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Introduction
The security of our food system depends on the 
well-being of our workers. From growers and 
processors to distributors and retailers, every link 
in our food supply chain relies on having healthy 
workers show up to do their jobs. When grocery 
store workers were recognized as essential to this 
intricate system, it became apparent that a better 
understanding of the risks they face and how to 
mitigate them was needed.  

Workplace Safety & Prevention Services (WSPS) 
collaborated with some of Ontario’s largest grocery 
stores to conduct risk assessment and root-cause 
analysis workshops. Worker and management 
representatives from this sector leveraged their 
collective experience to determine the greatest risks 
to grocery store workers. They identified exposure 
to musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) from handling 
product as the top risk affecting their sector. 

Whether unloading deliveries, stocking shelves, or 
moving items through the checkout, most of a what 
a grocery store worker does during a shift involves 
manually handling product. The group recognized 
that the repetitive nature of these daily tasks as 
well as the force and postures required for the 
movements puts workers at risk of developing an 
MSD, which aligns with injury statistics. According 
to data from the Workplace Safety and Insurance 
Board (WSIB), MSDs are one of the top contributors 
to lost-time injuries in the grocery sector.

“This can put an immense strain on the grocery 
sector because employers depend directly on 
workers being present at work and fully able to 
complete their tasks for the store to be successful,” 
said Laura Veldhuyzen, Specialized Consultant in 
Ergonomics with WSPS. “When workers are not 
able to attend work, employers are left to fill the 
gap by assigning additional or extended shifts to 
healthy workers, requiring supervisors to cover 
worker tasks, or running the store short-handed, all 
of which can adversely affect the workers.”

MSDs are injuries of 
the muscles, nerves, 
tendons, joints, cartilage, 
and spinal discs. 
Symptoms include pain, 
tingling, and numbness 
in the back, neck, wrists, 
shoulders, and knees. 
MSD injuries can be 
caused by a specific 
incident; however, more 
often they occur slowly 
as workers are exposed 
to hazards repeatedly 
over time.
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Long-term Effects  
and Pain Management
 
“MSDs can be debilitating and life-altering injuries. 
They can permanently affect a person’s ability to 
work and complete daily personal tasks,” said Laura. 
One challenge in preventing MSDs is that they often 
develop gradually, so people do not always realize 
when the damage is being done. 

“Even though MSDs are discussed at work, I think 
many employees, especially younger workers, don’t 
think about how an injury could affect them in the 
future. They feel invincible,” said Kathleen Couto, 
Store Manager at Sobeys. Kathleen participated in 
both the risk assessment and root-cause analysis 
workshops. She believes that most grocery store 
workers do not think about their risk of developing 
an MSD until it is too late. 

“My co-workers and I mostly think about the 
obvious hazards that we can easily recognize, 
such as a sharp blade that could cut our hand or 
water on the floor that could cause a slip and fall. 
We do not often think about MSDs,” says Brittany 
Marchese, a worker representative from Sobeys. 
Brittany also participated in both workshops. 

“I don’t think many grocery store workers have a 
good understanding of how MSDs could negatively 
impact their lives in the future, particularly the 
younger workers,” says Brittany. “We are taught 
proper lifting techniques, but we are not necessarily 
aware of the severity of the consequences if those 
techniques are not followed. We don’t really see 
why it matters until we start to experience pain.”

“““Participating in this initiative 
really helped me understand 
the causes and consequences 
of MSDs. Most tasks in any 
grocery store expose workers 
to MSDs, so I’m very pleased 
that we are focusing on  
these hazards.”  
 
—Penny Neice, Worker Representative,        	
   Metro

Laura agrees that workers need to have a better 
understanding of MSDs in order to recognize 
the risks. “The majority of workers do not know 
what may cause an MSD within their tasks. And, 
with MSDs typically being a delayed-onset injury, 
workers need to know how to prevent these injuries 
before they begin to experience the signs and 
symptoms,” said Laura.

Once a worker starts to feel pain, it usually means 
the injury has already occurred. When identified 
early and treated, workers have a good chance of 
fully recovering. However, without intervention, 
long-term symptoms such as chronic pain and 
limited mobility can set in. It has become common 
for workers in these situations to use pain 
medication in order to cope with the pain and 
continue to perform their job tasks. In fact, the 
Institute for Work and Health (IWH) delved into 
this topic to gain more insight into the link between 
workplace injuries and opioid use. Their study 
concluded that injured workers are at a higher risk 
of experiencing opioid-related harms.

http://www.iwh.on.ca/news/exploring-how-workplace-solutions-can-mitigate-opioid-harms-among-workers
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Risk Assessment Workshop
In October of 2024, worker and management 
representatives from Metro, Farm Boy, Longo’s, 
Sobeys and Whole Foods collaborated to identify 
and address the health and safety hazards that 
are harming grocery store workers. Facilitated 
by WSPS, the risk assessment workshop for the 
grocery store sector fostered candid discussion 
about how workers are getting hurt and pinpointed 
the top ten risks that need to be addressed. 

“When we bring together front-line workers 
from various companies, it really highlights the 
commonalities they share and helps everyone 
work as a team towards the same goal,” said 
Melissa Morin, Health and Safety Consultant with 
WSPS. Melissa facilitated the workshops. She was 
encouraged by the engagement and enthusiasm of 
everyone in the room. “The people in the room were 
so passionate and really understood what we were 
there to do,” she said. The participants came to 
the table with 36 hazardous events that, from their 
perspective, were harming grocery store workers. 
Through in-depth discussion, they narrowed down 
the list to the top ten.

Brittany Marchese, the Sobeys worker 
representative, found the workshop environment 
to be fun and educational. “It was a very engaging 
environment, and it was great to be part of the 
conversation,” she said. 

Participating as a management representative for 
Sobeys, Kathleen Couto reflected on how she and 
Brittany can use the information gathered from the 
discussion. “The greatest value in participating was 
the insight gained from listening,” said Kathleen. 
“When it comes to MSDs, I believe that we can 
do a better job of bringing ongoing awareness to 
the hazards and going beyond the initial training 
employees receive when they are first onboarded.” 
Brittany added that a lot of the information they 
brought back to their workplace surprised many of 
the employees. 

Slips and trips were second to MSDs from handling 
product on the list of the top ten risks for the 
grocery store workers. Lacerations from working 
with equipment came third. Workplace stress 
leading to mental harm and workplace harassment 
were fourth and fifth on the list. Struck-by hazards 
and falls were sixth and seventh. Workplace 
violence related to rising crime came in at number 
eight. Slips from ice build-up near freezers and 
lacerations from hand tools finished off the list in 
the ninth and tenth spots.

“““I think it is a great idea to hear 
directly from people working 
in grocery retail as they are 
better equipped to highlight the 
challenges they face. Having 
worker representatives participate 
in the workshop was ideal, and I 
really appreciated their input.” 
—Lou Della Rovere, Manager, 
   Health & Safety – GTA, Metro

“““This was a great experience. The 
facilitation team was excellent and 
all of the participants were highly 
engaged. I felt very comfortable 
with sharing my experience and 
hearing the experiences of others.” 
—Andrew Peeters, Health & Safety   		
   Specialist – GTA & SWO, Farm Boy

The Ministry of Labour, Immigration, 
Training, and Skills Development’s 
(MLITSD) risk assessment and root-
cause analysis workshops provide 
a transparent and collaborative 
approach to tackling occupational 
health and safety issues. 

This proven methodology focuses 
on leading indicators, rather than 
lagging indicators, and leverages 
the knowledge and insights of 
front-line workers and managers. 
It involves two workshops: the 
first focuses on a risk assessment 
to identify high-risk events. The 
second focuses on isolating 
the root causes of a selected 
high-risk event and generating 
recommended actions.
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TO
P

 10Top 10 Risks Identified 
The top ten risks that were identified for for the grocery store sector 
are listed below.  
 

1    Musculoskeletal disorders from handling product

2 	 Slips, trips (general) 

3 	 Lacerations from equipment (deli slicer, band saw, bread slicer, etc.)

4 	 Workplace stress leading to mental harm

5 	 Workplace harassment 

6 	 Struck-by products (back room, receiving) 

7 	 Fall from ladder (A-frame, extension, 3-step)  

8 	 Workplace violence (assault, robbery)   

9 	 Slip, fall from continuous ice build up from freezers

10 	 Lacerations from hand tools (knives, box cutters, shears, etc.)

“ “
“It was a very interactive process and provided a safe 
place to say anything, with no judgement. It’s so much 
more productive and engaging than a lecture. It was 
interesting to get the MLITSD representative’s thoughts 
and perspectives on certain ideas.” 
—Brittany Marchese, Sobeys worker representative 
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Root-Cause Analysis 
Workshop 
Once the top ten risks were identified, the next step 
was to isolate one risk and complete a root-cause 
analysis to determine the primary causal factors 
that lead to that risk. In this case, the risk statement 
chosen for the two-day root-cause analysis 
workshop was related to the top risk of MSDs—
exposure to MSDs, such as heavy lifting, repetitive 
motion and awkward postures from manually 
handling products can negatively impact workplace 
safety and the well-being of workers. 

At the end of the first day, 35 primary causal factors 
had been identified using a fishbone diagram.  The 
workshop participants were then asked to rate the 
level of importance of each factor on a scale of 
1 to 7, with 1 indicating the least important and 7 
indicating the most important. When the rating was 
complete, inadequate training was confirmed with 
consensus among the worker and management 
representatives as the top primary causal factor 
leading to MSDs among grocery store workers.

“There seemed to be an understanding that what 
many employers are doing now is providing 
awareness regarding MSDs. However, awareness 
is not training,” Melissa explained, providing some 
context. “Training is a demonstrated method where 
I show you, you show me, and we show together.”

Poor workstation design/layout was the second 
primary causal factor on the list. Poor technique 
was third. “Poor technique could be related to 
inadequate training,” said Melissa. “It comes back to 
the idea of going beyond awareness. Workers need 
specific training on how to safely perform a task so 
that they know the proper technique, along with an 
understanding of what it could mean for their daily 
lives if they develop an MSD injury.”

“ ““It is so interesting to see the fishbone come to life, 
how ideas connect. The probing from the support team 
was very effective at guiding the process, without 
telling us what to discuss. It was great feeding off ideas 
from people who work in the same sector but share 
different perspectives.” 
—Kathleen Couto, Sobeys, Store Manager
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RISK STATEMENT 

Exposure to MSDs, such 
as heavy lifting, repetitive 
motion and awkward postures 
from manually handling 
products can negatively 
impact workplace safety 
and the well-being of workers.

“ ““Would not change the 
format. I loved hearing others’ 
thoughts and perspectives. I 
particularly liked seeing the 
standard deviation and how 
the rest of the cohort voted for 
some context. Like the NBA 
All-Stars, we are competitors 
on the same team.” 
—Marc Yuill, Director of Occupational   		
   Health and Safety at Farm Boy

RANK CATEGORY PRIMARY CAUSAL FACTOR WORKSHOP  
AVG

WORKSHOP 
STANDARD 
DEVIATION 

1 Process Inadequate training 7.00 0.00

2 Environment Poor workstation design/layout 6.67 0.52

3 People Poor technique 6.00 0.63

4 Culture Lack of effective supervision 6.00 0.63

5 Measures Lack of evaluation and effectiveness  
of training 6.00 0.89

6 Environment Lack of storage capacity 6.00 0.89

7 People Fatigue 6.00 1.10

8 Process Inadequate/lack of safe work practices 5.83 0.41

9 Tools & Machines Inadequate use of/failure to use equipment 5.83 0.41

10 Culture Inadequate staffing  5.83 0.75

Top Primary Causal Factors
The top ten primary causal factors that were identified for the grocery store sector are listed below with their 
rankings. The scale was from 1 to 7, with 1 indicating least important and 7 indicating the most important.
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“ ““The collaborative brainstorming 
was a high point for me. You can 
really see how the information 
all comes together on the 
second day. The process is 
a very effective one.” 
—Marrianne Prestado, 
   Farm Boy worker representative

Informed Discussion led 
to Targeted Solutions
The second day of the root-cause analysis 
workshop focused on brainstorming solutions. 
The group generated more than 200 possible 
controls and solutions to reduce the risk of MSDs 
from handling product, many of them centred  
around training. 

Melissa was inspired by the energy of the workshop 
participants who seemed determined to make 
a difference. “It’s so important for us to listen to 
front-line workers and find out what they need to 
be successful,” she said. “We may be the experts in 
health and safety, but they are the experts in their 
business. They know what will actually make 
a difference in their day-to-day work,” she said.

Lisa Hooper, Ontario MLITSD Provincial Ergonomist, 
was also in the room to gain insight into how MSDs 
are affecting grocery store workers on a day-to-
day basis. “I think what impressed me most was the 
group’s understanding of the multifactorial nature 
of MSDs, recognizing the influence of organizational 
factors like ordering practices and worker allocation 
to tasks, along with the physical factors like the size 
of storage areas or the height of inbound pallets. 
Their understanding really showed in the breadth 
of the recommendations they produced,” said Lisa.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR ACTION 
The following top five recommendations 
were proposed by the group.

1.	 Training and Awareness— 
Develop training that covers both 
theory and hands-on practice for 
specific industry tasks, with visuals 
and videos to aid learning. Mandate 
MSD awareness for workers and 
supervisors (similar to the MLITSD 
Basic OHS Awareness in 4 or  
5 Steps).

2.	 Resource—Develop cost-benefit 
analysis for MSD interventions.  
Link to health and safety system 
incentives.

3.	 Enforcement—Link MLITSD orders 
related to MSD hazards with free 
HSA resources.

4.	 Standard—Establish clear standards 
on manual material handling that  
are simple to understand.

5.	 Checklist—Create a checklist to 
evaluate MSD hazards tailored to 
specific industry tasks.

Conclusion 
The risk assessment and root cause analysis 
workshops for the grocery store sector provided 
a clear path forward to reduce risk exposure to 
MSD hazards from handling product. WSPS and 
Ontario’s prevention system partners will harness 
the knowledge gained from this initiative to help 
grocery stores cultivate safer workplaces, closing 
the loop from farm to table for Ontario’s food and 
beverage industry. 

Mandatory MSD training that covers both theory 
and hands-on practice for specific industry tasks 
was one of the top five recommended solutions. 
“Mandated training is a great starting point to 
begin to address MSDs for the grocery sector, as 
well as workplaces in all sectors. Supervisors and 
employers should reinforce the training’s content 
through continued and ongoing conversation and 
lean on relevant learning opportunities as they 
arise,” said Laura Veldhuyzen, Specialized Health 
and Safety Consultant in Ergonomics with WSPS.
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Lisa Hooper, Ontario MLITSD Provincial Ergonomist, 
emphasized the fact that we need to go 
beyond training to truly have an impact on MSD 
incidence. “For MSDs, a more holistic approach 
that examines the organizational, physical and 
cognitive contributing factors and integrates MSD 
prevention into the health and safety system at the 
organization is key,” she said.

As workshop facilitator, Melissa noted that there 
may be opportunity for some quick wins. “One 
thing that became evident when listening to the 
participants was that some of the solutions they 
suggested may already exist, such as checklists 
and videos. So, in some cases, it may be more 
about getting the right resources to workers and 
employers rather than starting to create something 
new,” said Melissa. 

WSPS will perform a comprehensive gap 
analysis to assess current resources compared 
to the workshop recommendations. They will 
work directly with grocery stores of all sizes to 
disseminate this valuable information and provide 
them with the tools they need to prevent injury 
and protect the physical and mental health of  
all employees.

“ ““I loved having an ergonomist in 
the room with us, challenging us 
to think outside the box, asking 
questions. It made us think 
differently about how we work.” 
—Penny Niece,  
   Metro Worker Representative
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