The Role of an OT as an Ergonomics Consultant
An interesting role is emerging for OTs to make a contribution and often they have their own business with low overheads.  This is the role of an Ergonomics Consultant.  There are various services offered by an OT doing ergonomics consulting:
· Individual workstation evaluation. 
· Company wide workstation evaluations and ergonomics programs design.
· Company wide assessments of production processes. 
· Screenings or symptom questionnaires to assess the effectiveness of the 

ergonomics program over time.
· Presentations to management of results of an ergonomic audit and recommended 
changes to furniture, equipment, processes or worker habits.

· Education of employees in prevention of work related injuries / train the trainer 

   education for supervisors and safety committee members.

How can an OT get started in this field?  Most OTs began by working in hand therapy and return to work programs or work hardening programs.  As part of their treatment they found it necessary to assess their patient’s work place and recommend changes to set up and to work habits.
Getting more requests for this work comes next.  As one begins doing onsite visits, you learn how to communicate with supervisors, managers and the safety team.  Sometimes after doing an individual workstation assessment, a business owner or manager will ask for his whole company or a department to be assessed.  This may be from 15 in a small office to 60 in a large office or manufacture site.
How does a Company wide program develop?  The manager will take the OT on a tour of the offices or manufacture site describing the various jobs and giving the OT an idea of the type of furniture, equipment and job tasks done.  The OT then is given a list of employees or processes to assess. Over several days the OT will assess each workstation and each manufacturing process.  Office workstations evaluations usually take half an hour each and manufacturing evaluations an hour each.
How are office workstations assessed?  Always begin by assessing the fit of the chair when assessing office workstations.  Record measurements of chair height, width, arm rest height.  When the person has adjusted their chair so their feet are comfortably supported on the floor, then bring the keyboard and mouse into the correct position.  Check the height and distance of the monitor.  Check that all frequently used items are within near reach and less frequently used are at far reach.  Teach 6 simple stretches to do every half hour.  Teach some principles of healthy work habits for typing, “mousing” and other tasks.
The OT checks for the 5 risk factors and suggest changes in the following: 

· Repetitive motion 

· Static loading or Sustained Exertions

· Awkward postures

· Mechanical Contact Stress

· Force

OTs can also assess workstations other than offices.  When assessing manufacturing, packaging or other processes which are not office workstations, the same risk factors are looked at.  Each employee is questioned about symptoms, previous injuries, tools which are awkward or postures that he finds causes him discomfort.  Each employee is observed doing as many of his daily or occasional job tasks as possible.  Taking photos, with the company’s permission, is helpful to use in feedback presentations and reports. 

It important to learn as you go.  Extending your experience and services to other industries which are at high risk of injury will involve some research or communicating with other OTs in this field.  Grocery store workers, skilled nursing staff, saw mill workers, carpet installers, luggage movers at airports are some of the high risk industries that have been identified by the Department of Labor and Industries that should implement an ergonomics program.  There are many opportunities for OTs to get involved in and helping industries to educate their work force and/to prevent injuries. 

Taking a continuing education course is important to learn the skills needed.  Courses on ergonomics are offered by most state Department of Labor and Industries or an AOTA recommended course is helpful to learn the basics.   Continuing education courses are also offered by NIOSH Education Resource Centers.  In the northwest:


Northwest Center for Occupational Health and Safety


Department of Environmental Health


University of Washington


4225 Roosevelt Way NE, Suite 100


Seattle, WA 98105-6099  Tel: (800) 326-7568


http://depts.washington.edu/envhlth/conted/osha/
A list of private consultants can be obtained from:


Human Factors and Ergonomics Society


PO Box 1369


Santa Monica, CA 90406-1369


Tel: (310) 394-1811  http://hfes.org/
You can also find certified professional ergonomists at the web site for the Board of Certification in Professional Ergonomics (BCPE):  http://www/bcpe.org/
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