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INTRODUCTION
Ontario’s vehicle service and repair sector is essential 
to our economic success. It keeps Ontario’s twelve 
million registered vehicles operating safely, which 
are vital for moving people and goods throughout 
the province. It is a sector that consists of complex 
work environments with dynamic hazards ranging 
from noise and musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) to 
hazardous energy and chemical exposure. Given the 
fast-paced, ever-changing nature of this work, it is not 
surprising that it has one of the highest risk ratings in 
the service sector.

“The vehicle service and repair workforce is evolving 
to combine traditional hands-on skills with modern 
diagnostic technologies, creating a more adaptive, 
future-ready service environment,” described Melissa 
Morin, Health and Safety Consultant with Workplace 
Safety & Prevention Services (WSPS). 

“However, if nothing changes, skilled and passionate 
workers may be deterred from working in this 
sector due to unsafe conditions, which would make 
recruitment much harder. And having fewer skilled 
workers in this area would put more pressure on them 
to meet output targets and industry demand, which 
we know leads to increased injuries and illnesses.”

To prevent this from happening, worker and 
management representatives from repair, parts, 
tire, and body shops, as well as dealerships, joined 
together to gain a better understanding of what is 
harming workers, and how to protect them.

“““There are more people 
retiring from the trade 
than coming in, so we need 
to create a reality for the 
new, young workers where 
we keep the people in our 
industry safe.”
—Madison Wardle, Technician,  
Parkway Motors 
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Taking action towards change
Representatives from Parkway Motors, Niagara 
Battery and Tire, Heffner Lexus Toyota, Mercedes-
Benz Kitchener-Waterloo, Eccles Auto Service, 
Hanford’s Tire and Service, McGregor Auto Parts, and 
Finch Auto Group participated in risk assessment and 
root-cause analysis workshops. Facilitated by WSPS, 
these workshops provided a forum to exchange ideas, 
knowledge, and opinions based on the experiences of 
each participant. 

“During the workshops, worker and management 
representatives engaged in conversation not only 
about the severity of potential injury or illness, but 
also about how quickly a particular injury or illness 
develops. They discussed short-term or immediate 
outcomes as well as long-term or delayed outcomes,” 
explained Melissa, who facilitated the workshops. 

After three days of discussion, participants agreed that 
although MSDs were not ranked as the top risk, they 
represented the most significant day to day challenge 
for their operations. “The participants acknowledged 
that regardless of company size or area of focus, 
MSDs impacted everyone in the room,” said Melissa. 
“This is consistent with injury claim statistics from the 
Workplace Safety and Insurance Board.”

Exposure to MSD hazards over time leads to 
permanent disabling conditions. Although they do not 
often lead to life-ending, traumatic fatalities, those 
who suffer from chronic pain understand how much it 
limits their ability to not only perform their jobs, but 
also their ability to enjoy life outside of work. 

According to Nathan Birtch, MSDs are associated with 
psychological hazards as well as physical pain and 
discomfort. Nathan is a Health and Safety Consultant 
at WSPS who specializes in ergonomics. “Workers 
who are feeling discomfort or pain at work on an 
ongoing basis, generally are not feeling satisfied or 
valued. They are often experiencing mental harm as 
well as physical harm,” he said. 

“Most younger workers likely think MSDs are just a 
part of working because it is a physically demanding 
job,” said Andrew St. Peter. Andrew participated in the 
workshops as the worker representative from Niagara 
Battery and Tire. “We need to change this mindset.” 

“““I understand that MSDs 
will always be the biggest 
hazard for workers since 
it is something that can 
occur suddenly OR over 
time. Roughly 80-85% of my 
technicians have indicated 
that they have experienced 
symptoms.”
—Lori Wainwright, Operations 
& OHS, Niagara Battery & Tire 
Limited

“““Hearing everyone’s input 
was eye-opening. The 
differences are striking 
between the new, younger 
workers and the tenured, 
seasoned workers. It makes 
us realize that sometimes 
we have blinders on, so it 
is important to widen our 
lens. It was enlightening 
to see the demographics 
represented in the 
workshops.”
—Danna DeJong, Vice-President, 
Community and Employee 
Relations, Finch Auto Group
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RISK ASSESSMENT WORKSHOP 

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.

The first step towards changing health and safety conditions for vehicle service and repair workers was 
holding a risk assessment workshop. Worker and management representatives from a diverse group of 
companies, from large corporate-owned firms to smaller family-owned businesses, participated in the 
workshop to identify and address the health and safety hazards that are harming workers in the sector.

“What stood out to me the most during the workshop discussion was the difference in opinions of what 
was a top risk. Every company, ranging from a big car dealership to a small independent shop, deals with 
various risks each day. However, there are similar issues that come up frequently for all of us,” said Andrew. 

“There was good communication and great reflection from 
both workers and employers in the room. The workshop 
was a great opportunity to identify areas for continuous 
improvement,” said Jessica Poworoznyk. Jessica is the 
Health and Safety Manager at Heffner Lexus Toyota. 
She participated in the workshop as a management 
representative. “I left with a lot of good ideas to enhance 
what we are already doing,” she said. 

After participants candidly shared their personal 
experiences and engaged in passionate discussion, they 
narrowed down the top ten risks affecting workers in the 
vehicle service and repair sector. Noise exposure topped 
the list, with MSDs from manually handling objects coming 
second, and MSDs from awkward postures in third.

Airborne debris causing eye injuries and contact with falling 
objects, came in at number four and five on the list, while 
dispensing and handling chemicals was sixth. Contact with 
high voltage systems, such as EV batteries, contact with 
pinch points, and poor walking conditions (i.e. slips and 
trips) were in the seventh, eighth, and ninth spots. Mental 
harm and burnout from workload demands rounded out  
the list at number ten.

“““It’s tough when you are 
trying to prevent long-term 
issues that are typically not 
immediately noticeable. 
We need to preserve the 
longevity in the career 
and make it not so painful. 
We need to communicate 
effectively and have better 
conversations with our 
workers about change.” 

—Scott Eccles, Owner, Eccles  
Auto Service
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Risk of long-term, frequent 
exposure
The top three identified risk events, noise exposure, 
MSDs from handling objects, and MSDs from awkward 
postures, usually have a gradual onset after long-
term exposure. By the time a worker experiences 
symptoms, the damage has been done, which is why 
early education and training is crucial to reducing 
these types of injuries. 

“Younger workers are not often concerned about 
the long-term impact of exposure to MSDs because 
it isn’t affecting them yet,” said Andrew, who is a 
younger worker himself. “Employers and supervisors 
need to make employees aware of the potential risks 
and/or injuries. Perhaps using personal experience 
and knowledge could help young workers realize the 
potential dangers.”

“““Safety wasn’t very 
important in some of the 
shops I worked at previously, 
so it was great to hear from 
folks in the sector who 
care about managing these 
hazards. I want to learn and 
offer input to the “older 
guys” about what we can 
change. I am the future of 
the company.”

—Aleem Ahmed, Apprentice 
Technician, Mercedes-Benz 
Kitchener-Waterloo
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“““I had never done anything like this before, so I 
had no expectations or anything to compare it 
to. It was a unique way to collaborate with a lot 
of people. It’s clear that what was considered 
normal in the past must change as we move on 
and modernize.”

—Matt Pazzi, Technician, Eccles Auto Service

TO
P

 10Top 10 Risks Identified 
Here are the top ten risks that were identified for vehicle service and repair.

1 	 Noise exposure.

2 	 Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) from manually handling 
objects, supplies, parts, tires, etc.

3 	 Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) from awkward postures 
(extreme reach, overhead work).

4 	 Airborne debris causing eye injury.

5 	 Contact with falling or static objects, working under or around 
vehicles (hoist, jack, lube pit).

6 	 Dispensing and handling chemicals for repair, maintenance,  
and cleaning of vehicles and parts.

7 	 Contact with high voltage systems (batteries, electric vehicles).

8 	 Contact with nip or pinch points.  

9 	 Poor walking surface conditions or layout leading to slips,  
trips, or falls.

10 	 Workload demands leading to stress, mental harm, burnout.
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ROOT-CAUSE ANALYSIS WORKSHOP
After the risk assessment workshop, the next step was 
to investigate what leads to or causes the identified 
risk events. Participants gathered again for the root-
cause analysis workshop. This time the group decided 
to focus on MSDs since they are associated with both 
the second and third risk events on the top ten list.

“MSDs likely account for a significant portion of 
incident reports in this sector and there is often an 
immediate impact on productivity, which can affect 
one’s ability to perform tasks. When this happens, it 
can create operational disruptions that workers and 
employers notice quickly,” explained Melissa.

Two days of engaging debate and discussion gave 
the group a better understanding of why MSDs are 
so prevalent in their workplaces. Twenty-six primary 
causal factors were identified through a fishbone diagram exercise. Workshop participants then rated 
those primary causal factors on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 indicating the least important and 7 indicating 
the most important. When the rating was complete, cutting corners and using unsafe practices was 
confirmed as the top primary causal factor leading to MSDs for vehicle service and repair workers with 
consensus from both the worker and management representatives.

This made a lot of sense to Andrew. He has experienced first-hand what it feels like to work under 
pressure to get more and more done in a day. “We cut corners and rush all the time, especially during 
busy seasons when we are trying to go faster for the customer. Doing these things allows for more jobs 
to be completed throughout the day,” said Andrew. “I think the employer, supervisor, and employees 
need to decide together what is a realistic number of jobs to complete, so that we can do them safely. 
Everyone should have a voice.”  

Inadequate training for supervisors was identified as the second primary root cause and rushing was 
third on the list. Inadequate training for workers was in the fourth spot, while prioritizing production over 
safety was the fifth primary root cause. “““I was aware of several hazards initially, but 

the workshop really allowed the group to talk 
things through and put more emphasis on 
some hazards and root causes that we may not 
have considered. It opened my eyes to what is 
happening in the sector.”

—David Zymerman, Shop Lead and Technician, 
Mercedes-Benz Kitchener-Waterloo

TO
P

 10 RISK STATEMENT
Exposure to musculoskeletal 
disorder hazards from manually 
handling vehicle components, 
performing repetitive tasks, and 
working in awkward postures—
such as overhead or extended 
reach positions—can compromise 
worker safety and wellbeing 
in vehicle service and repair 
operations.
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“ ““Spreading the word will be 
a challenge, but it is also an 
opportunity to be mindful 
and strategic. We need to get 
this information out there and 
remind people that it’s ok to 
not know everything yet. It’s 
part of the journey towards 
improvement.”

—Ana Cantu, Human Resources 
Generalist, Mercedes-Benz 
Kitchener-Waterloo

People and culture were 
dominant factors
It quickly became evident to the group that all top five 
primary causal factors were related to behaviours and 
workplace culture, rather than equipment or processes. 
“The fact that six of the top ten casual factors fall 
under the people and culture categories indicates that 
MSDs are not solely driven by equipment, but rather 
by human behaviours, organizational practices, and 
cultural norms,” said Melissa. “This seems to suggest 
that how work is approached—such as rushing and lack 
of adherence to safe work practices—can play a major 
role in MSD risk.”

“It is the supervisor’s job to monitor and enforce 
compliance with safe work practices and procedures. 
That plays a big role in developing a safety culture. 
So, it makes sense that supervisor training was 
high on the list of primary root causes,” explained 
Nathan. Training supervisors provides them with the 
knowledge they need to protect their workers. They 
are a critical component in changing the workplace 
culture. He emphasized the importance of early 
identification and reporting to reduce the risk of 
workers developing chronic conditions. “Creating a 
culture that encourages reporting when something is 
causing pain or discomfort is key,” he said, but points 
out that you can’t stop there.

“Early reporting is one thing, but then you need to 
take action and address the concern. Otherwise, 
people will not see a point in reporting,” he said. 
“There has been a historical mindset of acceptance 
that this is just the way things are,” said Jessica. 
Even those who recognize that pain from MSDs is a 
problem affecting their workers, don’t know what to 
do about it or where to go for help. 
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Rank Category Primary Causal Factor Workshop 
Average

Workshop 
Standard 
Deviation

1 Culture Cutting corners, unsafe practices 6.07 0.76

2 People Inadequate training for supervisors 5.83 0.80

3 People Rushing 5.79 0.73

4 People Inadequate training for workers 5.76 0.93

5 Culture Key performance indicators (KPIs) 
prioritize production over safety 5.63 0.77

6 Environment Lack of storage leading to awkward lifting 5.61 0.77

7 Process Lack of safe work practices (SWPs) for 
MSD prevention 5.56 0.78

8 Culture Historical mindset that MSDs are expected 5.54 0.97

9 Process Tasks are physically demanding 5.33 0.85

10 Measures Lack of MSD internal reporting 5.32 0.63

Top Primary Causal Factors
The top ten primary causal factors that were identified for vehicle service and repair workers 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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“ ““There are many takeaway 
solutions that my employer 
counterpart and I gathered 
from these workshops to 
improve our workplace. I am 
hopeful that this work will 
have a positive impact on 
our sector.”

—Krupa Patel, Health and Safety 
Coordinator, Heffner Lexus 
Toyota

“ ““These workshops were 
focused, down to the nuts 
and bolts. If you don’t have 
data, it’s difficult to fix the 
problem because you don’t 
know where to look.”

—Bill Kydd, Technician, Finch 
Auto Group

Solutions focused on 
changing behaviour 
During the final day of the workshop, participants 
brainstormed controls to reduce the risk of exposure 
to MSDs. Equipped with the workshop results, which 
pointed to the role of people and culture, the group 
explored ways to change behaviour. “Solutions need 
to be focused on behavioural change at all levels, 
worker, supervisor, and employer. Workplaces need 
to foster a culture where safety is seen as integral to 
performance and where open communication and 
proactive reporting of discomfort are encouraged,” 
said Melissa. 

Eighty-nine controls and solutions for the top ten 
primary causal factors were articulated that day. 
Communication, training, and trusted resources were 
common themes among them. “Employers need to 
make their employees aware of the risks and potential 
injuries. They also need to listen to their workers. If 
workers are saying that something is a problem, talk 
to them about it and try to come up with a solution 
together,” said Andrew. “Communication is one of the 
most important things in life.”

“When you ask people to do an extra step or use a 
tool that seems like it will make the job take a bit 
longer, it is really important that they understand 
why. For example, it is safer to take an extra few 
minutes and use an available lift-assist to hoist a tire, 
rather than lift it on your own over and over again. If 
workers do not see the value in doing this, they are 
not likely to change their behaviour,” said Nathan, 
echoing Andrew’s comments about the importance of 
communication. 

An issue that was brought up during the workshop 
discussion was the fact that technicians are often 
required to purchase their own tools. “If there is a tool 
available that can make a job ergonomically friendly, 
but it’s expensive, workers may not spend money on 
it if they are still able to get the job done without it, 
even though it will be harder on their body,” Nathan 
said. Again, people are not likely to change their 
behaviour unless they understand the long-term 
impact of MSDs and the value of tools and procedures 
that reduce their risk.
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CONCLUSION 
The risk assessment and root cause analysis workshops for the vehicle service and repair sector provided 
a clear path forward to reduce the risk of exposure to MSD hazards from handling objects and awkward 
postures. WSPS and Ontario’s prevention system partners will harness the knowledge gained from this 
initiative to help this sector improve workplace environments and create a health and safety culture.

Melissa reflected on what will come next. “I’d like to see the culture shift continue on its current path, where 
workers get the right information about MSDs that is relevant to the tasks they perform and employers 
engage in ongoing and meaningful conversations about workplace health and safety,” she said.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION 

The following four recommendations were proposed by the group.

1)	 AWARENESS – Develop MSD awareness that covers both general 
content and certain industry-specific tasks. Mandate general and 
industry-specific MSD awareness for workers, supervisors and 
employers.

2)	 EDUCATION – Mandate general and industry-specific MSD 
awareness in secondary and post-secondary schools, including 
relevant content for the tasks being performed.

3)	 ENFORCEMENT – Develop MSD safety talk packages for certain 
industry specific tasks, including visual aids, micro-videos and 
hands on components.

4)	 TRUSTED RESOURCES – Establish an industry partnership resource, 
connecting workers and employers to trusted MSD resources.

Workplace Safety and Prevention Services will conduct a gap analysis to assess what tools currently 
exist that align with the workshop recommendations and will develop new tools and resources. They will 
also leverage their existing relationships with relevant industry associations to disseminate this valuable 
information to their members.
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