enterprises. For example, employee absenteeism due to illness as
mentioned above will reduce the productivity of the enterprises.
On the other hand, the government is like a catalyst in the sense that it transmits
information from employers to employees. If the employers do not have the knowledge of
MSDs prevention, it is likely that they will not pay especial attention to or recognize any
strain problems that their employees are facing; when they have certain level of awareness
on the issue, the employers can provide correct information and appropriate support
measures to prevent their employees from suffering from work-related MSDs.
The employers have the equally important role as the government. The reason is that
employers have the most direct influence on employees' occupational health and
safety. Employers have the obligations to ensure the health and safety of employees at
workplaces. Thus, they should be aware of the workflow of their enterprises, the potential
hazards and risks, and adopt different measures to prevent employees from developing
symptoms of MSDs. Common examples of the measures include provision of suitable
equipment for employees, formulation of different work arrangements, or arrangements
for rest breaks. In addition, although the government has provided information related to
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work injury to the general public, the information may not meet the needs of enterprises
in different industries or different types of work. Employers should therefore screen and
provide employees with preventive information that fit the actual situation in their business.
A report from EU-OSHA stated that if enterprises are willing to provide more preventive
measures for their employees (for example increasing from 1-3 to 5-6 measures), it can
greatly reduce the occurrence of work-related MSDs by 20%.
In a good enterprise in which employers develop control measures for employees,
communication between employers and employees is equally important. The benign
communication between the two parties allows each other to understand the ideas and
jointly seek solutions. For example, employers can encourage employees to actively
participate and express their opinions, or express their views with employees in groups,
and then discuss solutions together to achieve a win-win situation4. At last, employees
themselves should also understand and face up to the harm of poor working methods
and postures, and ensure that they follow and take various measures or use equipment
that help prevent MSDs at workplace to avoid body strains and discomfort. If employees
discover any problem at the workplace or from the work procedures that could potentially
lead to development of MSDs, they should take the initiative to discuss with their employers
the appropriate actions to prevent problems before they occur.
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Prevention

A Findings Summary of
Hong Kong Frontline Workers
on the Current Precautionary Measures
for Heat Illness and
How They Are Supported
The average temperature in Hong Kong continues to rise. In 2018 and
2019, the Observatory issued 24 and 30 Very Hot Weather Warnings,
respectively. From 10 May 2020 (in which the first Very Hot Weather
Warning of the year was issued) to September of the year, the
Observatory already issued 23 Very Hot Weather Warnings.
In recent months in Hong Kong, there has been several incidents in which employees
were sent to hospital allegedly due to working in hot weather. According to the past
data, the hot weather in Hong Kong generally lasts until the end of September. As the
number of people working in high-temperature environments is increasing, such situation
is expected to happen again. Hence, the Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) of
employees working in hot environments are very noteworthy. Since Coronavirus Disease
2019 (COVID-19) began raging across the globe at the beginning of the year, Hong Kong
people have had to wear surgical masks every day to reduce the risk of infection. Yet,
wearing a mask has placed a burden on the frontline workers who have already suffered
from heat stress in hot work environment. Consequently, heatstroke and other heat
illnesses may happen to them at any time due to exceedingly high body temperature.
In order to understand the current situation of Hong Kong frontline workers working in
hot environment, how they are supported, and their understanding of heat illnesses, the
Centre cooperated with the Federation of Hong Kong and Kowloon Labour Unions (FLU)
during the period of 13-31 July 2020 to conduct a survey of the FLU members who are
currently engaged in various industries by gathering data through “online questionnaire”.
In this survey, 170 online questionnaires from the frontline workers were collected. Based
on the findings of the questionnaire survey, the Centre and the FLU provide government
authorities and the community with more data to reflect the actual situation of the
industries, so as to propose targeted prevention and improvement suggestions to help
the workers engaging work in hot environment and to raise public awareness of the
related issues. The following is a summary of the discussion and recommendations of the
survey report:
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Findings and Key Points of Recommendations:
1. Frontline workers are faced with a variety of heat stress factors,
but lack of support
According to the survey, most of the frontline workers whose daily work involves the
provision of services/ technical/ manual labor were prone to a number of heat stress
factors, including the facts that: 1) they have to work near a heat source in poorlyventilated spaces or work under direct sunlight without heat insulation equipment/
ventilation equipment / sun shading; 2) they lift heavy objects without mechanical aids;
3) they have to work in poorly-designed uniforms and workwear etc. Such situations
highlight that the employers and management have failed to follow the requirements of
the Occupational Safety and Health Legislation and have ignored the risk of heat stress to
the workers in that they fail to provide employees with preventive and protective measures
against heart stress.
In this connection, we recommend that employers, management and occupiers of
premises should actively provide more targeted support for their employees and
outsourced workers who have to work in a hot environment. For example, they should
install heat shield, sun shading, fans / blowers, ventilation, mechanical aids and others
equipment to block heat sources, improve environmental cooling and reduce the
excessive body temperature caused by labor etc. They also should regularly evaluate and
continuously improve the preventive effect of these equipment. As far as the uniforms
and workwears provided by the institution are concerned, their design must consider
heat stress factors. They should be designed to possess characteristics including sweat
absorption, quick drying, comfortable freshness, light colored, UV-resistance, and
looseness. Having regard to the changeable environment and sudden heat stress, we
encourage employers and management in various industries to formulate and provide
special arrangements for their employees as soon as possible. They should increase the
duration of rest breaks, adopt flexible work scheduling, and even permit the employees to
temporarily stop working to avoid prolonged working in a hot environment so as to lower
the employees’ occurrence of heat illness caused by excessive body temperature.
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2. There is no risk assessment for most of the occupations which are
associated with hot work environment, and there is no thermohygrometer in the workplaces to monitor the environment
Since the existing "Risk Assessment for the Prevention of
Heat Stroke at Work" published by the Labour Department is
only a guideline, employers have the right to decide whether
to conduct a risk assessment for work that is associated
with hot environments. Only less than a quarter (24%) of the
respondents from our survey have clearly stated that their
employers have conducted a risk assessment for their hot work
environment before working time. Those employees without
workplace risk assessment were unable to prepare early for the risks they may face at
work; they have to improvise in many instances. Moreover, the respondents also stated
that there were thermo-hygrometers in only a few workplaces to measure the actual
temperature and humidity of the work environment. As the weather information obtained
from the Observatory or other channels may be significantly different to that of the
actual conditions of the frontline workers’ workplace, such information cannot serve as a
reference and it therefore greatly increases their risk of suffering from heat illnesses.
In this regard, we urge the authorities to refer to the requirements of The Management
of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 from the United Kingdom and other
local occupational safety and health laws in Hong Kong, accepted the "risk assessment
of heat stress" as a statutory risk assessment as soon as possible, and develop Heat
Index Calculator (to which warning labels and suggestions for prevention are affixed)
for employers, management, frontline workers, and even the public. Through systematic
occupational safety and health procedures and measures, they can be aware of
the hazards and impose targeted controls before work that is associated with hot
environments commences. Meanwhile, we recommend that all employers should provide
portable thermo-hygrometer for employees working in hot environments, so that the
frontline workers can immediately know the ambient temperature and humidity and then
convert the data into heat index in order to understand their own risk level of heat stress
and take corresponding preventive measures. Owners/ occupiers of premises should also
install thermo-hygrometers in the workplaces that are prone to heat factors. In this way,
they can measure and monitor the actual environmental conditions within the premises
more effectively. The quantitative reference materials gathered can help them to make
various measures that help alleviate the heat stress factors in the workplaces.
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3. Employers/ supervisors did not arrange rest breaks for frontline
workers, and some even have to work continuously without rest
The survey shows that only less than 10% of the respondents were provided rest breaks
by their employers/ supervisors during the working time. The remaining has to make their
own arrangement on the rest breaks or is even prohibited from taking a break for “being
afraid of complaints from customers". They are risky to continuously accumulating and
deteriorating heat of metabolism due to continuous physical work. This not only increases
the risk of developing heat illness, but also causes accidents due to physical and mental
fatigue.
We recommend that the Department of Labor should refer to "Working Hour Standards
for High Temperature Operation Workers" in Taiwan as soon as possible so that it can
establish objectively and prospectively the work arrangements and rest time ratios for
high temperature operation frontline workers; at the same time, the authorities concerned
should refer to the guidelines from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention of the
United States (US-CDC) and the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health
of the United States (NIOSH), which require employers to include an Acclimatization
Plan of employee in the arrangement for working hours in high temperature operation.
Consequently, proper administrative arrangements can prevent employees who are
excessively engaged in high temperature operation from illness.

4. Frontline workers were not provided with information on
prevention of heat illnesses, or the information received was not
comprehensive
The survey results suggest that more than half of the respondents (52%) had never
received information on occupational safety and health prevention related to heat illness
from their employers in the past. Although some respondents were provided relevant
information, it just sets out simple preventive measures
for heat illnesses. Most of the respondents have little
knowledge of the symptoms and emergency treatment of
different heat illnesses because they have never come to
know relevant information. It is often difficult for them to

information

recognize the signs of heat illness at the earliest stage.
In case there is problem, they probably adopt wrong
measures.
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In our opionion, the content of preventive education and publicity materials should not
only include the simple prevention methods that is currently set out in many cases,
these should also add more other topics of heat illnesses. For example, according
to the guidelines of the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare of Japan, the teaching
content include early symptoms, causes, urgent care, risk assessment techniques for
hot environment, and case study of heat illness etc. As the authorities concerned and
a statutory body respectively, the Labour Department and the Occupational Safety and
Health Council should give more support to society and employers in various industries.
They should also establish special committees to make preliminary arrangements and
reviews for publicity strategies of heat illness in hot weather so that it can benefit all
frontline workers, their employers and management as a whole.

Conclusion
The survey helps the community to have a better understanding of the current stress of
Hong Kong high temperature operation frontline workers and occupational health and
safety support. Its results will serve as references for the relevant policy makers to improve
policies of occupational health in the future. Moreover, it is expected that the survey will
help employers in Hong Kong to understand the importance and role of frontline workers
in the continuous improvement process of overall occupational health.
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Rehabilitation

How Can Injured Workers
Prepare to Return to Work
During the Pandemic?
The 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) raged around the globe in 2020. It
has been more than eight months since the first confirmed case appeared in
Hong Kong in January. The total number of confirmed cases of COVID-19 exceed
5,000. There have long been volatile outbreaks in Hong Kong in the past ten months,
there were three waves of the pandemic in which the third is by far the most serious
with more than 100 confirmed cases every day. Within only two months, almost
4,000 cases were confirmed, and more than 100 died. The Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region Government has also tightened disease prevention measures
from time to time in response to the development of the pandemic. For example,
suspension of face-to-face teaching, closure of the specific premises, reducing
opening hours of restaurants and restaurant seating cap. According to the latest
statistics on labour force released by the Census and Statistics Department in
September, the seasonally adjusted unemployment rate from June to August 2020
was 6.1%. The current pandemic has dealt blow to various industries in Hong Kong.
The industries that bear the brunt of the blow include the retail industry, tourism and
related industries, and the catering industry.

During the pandemic, injured workers experienced different
difficulties, including:
 Frequent changes of the date of medical clearance for injured workers
Since the beginning of the year, the pandemic has
lasted for more than half a year. During the three waves
of the pandemic, the government adopted work-fromhome arrangements for civil servants and sustained
only basic and limited public services. The Labour
Department, which is responsible for the arrangement
of assessment on the loss of earning capacity of injured
workers, also cancelled the originally scheduled dates for the assessment due to the
pandemic. Some workers received notifications from the Labour Department through
mobile phone SMS messages that the appointment for medical clearance have to
postpone. Some workers felt helpless when their assessment dates were postponed
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again and again that the exact date could never be confirmed. As the procedure
for medical clearance has not completed, it also directly or indirectly affected the
schedule and plan for the workers to return to work.

 Difficulties with enrolling for retraining courses
Due to the repeated delays of the medical clearance appointment, some injured
workers hoped to make good use of their time and enroll for courses during this
waiting period to prepare themselves for seeking jobs in the future. Regrettably, many
institutions stopped offering face-to-face courses due to the pandemic. Workers felt
helpless that they could not enroll for the retraining courses. Some training institutions
resumed face-to-face courses from May to June 2020. Yet, when the third wave of the
pandemic hit in early July, the face-to-face classes were suspended again. Likewise,
the Centre offered online learning courses for injured workers so that they can
attend classes at home and make themselves more marketable. Nevertheless, online
learning also poses difficulties for older injured workers. For example, some of them
do not have computer equipment, others do not have access to internet at home, or
have difficulty to learn to install and use online video software.

 Deteriorating job market
Impacted by the outbreak of the social unrest in June last year, the job market
has gradually deteriorated. Coupled with the sudden outbreak of the pandemic,
the unemployment rate in Hong Kong has risen to 6.1% (the unemployment rate
has been the worst since SARS). Although some injured workers have enrolled for
retraining courses, they still encountered many difficulties in finding a job because
many employers suspended recruitment. It takes lengthy time for many workers to
find a job and some even could not find a job they like. This severely affected the
livelihoods of injured workers.

How should injured workers prepare to return to work?
 They should actively seek jobs and communicate with family members
The circumstances of changes in the social environment and the deterioration of the
job market may last for a certain period of time. During the pandemic, workers should
take sanitation and disease prevention measures seriously, learn step by step how
to adapt to life under the pandemic, and attempt to return to normal work and life.
The injured workers should actively seek new jobs and also cherish job opportunities.
Perhaps they cannot find the most desirable job immediately, but if they find an
alternative job, they might consider accepting the job after taking the physical fitness
requirements into account, so as to alleviate the family’s financial needs and gradually
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return to work in the society. On the other hand, the
workers can also discuss with their families how to
face difficulties in such difficult times in terms of work
coordination and arrangement for domestic expenses.

 They should make themselves more marketable
and seek recruitment support network
Injured workers may encounter different difficulties in seeking new jobs, such as
pain problems, physical limitations or job choices. Some workers lack confidence
in changing jobs and lack relevant job information. These workers can consider
enrolling for retraining courses to make themselves more marketable and find
recruitment support network. The Centre has provided employment support services
for injured workers for many years. Not only the Centre provides training courses,
it also helps workers to find job. During the pandemic, the Centre also actively
contacted employers to provide employment referrals for the workers to increase their
opportunity of employment. There is limitation and concern for the Centre to provide
face-to-face courses during the pandemic, but we are ready to try new services
under the new normal – to provide
online learning services and to help the
workers learn to use online learning
software, so that they can continue to
prepare for themselves even though
they are at home.
Hong Kong is being affected by the
macro environment. It is expected
that the pandemic, employment and
economic issues will continue to be
prominent for a certain time. Injured
workers should slowly adapt to the
changes, seize oppor tunities, and
prepare for returning to work.
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Organizer:

Sponsor:

香港建造業總工會

H K C I E G U

The Prevention of Pneumoconiosis Campaign
Following the start of major transportation and infrastructure projects, old buildings maintenance, renovation and
clearance projects increased significantly. Yet, if appropriate occupational health and safety preventive measures
are not adopted and followed during work, frontline construction workers would be prone to occupational health
hazards, resulting in injuries and occupational diseases.
In order to increase awareness in pneumoconiosis (including silicosis and asbestosis) among frontline workers, the
Hong Kong Workers’ Health Centre and Hong Kong Construction Industry Employees General Union are conducting
health promotion campaigns in different districts under the support of Pneumoconiosis Compensation Fund Board.
Details are as follows:

Campaign Period:

Activitiesetails:

Target:

• Health Talk on Pneumoconiosis Prevention

1 January 2020 – 31 December 2020

• “Pneumoconiosis Prevention and Promotion
Ambassadors” Training Workshop

• Employed persons at construction sites, building
maintenance, renovation and clearance works,
inclusive of current workers and apprentices
• Tenants or households who are planning for building
maintenance, renovation and clearance works; and,
workers and contractors of relevant services

• Roadshows at the Workers Registration Service
Centre and Construction Sites
• Case Referral Service for Pneumoconiosis Sufferers

To promote occupational health and safety (OHS) culture and reduce occupational injuries among NGOs
in Hong Kong, we are now running a project under the Jockey Club Charities Trust which offers a series of
OHS consultancy and promotion services. The project consists of 2 phases:

Phase I
Objectives

Phase II

To increase employees’ participation, To train up internal OHS ambassadors for
knowledge and awareness on OHS issues participating organizations
• Workplace environment inspection and • OHS Ambassadors Courses with minimum
assessment
9 hours of training and teaching

Details

Fees

• OHS training with industry-specific topics • Experience sharing sessions
• Set up internal OHS Committee

• Professional seminars

• Consultancy and follow-up

** Certificates will be delivered to participants who
accomplishes all the components of the project

Free of charge (Fees will be waived upon completion of all components in the project)
For enquiries, please contact us at 2725 3996 or via email at info@hkwhc.org.hk.

