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1.  History of Illness and Injury in the Workplace

The combination of a longer lifespan and a shift from physical/manual labor to an occupational milieu demanding more sedentary and specialized tasks has marked the last 50 years of industrial growth in developed countries.  Prior to this trend many noticeable severe injuries occurred and/or were not noted due to a shorter lifespan.  The last ten years of statistics have consistently reported the largest number of injuries to be trauma based such as carpal tunnel syndrome.  Noticeably also the largest occurrence are in manufacturing companies employing 50-249 workers with a decline in injury for smaller or larger establishments (US Bureau of Labor Statistics).  This pattern did not hold true within certain industries such as mining, construction, and other physically demanding occupations for obvious reasons.  Additionally, statistics do not address the illnesses that require exposure to poor conditions such as lighting or noise over a long period of time, as well as loss of sight, hearing, or long-term latent illnesses from exposure to carcinogens.

1994 is marked as the first time in more than a twenty-year history of information taken by the US Dept. of Labor where the rate of injury and illness in construction fell below the rate in manufacturing.  This shift has remained constant to the present.  Information regarding injuries and illnesses gathered from the Survey of Occupational Injuries and Illnesses is a federal/state program in which employers’ reports are collected from about 183,000 private industry establishments.  Employees of state or local government agencies private household and farms with less than 11 employees are not included in the survey.  In 1994, 6.8 million injuries were reported, constituting 8.4 cases per 100 workers.  Three million of theses cases required job transfer, recuperation away from work or restrictions.  In 2000 5.7 million cases were reported with a rate of 6.1 per 100 workers.  2.8 million cases required recuperation, restricted duties or both.  Figures for 2003 are similar with around 50 % of the cases (2.3 million) requiring job transfer, recuperation or restrictions out of a total of 4.4 million cases reported.  


The number of injuries and illnesses in any given year may be influenced by the level of economic activity, working conditions, work practices and workers’ training in addition to number of hours worked and job experience.  In 1994 nearly two thirds of workplace injuries were disorders associated with repeated trauma such as carpal tunnel syndrome.  Repeated trauma cases reported in 1994 were 10% higher than the corresponding 1993 figure.  In 2000, disorders associated with repeated trauma, such as carpal tunnel syndrome, accounted for the dominant type of illness reported, making up 67% of total illness cases.  68% of repeated trauma cases were in the manufacturing industries.  Manufacturing covers a wide array of businesses including food manufacturing, textile mills, printing, chemicals, computer and electronic manufacturing to name a few.  Manufacturing illnesses/injuries accounted for over 41% of reported cases in 2003.  

While the preceding information represents at best a brief overview, there is enough testimony to suggest a case for further exploration.  Questions arise regarding why a large percentage of injuries are occurring in the manufacturing field.  Midsized companies employing 50-249 workers have a higher rate of injury than smaller or larger companies. While this does not hold true for all industry divisions, it does speak to the majority of occupations.  Are larger companies in a better financial position to promote and establish on the job wellness?   Are employees in smaller companies required to perform a variety of tasks, perhaps contributing to the avoidance of repetitive movement?  

2. Parallel Aging Workforce and Disabilities

The Aging Workforce Snapshot

The aging of the baby boom generation represents a unique time in history for its impact on the workforce, especially in developed nations.  By 2030, there will be 80 million Americans over the age of 65.   With the retirement of the baby boom generation, by 2010, 40% of all US workers will be 55 and older and workforce size will grow less than .5% annually.  Aging workforce issues have entered an acute phase and become a recognized ‘hot’ topic.  Consider this information:

· Studies indicate that the ratio of workers to retirees will equalize over the next twenty years, suggesting that social security benefits generated from the workforce will be inadequate for future retirees. 

· US estimates labor shortfalls of 5-10 million workers in the next ten years.  

· US Bureau of Labor Statistics:  In1983, there were 33,000 petroleum engineers.  In 2002 there were just 18,000.  It is similar for geophysicists, geologists, engineers and technologists, and contractors, also evidenced across Europe.  

· Five years from now in 2010, the baby boom generation will reach the ages of 45-64 at which point the middle and older age groups in the labor force will outnumber younger workers.

· Average age of oil engineers has risen to 48 and above 50 in the US.  There are not enough recruits to sustain planned expansion.  Those who solve this internal problem over the next five years are the ones who are going to win.  This is seen as a global challenge for skilled workers with challenges from Indian and Chinese rivals and the lack of access to the Middle East. (London – Financial Times 3/29/05)

· At the opening of the G8 summit US Labor secretary Elaine Chao addressed the challenges of aging workforce in developed countries with other labor ministers from around the world.  She contrasted aging workforce in developed countries with the surging youth populations in developing countries.  US Labor workforce growth rate is projected to slow from annual rate of 1.6 percent over last 50 years to just .6% over the next 50, change that will affect a myriad of other issues from employment and training to healthcare and retirement.  (US Newswire 3/11/05)

Changing Employers’ Assumptions 


Retention of valuable workers and a focus on caring for human capital and productivity are new priorities affecting the bottom line for business.  Business leaders are increasingly aware that nothing happens unless ‘people talent’ is engaged in the right way.   There are significant benefits for employers of aging employees beyond maturity, including the following:

· Experience and knowledge of an organization

· Less need for supervision

· A high level of commitment, dedication and energy that contribute to productivity

· Organizational savvy and an understanding of workplace culture

· Ability to mentor junior employees that often results in higher retention and job satisfaction

· Increased flexibility to meet business needs, including part-time and contract work.  


First and foremost, employers have to rethink old and lingering stereotypes and prejudices about aging workers.   For example, a common assumption is that older employees are not as productive as younger ones.  NOT TRUE.  A study published in 2004 in Management Research News noted that older employees, 65-75, performed as well as younger ones, except in limited circumstances like strength, endurance and visual acuity.  Older employees are willing to work for younger ones and want to keep building skills.  The 2004 study also found older people can be retrained as readily as younger people, provided the training methods are suitable to them and their intelligence, a factor in the retraining, does not decline with age.  

Statistics show that 55-64 age group is not the most injured.  However, they tend to be off the job longer than their younger counterparts when an injury does occur.  While older workers do not necessarily match younger ones in strength, they often work smarter and their decision-making is better.  

· The 45-54 age group accounted for 20.8% of non-fatal injuries and illnesses involving days away from work

· Over 54 made up just 10.5% of those cases.  

· 35-44 made up 28.8% of cases (Business Insurance, 6/27/05)

It is time for a thorough cost analysis of beneficial training models, sensible accommodations and use of universal design to protect the 55 and up age group – and all workers -- from injury.  What represents a sound investment?  The cost of replacing workers is estimated to be roughly 1.5 times an individual’s salary.  In addition, equally qualified new staff may be a scarcity.  

3.  Creative Responses to the Aging Workforce

Helpful Workplace Accommodations for Mature Workers

There are parallels between the aging workforce and workers with disabilities.  Workplace modifications that serve to overcome limitations in strength, sight, hearing and endurance, accommodate the elderly and also the disabled.  There is strong evidence to suggest with modifications in place, an employer or company stands to maintain a highly trained, proficient, and inclusive workforce in less jeopardy of being injured.

Mature workers have different needs because of the effects of aging.  For example, visual acuity is a particular issue.  “Older workers take a longer time to see everything that needs to be seen.  A person at age sixty needs two times as much light to see the same thing as when they were twenty.  A lack of proper lighting can lead to injuries.  (Daily Journal of Commerce 3/2005)

Most people fall on the first and the last step.  If you change the contrast, it will make a difference.  Other accommodations that promote both safety and productivity include:

· Ensure lighting is adequate and provide greater illumination if needed.

· Find ways to reduce the amount of heavy lifting.

· Design flooring that is solid and smooth.

· Remove extraneous information from computer screens.

· Reduce noise levels.

· Increase the size of lettering on signs in the workplace.

Accommodation is 5% of business costs but staff represent 70-80% of business costs.  If you can produce a similar percentage of change in performance as a consequence of better design, then you can justify a significant increase in investment.

Zappy New Directions That Target Mature Workers

The shift to attracting and keeping mature workers, as well as those dealing with disabilities, requires the buy-in and support of senior executives, owners, mangers, and supervisors to generate innovative thinking and new responses. 

What do mature workers think about approaching retirement?  Research on

the interests of maturing baby boomers indicate that many, especially those with more education, are invested in their careers and are more interested in slowing down or working on their own terms, than quitting.  For some, financial worries are also a factor.  Twenty percent of recently retired workers are struggling financially; while forty percent are concerned they will outlive their assets. Some still have dependents to support and, increasingly, they are likely to be caretakers for elderly parents.  

Finland, as a nation, has initiated a bold social experiment to retain valuable maturing workers that involves thousands of Finnish workplaces.  It is called Maintaining Work Ability (MWA) with the result that older workers are remaining in work longer and passing on skills to younger workers 


MWA is a holistic approach that makes use of every fitness program and therapy available to improve older worker’s health, add measures to enhance their motivation to learn, raise morale, and gain credit for their know-how.  It addresses new patterns of work, besides skills in leadership and age management within organizations.  


As a result, Finland is one of the few countries in the world with a rising retirement age – from one third to one half.  Previously there were labor shortages, and younger workers were experiencing burnout, rising absenteeism, and pension costs.


Some of the ingredients include: interviews at 55 inquiring when they intend to retire and what measures would influence them to stay longer; appraisals of special training requirements at 55; whether job or work location needs changing; occupational health centers for regular health tests; rewards of additional paid holidays for those with 25 –35 years of service. (London Daily Telegraph, 6/30/2005)


There is new language developing for this aging workforce – unretirement, recycling, phase retirement, mature workers, presenteeism.  Forward thinking businesses are targeting new services to make the workplace an attractive option.  Consider this list:

· Providing flexible work arrangements (part-time, flextime, and job sharing) or telework opportunities to assist those with care giving responsibilities and those who need to arrange post-retirement responsibilities.

· Training managers to be proactive in dealing with individual needs.

· Providing career development and training opportunities, as well as Internet resources.

· Facilitating the transfer of knowledge and skills through opportunities for mature workers to mentor.

· Offering work-life services that help older workers proactively manage concerns via one-stop access to information and consultation.  For example, it is possible to offer assistance with geriatric care management that assists with assessing ADL’s and making recommendations about care needs and resources for elderly parents.  This saves employees time, distraction, and stress.

· Develop a retiree relations program to create a pool of trained and motivated workers.

· Adding long term care insurance, retirement and financial planning

· Extending leaves of absence too allow employees to respond to caretaking responsibilities; deaths in the family 

The Hardware: Workplace Design

Intriguingly, the first stage of a campaign is underway to examine the links between good workplace design and its importance to business productivity.  There is evidence that poor design leads to lower performance and higher levels of stress.  However, it is time to measure productivity that results from good design.  What environments contribute to enhancing creativity?  We do know that analysis has shown that the workplace accounts for 24 percent of a person’s job satisfaction and can affect staff performance by five percent on an individual basis and eleven percent for teams. (Design Week, 5/26/2005)

Universal design is not just complying with the ADA.  It is meeting the

needs of all people and abilities.  Many aspects of universal design are assumed to be quite natural and normal, such as door handles with single levers.  While we know the costs of retrofitting housing can cost about twenty five percent of the value of a home to accommodate a person dealing with a disability, incorporating UD features at initial construction adds an average of two to four percent to the cost.  What are the costs for a business?   Are there additional advantages and assets to using UD?

4. Summary: A Prophylactic Approach


Innovative and creative approaches addressing an aging workforce and workers with disabilities leading to increased productivity and higher profit margins are visible.  While limited in numbers, the testimony is impressive.  Companies are brining back retirees as temporary workers to fill gaps and reduce costs.  Several large companies prefer to hire employees over 50 because of skills, maturity, work ethic, and motivation.  Twelve national companies were named as featured employers by the AARP Foundation as part of their workforce initiative to help job seekers remain in the workforce.  Symbiotic relationships between employers and aging workers are becoming more prevalent.  Some employers are taking advantage of government initiatives, offering funding to assist with modifications costs if disabled employees are on the payroll.  Examples of initiatives include:  a fifteen thousand dollar reimbursement for the installation of an elevator and one time tax credits up to four thousand dollars a year.


Universal design is becoming more mainstream.  Small changes such as substituting door levers for knobs and larger noticeable changes such as phone companies offering the use of translators for the hearing impaired, allowing conversation via visual screens.  Wellness programs and training that result in a decrease in worker’s compensation claims and lost productivity offering a savings that produce a doubling effect are in place.  Universal design may be utilized not only by the disabled and aged, but may allow a younger, injured worker to remain on the job or return sooner.  Additionally, customer base could be expanded by accessibility, utilized by aging and disabled consumers.  


If the theory that the best plans work backwards is accepted and adopted, then any new building or revamping work space should be approached from a ten or twenty year plan with a prophylactic view that addresses injury or illness prior to occurrence.  Possible strategies to be explored include:

· Voice activated computers as a standard rather than a solution.

· Desks that are fitted with a hydraulic lift that would benefit workers with pre-existing conditions but also serve as a preventative measure, allowing workers to change their physical position at will.

Observation, research, and trial models are required.  If the notion that re-

modeling work space is more costly than initial construction as is often held as the norm, especially when down time, disruption and absenteeism due to injury is considered, then it would seem prudent to do things the correct way the first time.  Companies that are set to physically accommodate employees would be in a position to draw from a larger group of the population, which should offer appeal considering the shrinking availability of young workers and the growing number of skilled retired personnel who desire, or are financially mandated, to return to the workforce.  Many of these retired workers would require little training and arrive with medical insurance already in hand. 
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