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INDUSTRIAL/OCCUPATIONAL PHYSIOTHERAPY: 

A NEW CHALLENGE
B. M. IA H O L K O W SK I, M.C.S.P.*

"S.A. lost 29 m illion  w orking days . . . lec tu re r” .
This heading appeared  in a  C ape Tow n new spaper in 

September 1977. T he speaker was addressing delegates 
to the Institu te  o f Public  H ealth  C ongress in Cape 
Town. He stated th a t industria l safety in South  A frica, 
where 2 000  w orkers d ie annually , left “m uch to be 
desired”.

The lecturer, Dr. M. B arry, o f the  D epartm en t of 
Public H ealth  a t W itw atersrand  U n iversity , stated that 
335 000 w orkers w ere in jured  annually ; o f these 31 000 
suffered perm anent disablem ent. H e  said there  had 
been a drop  in the  death  ra te  from  4 in every 1 000 

'•vorkers in 1913 to 1,29 per thousand  in 1975. E very  
•4'ear the R epublic  lost 29 m illion w orking days, and 
the W orkm en’s C om pensation  F u n d  paid  ou t ap p ro x i­
mately R25 m illion  in com pensation , reh ab ilita tio n  and 
medical expenses. F u rth e rm o re , D r. N . S tu tterheim , 
President o f the A ssociation of Scientific and Technical 
Studies, speaking to over 500 delegates a t the N ational 
Occupational Safety A ssociation  (NO SA) convention in 
Johannesburg in A pril, 1978, stated th a t it is estim ated 
that in the cu rren t year over 250 000 people w ill be 
victims of “on the  jo b ” accidents serious enough to 
keep them off w ork  fo r at least one day. D r. S tu tterheim  
also said th a t a lthough  there  is a dow nw ard trend  in 
disabling in juries in South A frica  (a d ro p  from  4%  in 
the 1960’s to 2,3% in 1977, w hich is low er than  the 
present A m erican  figure o f 2,6% ) there  is no room  fo r 
complacency. H e said we should m ake determ ined  efforts 
to elim inate causes o f accidents. A t the  sam e conven­
tion the G enera l M anager o f N O SA  reported  that 
110 000 hands, 50 000 feet, and 40 000 eyes w ould be 
badly in jured; 32 000 m en and wom en perm anently  
maimed, several thousand so badly  h u rt th a t they  could 
never re turn  to th e ir jobs and m ore than  2 000  w orkers 
would be killed.

In the U n ited  K ingdom  13 m illion  w ork ing  days 
are lost annually  due to industria l accidents (H ayne, 
1977). T here  a re  9 0 -  100 p hysio therap ists w ork ing  in 

^industry in the B ritish Isles, o f w hom  81 belong to the 
Association o f C harte red  P hysio therap ists in Industry  

.<ACPI). T hese A C P I m em bers can be found  in m ost 
of the m ajo r industria l concerns in B rita in  and a t such 
varied locations as H eath ro w  A irp o rt, Shell C entre, 
Marks and Spencers in L ondon, A tom ic E nergy R e ­
search E stablishm ent, steel p lants, chem ical industries, 
and m any o thers (H ayne, 1976). In  add ition , H ayne 
states in his P h ysio therapy  F ellow ship  T hesis, 1976, 
“there are  th ree  m ain  functions o f the physio therap ist 
in industry: to p rov ide a fully  com prehensive trea tm en t 
service fo r the em ployees, reasonably  located in re­
lation to their place o f  w ork; to p reven t disease and 
injury, especially o f occupational o rig in ; to provide 
education and advice as necessary, re la ted  to health , 
safety and w elfare o f the em ployees. T h is can best be 
achieved by w orking in com bination  w ith the o th er 
members o f the  health  and safety  g ro u p ”.

In o rder to place the B ritish  industria l physio therap ist 
in w orld-w ide context a survey of m em ber countries
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of the W .C.P.T. was und ertak en  by H ay n e  (1973- 1976). 
In th is survey he established th a t Sweden, N orw ay and 
D enm ark  have the largest n u m b er o f industria l physio­
therapists, follow ed by H o lland , F ran ce  and G erm any. 
It is interesting to no te  th a t in th is survey in the 
B ritish  Isles m assage techn iques a re  used as p a rt of the 
norm al trea tm en t schedules o f 73% of all industria l 
physiotherapists.

In  the  D ecem ber 1977 issue of th e  Industria l P hysio ­
therapist, the new spaper o f the A .C .P .I. in B ritain , the 
ed ito r announces that “ the Sw edish P h y s io th e rap y  E rg o ­
nom ics G ro u p  (P.E .G .) has agreed to a  one-year tria l 
period  of m em bership  w ith  the  A .C .P .I. T h is  is the  first 
im p o rtan t step tow ards th e  c rea tion  o f  an  in te rn a tio n al 
Indu stria l and E rgonom ic P hy sio th e rap y , G ro u p . T he 
ed ito r also states that “ the Sw edish P .E .G - has a lready  
created  links w ith their colleagues in N orw ay , D enm ark  
and F in lan d , and in the sam e w ay th e  A .C .P .I. has 
A m erican , A ustra lian , and South  A frican  A ssociate 
m em bers w ho will hopefu lly  crea te  th e ir  ow n groups 
in the  fu ture. T he foundations a re  laid. N ow  let us all 
start b u ild in g .”

SW E D E N

T he Sw edish Physio therap ists E rgonom ics G ro u p  was 
founded  in 1973, beginning with 35 m em bers w orking 
in , v arious industries and com panies as p a rt o f  the  
O ccupational H ealth  Team . T h e  m em bersh ip  now  stands 
at 259; 30% are  em ployed by local au th o ritie s , 50% 
are  in p rivate  industries and 2 0 % are  p riv a te  p ra c ti­
tioners w ith  industria l clinics.

T he Sw edish industria l p h y sio therap ist w orks as a 
m em ber o f a  team  consisting o f a doctor, nurse , engineer, 
and secretary. T h e  m ajo rity  o f physio therap ists devote 
h a lf th e ir tim e to rou tine  trea tm en ts and the  o th er 
ha lf to shop-floor ergonom ics and ed ucation  o f  the 
em ployees.

As the norm al education  system  fo r p hysio therap ists 
in Sw eden does not deal w ith the  subject o f  ergonom ics 
and occupational health  in any deta il, th e  Sw edish 
P hysio therapy  A ssociation in con junction  w ith  the  
Sw edish E m ployers F ed era tio n  has o rgan ized  three  
courses in these subjects. T h e  courses now  ru n  fo r 
fo u r weeks spread over six m onths. E very  course has 
been over-subscribed (Cardell 1977).

D E N M A R K

In 1972 a  group  o f D anish  p h y sio therap ists esta­
blished th e ir  equivalent o f a Specific In te rest G ro u p  of 
the C hartered  Society o f Physio therapy . T h ere  a re  50 
m em bers w orking fu ll-tim e in industry  as consultants 
and tra in ing  w orkers in the  p rincip les o f ergonom ics. 
T ra in in g  courses are  availab le  a t the  T echnical U n i­
versity  o f  D enm ark.

C A N A D A

“P hysio therap ists have a  valuab le  ro le  to p lay  in the 
com m unity, beyond the  trea tm en t centre o r hosp ital,
i.e. an  on-going physical m ain tenance  or fitness p ro ­
gram m e” (Senzilet, 1977).
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Shaw (1977) in an  article  “Back in ju ry  p reven tion  in a 
hosp ital accident p reven tion  d ep artm en t” recom m ends 
a staff education  program m e in hospitals, advising 
m anagem ent on  lifting  equipm ent and serving as con­
su ltan t physio therap ists to hospitals.

F IN L A N D  /A U S T R A L IA

M cPhee (1978), an  occupational physio therap ist in 
the  O ccupational E nvironm enta l H ealth  section of the 
U niversity  o f Sydney who is involved in  research, 
teaching and consultancy, states that m uch is going on 
in F in lan d  in  occupational health  and in p a rticu la r 
occupational physio therapy, and th a t the charge 
physio therap ist a t the Institu te  o f O ccupational H ealth  
in Helsinki!- is involved in research and teaching, 
together w ith consu lta tion  work.

M cPhee has recently retu rned  fro m  a  three-m onth 
T ravelling  Fellow ship  granted  by the A ustra lian  
governm ent to U .S.A., C anada, B rita in , Scandinavia 
and E u ro p e  and expresses surp rise  a t the lack  o f 
in itiative  taken  by physio therap ists in the field of 
occupational health  and ergonom ics, bu t feels th a t the 
s ituation  in A ustra lia  is ripe  fo r the developm ent of' 
the occupational health  physio therap ist. “W e hav e”, she 
w rites, “an  upgrad ing  in the standard  of undergraduate  
tra in ing  w hich is m aking ou r therap ists m ore scientific 
in th e ir  approach , and hopefully  m ore questioning of 
the system. W ith th is questioning of course, comes 
change, and such well tra ined  graduates a re  ideal to 
w ork  in p reven tion  team s and in the research th a t is so 
badly  needed”.

Shaw (1977), a  lecturer on  safety and occupational 
health  in  A ustra lia , w rites on  the ro le o f the  physio­
th erap is t in accident preven tion , “w here the  fundam ental 
aim s o f preven tive  physio therapy  are  to develop good 
postu ral h ab its; to lay  dow n guidelines to avoid  skeletal 
and ligam entous stra ins; to develop good breath ing  
con tro l; to teach h ab its o f  general re lax a tio n ”. She 
em phasizes the  im portance of the ro le physio therap ists 
can play  in  occupational health.

E R G O N O M IC S  IN  B R IT A IN

Ergonom ics is the scientific study o f m an in re la tion  
to h is w ork , and there  a re  now  six physio therap ists in 
B rita in  w ho are  p ractising  as g raduate  ergonom ists. 
B irm ingham  U niversity  ran  a  course on  ergonom ics in 
Jan u ary  1976, a ttended by n ine  industria l physio therap ists 
from  the U n ited  K ingdom  and one fro m 1'N o rw ay . T he 
course included am ongst others, such subjects as the 
princip les o f lifting  and handling , the prob lem s of 
w orking postures, discussion of equ ipm en t design 
studies, the  physio logical techniques used in ergonom ics 
fo r the m easurem ent o f stra in  during  physical w ork 
and a  case h isto ry  as an  exam ple o f  the  in troduction  
of ergonom ics by a physio therapy  u n it in a  m an u fac ­
tu ring  com pany presented  by H ayne  (1976).

In  B rita in , industria l ergonom ics is p ractised  at three  
levels;

U niversity  research departm ent 
Industrial ergonom ics departm ent 
E rgonom ics team  com posed o f non-graduate  members 

o f the H ealth  and Safety G ro u p  including physio- 
therapists (H ayne 1976).'

In  conclusion, as M cPhee (1978) says “the situation 
in A ustra lia  is ripe  fo r the developm ent o f the occu­
pa tional physio th erap ist” . C annot the sam e be said 
ab o u t the s ituation  in South A frica?

C A N  P H Y S IO T H E R A P Y  PL A Y  A R O L E  IN  OCCU. 
P A T IO N A L  H E A L T H  IN  S.A.?

T h e  fu tu re  is full o f possib ilities and challenges. The 
involvem ent o f the South A frican  p hysio therap ist in in­
dustry , in the occupational health  team , in comm unity 
medicine, in the D epartm ent of E ducation , in the De­
p artm en t o f  L abour, in a preven tive  role, in a  consul­
tan t role, a re  all there  fo r the taking; but it is up  to 
the individual. W e m ust take the in itiative. W e must 
m ake the effort by:

form ing  a special interest group; 
organizing  w orkshops; 
com m unicating  w ith ou r colleagues; 
sharing  knowledge and in form ation ; 
in form ing  the  au tho rities o f o u r po ten tia l; 
interesting the lectu rers’ g roup  in under- an d /o r post­

graduate  tra in ing  in com m unity  m edicine, occupa­
tional health , preven tive  physio therapy  in general, 
and ergonom ics in particu lar.

I f  we can achieve all these things w e m ay well be in 
a  be tte r p osition  to ob ta in  the full recognition  o f our 
p rofession  and com m ensurate financial im provem ent 
that we have been striv ing  fo r fo r so long.

W ould any m em ber interested in  the above, o r em ­
ployed in industry, com m erce o r occupational health, 
please contact the  w riter w ith a view to  “starting  the 
ball ro lling” .
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