
MSI Injury How to Identify 

Musculoskeletal injuries (MSI) typically account for ~30% of all injuries at UBC.  One of the main 
goals of ergonomics is to reduce MSI risks. This article will review some of the training you received as 
an ergonomics rep and provide some additional information. 

 MSI’s can be identified through common signs and symptoms.  Signs are readily observable from 
an outside observer while symptoms are what is felt and experienced by the person.  The table below 
lists common signs and symptoms. 

While these signs and symptoms 
typically present with an MSI, the 
appearance of one or more of these signs 
does not mean an MSI is present.  Some 
signs and symptoms may be characteristic 
of normal human conditions (leg falling 
asleep and tingling) while others may 
represent various medical conditions.  
The role of the ergonomics rep is not to 
diagnose based on these symptoms but to recognize these symptoms as possible indications of MSI. 
Subsequently, they can advise the worker to follow up with their preferred health care professional.  
Early intervention is more beneficial for treatment and early prevention of debilitating conditions. Keep 
in mind, every individual differs in tolerance and recovery. 

 
 MSI’s can be sudden or gradually onset.  They often occur due to four risk factors listed in the 
red boxes above. There are typically one or more risk factors however MSI’s can occur with no risk 
factors present as well.  Force risks are present when workers manoeuver light objects for long periods 
or heavy objects.  Repetition risks involve continuously doing similar tasks or holding a static position.  
This fatigues the muscles associated with that task and starts to affect associated structures (ligaments, 
tendons…).  Reaching and twisting postures decrease the effectiveness of muscle system to move 
objects and protect other structures.  Contact stress occurs when objects dig into hands or body parts; 
lifting a heavy load by a thin cord for example. There exist several other risk factors as well to consider 
including; physical environment, vibration, temperature, organizational, and psychosocial (stress) of 
workers. 

 Duration and magnitude should be examined with regard to each of the risk factors listed above.  
Solutions to reducing MSI risk involve reducing the duration of the risks above, as well as the magnitude 
of each risk. Force risk can be reduced by ensuring load (magnitude) is managed by mechanical controls 
(mechanical lifts) or administrative controls (lifting technique). Similarly, decreasing the duration of 
lifting tasks can decrease this risk.  

 As a reminder, it is important to pay attention to symptoms of all intensities.  It may or may not 
indicate MSI stress involved in the workstation. Ensure follow-up with health care provider if needed 
and examine for contributing workplace factors.  Future articles will touch on some common MSI 
injuries and possible solutions for limiting their impact. 

Common MSI Signs and Symptoms 

Signs Symptoms 

Redness Pain 

Swelling Numbness 

Reduced Range of Motion Tingling 

 Weakness 

 Stiff 

 Tender to Touch 

Duration 

Force Repetition Awkward Posture Contact Stress 

Magnitude 


