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Exposure to musculoskeletal disorder (MSD)
hazards was identified as the top risk facing
workers in the food and beverage wholesale
distribution industry. This was the result of frontline
worker and management representatives sharing
real-world data and firsthand experiences in a risk
assessment workshop facilitated by Workplace
Safety & Prevention Services (WSPS).

This top ranking by workshop participants is
supported by evidence from the Workplace Safety
and Insurance Board (WSIB) injury data from 2020
and 2021. During those years, the most common
reported lost-time injury (LTI) in the food and
beverage wholesale distribution industry was due
to overexertion—especially while lifting, pulling,
and pushing. These are all tasks related to manual
material handling.

Don Patten, Specialized Consultant (Ergonomics)
explains that the negative impact an MSD has on

a worker’s life goes far beyond aches and pains.
“MSDs cause pain and discomfort in the affected
area (e.g., knees, back, shoulders), making it difficult
to perform basic tasks,” says Patten. “This leads to
decreased productivity at work or absences, as well
as a reduced quality of life outside of work.”

When identified early and treated, workers have

a much better chance of recovering from an MSD.
However, the longer the injury lingers without
treatment and without adjustments made to the
work environment, the likelihood of an injured
worker getting back to full capacity diminishes.
“Long-term effects include chronic pain and
permanent damage to muscles, tendons, and nerves
which can lead to long-term disability,” says Patten.
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MSDs are injuries of the
muscles, nerves, tendons,
ligaments, joints, cartilage,
and spinal discs with
symptoms including pain,
tingling, and numbness.
MSDs can be caused by a

specific incident such as
lifting something too heavy;
however, more often they
occur slowly as workers

are exposed to hazards
repeatedly over time.

“Participating in this
workshop expanded my
perspective, encouraging me
to consider issues beyond
the local context. It gave me
insight into the similarity of
the challenges that we face
in the industry.”

—Alicia Rodriguez Boularte,

SHE Team Leader, Nestlé Canada Inc.
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“The workshops provided an opportunity to
view this hazard through a different lens by
understanding how similar challenges are
addressed by other organizations.”

—Mena DiFlorio and Christian Kerel, Occupational Health
and Safety, IHM Specialists, Sobeys

IMPACT OF MSDs ON MENTAL HEALTH AND PAIN MANAGEMENT

When a worker is suffering from an MSD, it can negatively impact their quality of life and mental health.
“Reduced mobility can make it challenging to engage in social activities, leading to feelings of frustration
and isolation,” says Patten. “And when your ability to work is affected, it can lead to financial stress from
loss of income and increased medical expenses. In scenarios like this, we see individuals experiencing
anxiety and depression.”

Pain management often becomes a significant issue for workers trying to cope with an MSD. For example,
when back pain prevents a worker from being able to sleep, it has a ripple effect throughout all aspects of
their life. “Constant pain sometimes becomes too much for people to bear, so they try to find a solution.
That solution is usually pain medication,” says Patten. “Suffering from an MSD has been known to lead to
dependency on painkillers such as opioids.”

It’s clear why exposure to MSD hazards from manual material handling emerged as the number-one risk
facing workers in the food and beverage wholesale distribution industry. When the same group gathered a
second time to explore root causes, the consensus was that lack of leadership commitment was the main
causal factor.

“This approach enables WSPS to champion effective preventative and proactive measures, which will
significantly enhance the health and safety resources for Ontario workers,” says Dave Mitchell, Regional
Director (Central) with WSPS. With the knowledge gained, workers, employers and other industry
stakeholders can use their expertise to collaborate on solutions.
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“The workshops helped me to think big
picture—not just focusing on my company,
but also thinking about smaller businesses
and other job tasks related to the warehouse.”
—Matthew Brown, Team Lead, Worker Representative,
Sobeys

THE PROCESS

The Ministry of Labour, Immigration, Training, and Skills Development’s risk assessment and root-cause
analysis methodology provides a transparent and collaborative approach to tackle occupational health
and safety issues. This proven approach, which has been harnessed by many sectors, 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. An equal number of worker and
management representatives from the industry are chosen to participate in the workshops.

For the risk assessment workshop, participants share the top hazards they encounter, based on their
experience. Then, the group ranks them to determine the top ten risks.

For the root-cause analysis workshop, industry participants determine the risk they want to focus on and
drill down to gain a better understanding of its causal factors. Each participant contributes their thoughts
on what is leading to the identified risk. The identified causes are then ranked in order of significance.

“By using an open, transparent, and collaborative process, we ensure that different perspectives and
viewpoints are heard,” says Rishma Brenner, a Health and Safety Consultant with WSPS and one of the
workshop facilitators. “We are getting information from the people who know the industry best because
they live and breathe it every single day.”

Once the causal factors are identified and voted on day one of the root cause analysis workshop, day two

is dedicated to collectively brainstorming solutions to address the root causes. Industry stakeholders work
collaboratively with WSPS to identify potential controls to mitigate risk to workers in the sector. The result
of the brainstorming session helps WSPS and prevention system partners to shape system-wide intervention
strategies.

“A major part of this process that cannot be overlooked, is the unique opportunity to explore potential
solutions with the firsthand perspectives from our industry experts. That’s why we spent an entire day
discussing what controls can be realistically and practically applied in their workplaces,” says Julia Lok, a
Health and Safety Consultant with WSPS and one of the workshop facilitators. “This is what shapes our final
recommendations and prevention strategies moving forward.”
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RISK ASSESSMENT WORKSHOP

When representatives from the food and beverage wholesale distribution industry gathered in September
2023, they were asked to think about what was hurting them or could potentially hurt them or make themill.
The group created a list of 55 hazards.

“We had good conversation and immediate feedback from the group, particularly when there were differing
opinions,” says Cameron Melin, a worker representative from Gordon Food Services. After an informative
discussion about each hazard on the list, the hazards were ranked, assessed, and validated.

MSD hazards related to manual material handling emerged as the number-one risk leading to injuries in the
food and beverage wholesale distribution industry. The second highest risk, as identified by the group, was
low risk perception. This refers to the idea that workers and employers either aren’t aware of or don’t fully
understand the risks they may be encountering at work. Third on the list was slips, trips, and falls, followed
by workers’ heads being struck against racking. The remainder of the list included pedestrian safety, fatigue
and stress as a risk factor, the presence of temporary workers (i.e., workers from a third-party agency),
motor vehicle incidents during the transportation of goods, moving pallets around, and powered material
handling equipment collisions with fixed structure/objects.

“This method is effective because it allows for group input, discussion, and review of industry trends and
recent incidents. It considers the larger picture of the industry,” says Monica Sohi, Health and Safety Manager
at Metro Ontario Inc. The time taken to discuss each hazard gave participants the opportunity to exchange
ideas and describe their experiences in detail.

“Very eye-opening and interesting to hear
how others in the industry work.”

—Mike Mowry, Safety Functional Lead,

Worker Representative, McCormick Canada
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TOP 10

Risks Identified

The top ten risks that were identified for the food and beverage
wholesale distribution industry are listed below.

Musculoskeletal disorders related to manual material handling
Employee behaviours related to low risk perception

Slips, trips and falls

Struck against racking

Pedestrian safety (indoor)

Fatigue and stress

Temporary workers from third-party agencies

Motor-vehicle incidents

Moving pallets in and out of racking

Powered material handling equipment collisions with fixed
structures/objects

0000000000
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ROOT CAUSE
ANALYSIS WORKSHOP

RISK STATEMENT

Exposure to musculoskeletal disorder hazards such as
heavy lifting, repetitive motion, and awkward postures
from manual material handling can have serious
unintended and adverse effects on the safety and
well-being of workers, organizational health, and the
broader community.

In January 2024, worker and management representatives from the food and beverage wholesale
distribution industry collaborated for a second time. This time the goal was to explore the root causes
behind the top risk—MSD hazards related to manual material handling.

“Involving workers in root cause analysis activities regarding occupational health and safety hazards is not
a widespread practice, which makes this a pioneering initiative within the food and beverage wholesale
distribution industry,” says Julia Lok.

At the end of the first day, 35 primary causal factors had been identified in addition to 306 underlying causal
factors. The 13 workshop participants were then asked to rate the level of importance of each primary causal
factor on a scale of 1to 7, with 1 indicating the least importance and 7 indicating the most importance.

13 35 306

Workshop Primary Underlying
Participants Causal Factors Causal Factors

Lack of leadership commitment came out as the top factor causing increased exposure to MSD hazards in
the industry. Based on his experience working with firms to improve their ergonomics, Don Patten explains
that he often sees a disconnect with senior management. “When it comes to manual material handling and
MSD prevention, it is a lack of commitment, but also often, a lack of understanding.,” says Patten.

“Companies need to commit to providing ergonomic training for manual material handling, but they also
should commit to ongoing supervisory training on MSD risk assessment and hazard recognition. Additionally,
supervisors should observe workers and correct them when needed, so proper lifting techniques become
second nature,” he says. “It’'s about designing workplaces and tasks so employees can use the techniques
they are taught in training. Ergonomics is about fitting the work environment to the worker.”
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WORKER AND MANAGEMENT CONSENSUS

It’s important to note that both the worker and management representatives ranked lack of leadership
commitment at the top of the scale (i.e., all participants ranked it at 7 on the scale).

Inadequate training came in at the number-two spot for both worker and management representatives,
again showing consensus among the group. The third most significant factor was inadequate supervision.
“There was at least 80% alignment on the top ten factors. The fact that worker and management
representatives largely agreed shows that they are in sync on many key points,” says Lok.

“It was good to hear that we are not the
only ones having these challenges. It was
eye-opening to see our differences and
similarities. | learned a lot.”

—Frank Zerafa, Worker Representative, Metro
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The top ten primary causal factors that were identified for the food and beverage wholesale distribution
industry are listed below with their rankings. The level of importance of each primary causal factor was rated
on a scale of 1to 7, with 1 indicating the least importance and 7 indicating the most importance.

RANK CATEGORY PRIMARY CAUSAL FACTOR WORAI\(,ZHOP
1 Culture Lack of leadership commitment 7.0
2 Process Inadequate training 6.83
3 Process Inadequate supervision 6.38
4 Environment Load being handled (dimensions) 6.23
5 People Improper postures 6.23
6 Environment Inadequate workplace design 6.05
7 Process Lack of management of change program 5.98
8 Measures Lack of/improper use of HIRA 5.98
9 Tools & Machines Inadequate equipment selection 5.97

10 Culture Inadequate reporting 5.97

Don Patten notes that the top three causal factors are connected, so it’s not surprising that they appear
together on the list. “Training supervisors on recognizing manual material handling techniqgues and how they
can contribute to MSDs is essential,” he explains. “Being comfortable reporting these issues to leadership is
also essential. Workers, supervisors, and leaders must work together to reduce the risks.”

“After the workshop, the facilitators met individually with each participant to go over their votes and discuss
where they differed from their cohort. Each participant was given the opportunity to change their vote, if
they wished, before the final results were compiled,” says Brenner.

The recommended solutions are also revisited during this important validation conversation to explore
any additional inputs. Once all the information was validated, the top ten primary causal factors and final
recommendations were determined.
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COLLABORATION A CATALYST FOR POSITIVE CHANGE

The contributions of the industry experts, who generously shared their time, expertise and real-world
perspectives provided guidance and direction for prevention system partners to develop effective
intervention strategies that will result in healthier, safer workplaces.

It also fostered new relationships among peers in the industry, highlighted by the positive support
experienced by all participants. The opportunity to come together for open discussion allowed for
meaningful learning and networking opportunities.

“Collaborating with my industry peers was an enriching experience,” says Mathusha Sivakumaran, Health
and Safety Specialist/HACCP Coordinator with Gordon Food Services. "Everyone who participated in the
workshops felt supported and respected by each other.”

“The workshops helped validate the
hazards we have and opened our eyes to
hazards that we may not be aware of. It
was a great learning experience for me.”
— Patrycja Galka, SHE/PLP Manager,

McCormick Canada
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The risk assessment and root cause analysis workshops for the food and beverage wholesale distribution

industry highlight a clear path towards reducing occupational health and safety risks and improving worker
health and safety. Solidifying leadership commitment to reduce exposure to MSD hazards related to manual
material handling is the direction the industry will take.

Reducing the risk of MSDs at work—and the chronic pain that often comes with these types of injuries—
will have positive outcomes that go beyond the workplace. When employees are able to fully enjoy their
lives outside of work, without the burden of managing MSD pain, their quality of life improves dramatically.
If not addressed, work-related MSDs may place further strain on community mental health and addiction

resources.

The objective of WSPS and Ontario’s prevention system partners is to harness the knowledge gained from
this initiative to help companies cultivate safer workplaces. By drawing on the insights gained from those
who are directly involved with the work, WSPS will develop tools and resources that are tailored to the
specific challenges faced in this industry, leading to better physical and mental health for Ontario workers.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

The following five recommendations were proposed

by the group.
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Consolidate trusted resources in an
easy-to-find way and enable networking
opportunities.

Develop resources and information for
supervisors and employers on industry-
specific best practices (e.g., tools,
assessment, equipment) and the cost of
MSD hazards when not controlled.

Develop industry-specific guidelines/

standards on common equipment,
workplace designs and processes
(e.g., pallet size, cube height, ordering
processes, frozen goods, perishable
goods, etc.)

. Empower workers and increase worker

participation in decision making and
solution development to enhance
workplace culture.

Increase access to incentive/rewards/
recognition on tools, assessment,
processes and equipment to highlight
the importance of MSD prevention for
the industry.
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"The insights gathered from the food and beverage wholesale distribution industry hold significant potential
for scalability across other industries dealing with MSD hazards arising from manual material handling. While
the recommendations may initially be sector-specific, many possess a similarity across sectors,” says Dave
Mitchell, Regional Director with WSPS.

Mitchell explains that it is essential to educate leaders on the importance of prioritizing safety within the
organization and understanding what is at stake when MSD hazards are not controlled. “MSDs may seem
less serious initially compared to acute injuries because of their gradual onset and less apparent immediate
consequences.”

“However, MSDs can become worse over time if not treated, leading to chronic pain and functional
limitations. If not addressed, MSDs often lead to increased claims costs for organizations and can require
the implementation of complex accommodation programs for workers in recovery.”

WSPS will perform a comprehensive gap analysis to assess current resources compared to the workshop
recommendations. The organization will work with businesses and other stakeholders to disseminate this
valuable information and provide businesses with the tools they need to protect workers’ physical and
mental health.

“l thought it was terrific - eye-opening,
enlightening. It gave great cross-sectional
viewpoints from other companies that are
basically doing the same business.”

— Scott Kittle, Ajax DC Worker Representative,

Gordon Food Services
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Workplace Safety & Prevention Services™ (WSPS)

is a not-for-profit health and safety organization in Ontario,
serving more than 174,000 member firms and 4.2 million workers
across the agricultural, manufacturing and service sectors.
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