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Impact of two ergonomics training 
on prevalence of upper and lower 
extremity complaints among nurses
Amir Bahrami‑Ahmadi, Hamid Reza Hoseini, Elaheh Kabir‑Mokamelkhah,  
Naser Dehghan, Mashallah Aghilinejad

Abstract:
BACKGROUND: Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) were known as one of the main occupational 
problems among health‑care workers. However, we had some limitations and difficulties for 
transferring ergonomic concepts to the health‑care workers, especially nurses due to heavy work 
task and insufficient time for that. This study compares the impacts of two ergonomic training 
methods (lecture and pamphlet) in nurses of an Iranian tertiary hospital on prevalence of their upper 
and lower extremity complaints.
MATERIALS AND METHODS: In the present randomized clinical trial with parallel groups, 1140 nurses 
were randomly selected and allocated to the control and two interventional groups. In the interventional 
groups, nurses revived a training program and pamphlet as ergonomic training methods about 
work‑related MSDs and related ergonomic concept to MSDs prevention and nurses in the control group, 
did not receive any ergonomic training methods. Upper and lower extremity complaints measure among 
study nurses with Nordic MSDs before 6 months and 1 year after trial intervention. Statistical analysis 
including the Kolmogorov–Smirnov goodness‑of‑fit, Chi‑square test, and independent sample t‑test 
was performed using SPSS version 22. A two‑tailed P ≤ 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
RESULTS: At the first and second parts of the study follow‑up, the prevalence of upper and lower 
extremities significantly improved in the interventional groups in comparison with the control group. 
Moreover, between the two trial groups, the frequency of MSDs in upper and lower extremities 
significantly improved among nurses of the pamphlet group in comparison with the lecture group.
CONCLUSION: Findings of the study showed that we can use pamphlet as a suitable tool for 
describing ergonomic concepts in comparison with lecture among nurses.
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Introduction

Musculoskeletal disorders (MSD) were 
known as the main health problems 

and might lead to permanent disability. 
Investigators in previous studies in this 
field reported that some factors such as 
ergonomic, individual, and social factors had 
a basic role in MSD development among the 
general population.[1] Moreover, health‑care 
workers and specially nurses are one of the 
high‑risk populations for MSD complaints 

due to their physically demanding jobs.[2] 
One‑year MSD prevalence among nurses 
varies widely from 34% to 88%.[3,4] As an 
instance, MSD complaints were reported as 
the main cause of sickness absence in Greek 
and Dutch nurses.[5] MSD prevalence among 
the Asian population was reported between 
41% and 92%.[6]

Although there were high MSD prevalence 
reports among nurses in several studies, 
MSD management among working 
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populations is not hopeful and prevention and 
preventive modalities had been presented as the best 
modality for avoiding MSD disadvantages.[7,8] According 
to searching on the literature for consideration of 
possible MSD prevention modalities, we found three 
studies which evaluated training interventions alone,[9] 
one study which evaluated a combination of training 
and equipment interventions,[10,11] four studies which 
evaluated equipment interventions alone,[12] and four 
studies which evaluated supplementary breaks or 
reduced work hours.[13] Unfortunately, findings of noted 
clinical trials were mixed[14,15] and their effectiveness 
has not been consistent and some factors such as type 
of work, difference in educational programs, and 
methodological factors were reported as a cause of 
noted differences.[16] The present study was performed 
for evaluation of the impact of two ergonomic training 
modalities for MSD prevention among nurses in one of 
the Iranian tertiary hospitals.

Materials and Methods

Study design and setting
The present randomized trial was performed on nurses 
in one of the Iranian tertiary hospitals in Tehran, Iran. We 

compare in this trial impact of two training modalities 
including lecture and pamphlet for transferring 
ergonomic training topics on prevalence of MSDs. The 
study hospital is one of the superspecial Iranian referral 
hospitals, in which most of the patients were referred 
from all of the Iranian cities to receive superficial 
health‑care services.

Study participants and sampling
All of the nurses of the study hospital with more than 
1‑year work experience were eligible for participating in 
our trial, and among them, those who had an extra job 
within their free time with history and available medical 
documents of fracture or major trauma, degenerative 
disk diseases, spondylosis, spinal stenosis, neurological 
deficit, systemic illness, or in vacation were excluded.

At the beginning of the study, 1387 nurses were eligible 
for randomization and 1203 (response rate: 86.73%) 
were agreed to participate in the study. The nurses 
were randomly selected from the list of their names. 
Eligible participants after written informed consents 
were included in randomization process with number 
situational list for randomization. Eligible nurses were 
randomly allocated into the following two interventional 
and one control groups. After accepting the study by 
participants, they signed a written informed consent 
before randomization. The study protocol was approved 
by the Research Ethics Committee of the Iran University 
of Medical Sciences (IUMS).

Study intervention
We performed a pilot study before study intervention 
and assessed their ergonomic status and related topics 
to determination of main ergonomic defects. According 
to findings of a pilot study, more than 40% of nurses 
espoused high ergonomic risk factors. We extracted main 
risk factors and designed ergonomic trainings modalities 
in lecture or pamphlet pattern.

According to the noted assessment study, nurses 
received one of these ergonomic trainings: (1) one 
educational lecture about work‑related MSD and related 
ergonomic concept to MSD prevention (n = 285). First, in 
this lecture, after definition and reporting some statistics 
from national or international MSD reports, we tried 
to say about proper position and other activities for 
covering possible ergonomic risks and preventing from 
next MSD in the study participants.[2] We prepared one 
educational pamphlet for participants. In the study 
pamphlet, after MSD definition and its prevalence in 
national and international reports, proper activities 
for covering ergonomic risk factors were schematically 
presented (n = 285). We had one control group (n = 570) 
which had not revived any of the study interventions and 
continued to working with regular work tasks.

Table 1: Musculoskeletal disorder complaints at 
recent week and year in our participants before and 
6 months after intervention
Body region Frequency (%) P*

Before intervention After intervention
Lecture group

Upper limbs 87 (30.53) 82 (28.77) 0.06
Lower limbs 73 (25.61) 69 (24.21) 0.13

Pamphlet group
Upper limbs 86 (30.17) 76 (26.67) 0.002
Lower limbs 77 (27.02) 64 (22.46) 0.004

Control group
Upper limbs 172 (30.18) 168 (29.47) 0.13
Lower limbs 165 (28.95) 162 (28.42) 0.12

*P calculated with McNemar statistical test

Table 2: Musculoskeletal disorder prevalence at 
recent year in our participants before and 1 year after 
intervention among the study groups
Body region Frequency (%) P*

Before intervention After intervention
Lecture group

Upper limbs 87 (30.53) 81 (28.42) 0.06
Lower limbs 73 (25.61) 68 (23.86) 0.06

Pamphlet group
Upper limbs 86 (30.18) 64 (22.46) <0.001
Lower limbs 77 (27.02) 54 (18.95) <0.001

Control group
Upper limbs 172 (30.18) 171 (30.01) 0.49
Lower limbs 165 (28.95) 167 (29.29) 0.06

*P calculated with McNemar statistical test
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Data collection and techniques
Demographic and work‑related data for all nurses were 
gathered at the time of study beginning. The prevalence 
of MSD was recorded among participants with Nordic 
Musculoskeletal Questionnaire (NMQ). NMQ was 
developed from a project funded by the Nordic Council 
of Ministers and included questions such as age, job 
duration, weight of loads, daily working hours, and 
MSDs in each of the following body regions: neck, 
shoulder, elbow, wrist/hand, upper back, lumbar, one 
or both hips/thighs, one or both knees, and one or both 
ankle/feet. Data on daily working hours were obtained 
by the time spent in the workplace.[17] The validity 
and reliability of the questionnaire were approved in 
different studies and several languages including the 
Persian language.[18] The aim was to develop and test 
a standardized questionnaire methodology allowing 
comparison of low back, neck, shoulder, and general 
complaints for use in epidemiological studies.[19] The 
NMQ has been used in several studies for evaluating 
MSDs, including computer and call center workers.[20] 
Previous studies reported that the NMQ is repeatable, 
sensitive, and useful as a screening and surveillance tool. 
However, medical examination is essential to establish 
a clinical diagnosis. In this study, we only worked on 
some parts of NMQ data related to upper and lower 
extremities. We follow workers 1 year, and NMQ was 
completed for them at 6 months and 1 year after study 
beginning.

Study outcomes
The study outcome in the present study was prevalence 
of MSDs in upper and lower extremities of study nurses, 
which was defined as an experience of pain or discomfort 
in the soft tissue of the upper and lower extremities, 
which had occurred at least 2–3 workdays during the 
past week or 12 months. Noted pain has improved on 
the weekends, vacations, and holidays.

Study follow‑up
In the previous studies, we had different follow‑up times 
for ergonomic training studies. Five studies had a short 
follow‑up period of between 3 and 8 weeks.[21‑23] One 
study had an intermediate‑term follow‑up period of 
16 weeks,[10] and seven studies had a long‑term follow‑up 
period of between 6 and 12 months [Tables 1 and 2].[24‑26] 
For better and accurate results, we prefer that to select a 
1‑year follow‑up period (with one visit in middle time).

Statistical analysis
Study data were analyzed with SPSS for Windows, 
version 22.0 (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, 
Version 23 .0 .  Armonk,  NY:  IBM Corp) .  We 
presented quantitative and qualitative variables with 
mean/standard deviation and frequency/percentage, 
respectively. The normality of data was assessed with 

the Kolmogorov–Smirnov goodness‑of‑fit test. We 
analyzed qualitative variables with Chi‑square test 
and independent‑sample t‑test used for comparing 
quantitative variables between the trial groups. 
A two‑tailed P ≤ 0.05 was considered statistically 
significant.

Ethical consideration
The study was approved by the Research Ethics Board 
at the IUMS (90‑01‑127‑13328). Approval was also 
obtained from the IUMS Research Ethics Committee at 
each participating site. Research Ethics Board approvals 
were kept current for the duration of the study. The trial 
was registered at the Iranian Registry of Clinical Trials 
and Current Controlled Trials IRCT2015092624199N1. 
Furthermore, this study was conducted according to the 
Declaration of Helsinki, the Australian NHMRC National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 
2007,[27] the Notes for Guidance on Good Clinical 
Practice as adopted by the Australian Therapeutic Goods 
Administration 2000 CPMP/ICH/135/95,[28] and the ICH 
GCP Guidelines.

Results

Finally, from 1387 invited nurses, 1203 nurses were 
included in the study (response rate: 86.73%). The mean 
of age and work history among study participants was 
31.45 ± 5.22 and 6.32 ± 3.29 years, respectively. The mean 
of age in the lecture (31.30 ± 5.99), pamphlet (30.86 ± 3.02), 
and control groups (33.52 ± 4.51) had no significant 
differences (P = 0.15). The mean of work experience 
in the lecture (6.41 ± 3.48), pamphlet (5.89 ± 2.86), 
and control groups (6.53 ± 3.94) had no significant 
differences (P = 0.44). The mean of body mass index (BMI) 
in the lecture (25.09 ± 3.38), pamphlet (24.14 ± 2.73), 
and control groups (25.36 ± 1.78) had no significant 
differences (P = 0.06). The frequency of upper extremities 
discomforts at recent week and year was 164 (14.36%) and 
345 (30.26%), respectively. In our study, the frequency 
of lower extremity discomforts at recent week and year 
was 135 (11.76%) and 315 (27.56%), respectively.

At the first part of the study follow‑up, the prevalence 
of upper and lower extremities significantly improved 
in the interventional groups in comparison with 
the control group. Moreover, between the two trial 
groups, the frequency of MSDs in upper (P = 0.002) and 
lower (P = 0.004) extremities significantly improved 
among nurses of the pamphlet group in comparison 
with the lecture group.

At the second part of the study follow‑up, the prevalence 
of upper and lower extremities significantly improved 
in the interventional groups in comparison with 
the control group. Moreover, between the two trial 
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groups, the frequency of MSDs in upper (P < 0.001) and 
lower (P < 0.001) extremities significantly improved 
among nurses of the pamphlet group in comparison 
with the lecture group.

Discussion

Findings of the study showed that, although MSD 
prevalence decreased in all of the intervention groups, 
nursing in the pamphlet group received more impact 
than the other groups. We found that different similar 
studies assess the role of ergonomic training on MSD 
prevalence in different working populations. As an 
instance, Brisson et al. in their study found that MSD 
prevalence in the upper extremity region decreased from 
19% to 3% among workers in video display units after 
training.[21] In the other study, Bohr reported that the 
prevalence of MSD among trained workers was lower 
than other workers.[24] Although several ergonomic 
training studies were performed for MSD prevention, 
their findings were inconsistent with previous studies. 
Johnson reported that there were no significant declines 
seen in work‑related MSD among study workers.[29] In 
our study, pamphlet can significantly improve ergonomic 
concepts of study nurses and lead to lower upper and 
lower estimates complaints. We think that using 
pamphlet for intervention of ergonomic training allows 
nurses to read more and they are easier to train. Failure 
of lecture as an ergonomic intervention in the present 
study might be due to inadequate sample size and 
methodological differences. One of the possible causes 
for failure in detecting effectiveness for interventional 
programs in noted studies might be due to difficulty 
in changing the worker’s behaviors and some effective 
training for ergonomic needs to noted change for 
effectiveness. It seems that 1‑year follow‑up may none 
enough long for severe change or difference in MSD of 
some body parts.[30,31]

In the present study, we tried to randomly select our 
participants among nurses of an Iranian tertiary hospital 
with regular and same work tasks. The mean of age, 
work history, and BMI as three main confoundings 
had nonsignificant differences between the control and 
interventional groups. One of the strengths of the present 
study was that during 1‑year follow‑up time between 
interventions and measuring secondary outcome, all of 
the nurses participated in the final assessment, and we 
had not any miss follow‑up. One of the possible biases 
in the present study might be related to information 
bias due to self‑reporting nature of MSD assessment 
tools. There were generally believes that workers 
trend  to over‑report MSDs.[19] In this study, upper and 
lower extremity complaints were assessed according 
to self‑reporting Nordic questionnaire and might lead 
to underestimation of their prevalence among nurses. 

We think that our study is one of the few studies which 
compare two tools for describing ergonomic concepts to 
study participants and compare them with control. Due 
to randomly allocation of employees, underestimation 
of symptoms was the same among the study groups.

Limitation and suggestion
Our study had some limitations; first, we selected 
study populations from one hospital. It is better that 
the study population was selected from different 
health‑care centers with different workloads and tasks. 
Second, MSDs were multifactorial and some other and 
even nonwork‑related factors such psychological and 
social issues might be responsible for upper and lower 
extremity complaint development. Findings of the 
study showed that pamphlet method for ergonomic 
training had a significantly higher impact on prevalence 
of upper and lower extremity complaints among nurses 
than other lectures as other ergonomically training 
methods.

Conclusion

Findings of the study showed that transferring ergonomic 
concepts through pamphlet had a significantly higher 
impact on prevalence of upper and lower extremity 
complaints among nurses.
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