
Employee exposures in Healthcare industries.

Safe Patient Handling
One major source of injury to healthcare workers is musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). In 2010, nursing
aides, orderlies, and attendants had the highest rates of MSDs. There were 27,020 cases, which equates
to an incidence rate (IR) of 249 per 10,000 workers, more than seven times the average for all
industries.

These injuries are due in large part to overexertion related to repeated manual patient handling
activities, often involving heavy manual lifting associated with transferring, and repositioning patients
and working in extremely awkward postures. Some examples of patient handling tasks that may be
identified as high-risk include: transferring from toilet to chair, transferring from chair to bed,
transferring from bathtub to chair, repositioning from side to side in bed, lifting a patient in bed,
repositioning a patient in chair, repositioning a patient on an x-ray table, or making a bed with a
patient in it.

Infectious Diseases
Healthcare workers (HCWs) are occupationally exposed to a variety of infectious diseases during the
performance of their duties. The delivery of healthcare services requires a broad range of workers,
such as physicians, nurses, technicians, clinical laboratory workers, first responders, building
maintenance, security and administrative personnel, social workers, food service, housekeeping, and
mortuary personnel. Moreover, these workers can be found in a variety of workplace settings, including
hospitals, nursing care facilities, outpatient clinics (e.g., medical and dental offices, and occupational
health clinics), ambulatory care centers, and emergency response settings.

Several OSHA standards and directives are directly applicable to protecting workers against
transmission of infectious agents. These include OSHA's Bloodborne Pathogens standard (29 CFR
1910.1030) which provides protection of workers from exposures to blood and body fluids that may
contain bloodborne infectious agents; OSHA's Personal Protective Equipment standard (29 CFR
1910.132) and Respiratory Protection standard (29 CFR 1910.134) which provide protection for workers
when exposed to contact, droplet and airborne transmissible infectious agents; and OSHA's TB
compliance directive which protects workers against exposure to TB through enforcement of existing
applicable OSHA standards and the General Duty Clause of the OSH Act. The Infection Control Program
within an organization should include post exposure protocol that includes treatment and monitoring
outside the practice for the injured employee.

Other Hazards
In addition to infectious disease, ergonomic, and workplace violence issues, workers in healthcare
settings encounter a number of other workplace hazards. These include chemicals (e.g., sterilants),
hazardous drugs (e.g., antineoplastic drugs), materials that cause allergic reactions (e.g., latex), and
physical agents (e.g., radiation, lasers).

Workplace Violence
In most workplaces where risk factors can be identified, the risk of assault can be prevented or
minimized if employers take appropriate precautions. One of the best protections healthcare



employers can offer their workers is to establish a zero-tolerance policy toward workplace violence.
The policy should cover all workers, patients, clients, visitors, contractors, and anyone else who may
come in contact with workers of the facility.

By assessing their worksites, employers in the healthcare industry can identify methods for reducing
the likelihood of incidents occurring. OSHA believes that a well written and implemented Workplace
Violence Prevention Program, combined with engineering controls, administrative controls and training
can reduce the incidence of workplace violence. It is critical to ensure that all workers know the policy
and understand that all claims of workplace violence will be investigated and remedied promptly.
NIOSH recommends that all healthcare facilities develop a comprehensive violence prevention
program. Non-hospital settings where violence has been determined to exist are advised to do the
same. No universal strategy exists to prevent violence. The risk factors vary from facility to facility and
from unit to unit within a facility that is identified as part of the assessment.

Resources:
Employer Flexible has a wide range of Healthcare Safety classes available on-line.  We can also provide
instructor led workshops.
For more information, please contact Employer Flexible Risk Control at 866.501.4942.


