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Background 

 
Work-related musculoskeletal disorders (WMSDs) are the most common injuries reported 
among employees working in developed countries (Niu, 2010). Creating interventions to deal 
with WMSDs is difficult because work is comprised of multi-level interactions between such 
factors as: organizational culture, production requirements, interactions with others, capacities 
of individual employees, available tools and training, etc (Guerin et al., 2006). Gathering 
knowledge about all these factors and interactions and working within the organizational 
culture and context is difficult for external practitioners. Therefore a participatory-action 
research style of intervention known as Participatory Ergonomics (PE) has emerged.  
 
One approach to participatory ergonomics is to develop an Ergonomics or Ergo-Team, led by a 
facilitating researcher/ergonomist and made up of employees or their representatives, 
managers, and health and safety personnel (Rivilis, et al., 2008). With the Ergo-Team approach, 
team members undergo training in ergonomics concepts, take a role in the selection of projects, 
assess issues, carry out job analysis, develop solutions, and oversee and evaluate the 
implementation of suggested changes (Rivilis, et al., 2008). However, developing an Ergo-Team 
is a complex project, and relies heavily on having company support structures and pre-requisite 
success factors in place (de Jong & Vink, 2000; de Looze, et al., 2001; Haines, Wilson, Vink, & 
Koningsveld, 2002; Hignett, Wilson, & Morris, 2005; Koningsveld, Dul, Van Rhijn, & Vink, 
2005; Zalk, 2001).  
 
The SafetyNet Centre for Occupational Health and Safety Research (Memorial University of 
Newfoundland) has a set of tools to guide the Ergo-Team development process from start to 
finish using CIHR Knowledge-to-Action funds.  SafetyNet developed, applied and refined a PE 
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Ergo-Team toolkit in several workplaces. The toolkit draws on experience in these workplaces as 
well as key academic literature and discussion with leading ergonomics researchers during an 
international conference on WMSD prevention. The Toolkit is called: “A Team Approach: How 
to Implement an Ergo-Team Approach to Participatory Ergonomics.” It includes a 
promotional video, “A Team Effort – Participatory Ergonomics and Your Workplace” - an 
original film developed by SafetyNet in partnership with Memorial University’s Department of 
Distance Education and Learning Technology. This video captures the dialogue of a group of 
managers, employees and an ergonomist as they determine whether an Ergo-Team approach is 
right for them. It is designed for use by an ergonomist to introduce the PE and Ergo-Team 
process to plant stakeholders so they are aware of the basic elements of the approach and of the 
commitments each group must make. The Toolkit also includes a Guide for use by the 
ergonomist to establish relevant structures and pre-requisites at the enterprise and to help with 
the training of the Ergo-Team. In addition, it includes a Training Workbook and set of activities 
designed to help train Ergo-Team members. The toolkit is available to the public free of charge 
via www.participatoryergonomics.mun.ca.  
 

Café Objectives 

 
Our successful Canadian Institutes for Health Research (CIHR) Café Scientifique grant included 
funds to conduct two Café Scientifiques: one in St. John`s, NL (September 20, 2012) and one in 
Edmonton, AB (April 3, 2013).  

The proposed Cafés had the following objectives:  

1) To promote participatory-action models of intervention among practitioners of 
ergonomics and occupational health and safety 

2) To make participants aware of the main elements of the SafetyNet Toolkit and its 
potential uses;  

3) To gather feedback on the tools from researchers and practitioners interested in 
musculoskeletal disorder preventions; and, 

4) To discuss the role of stakeholders and ergonomists when undertaking participatory 
workplace interventions.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.participatoryergonomics.mun.ca/
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Format of the Cafés 

 

The Cafés were both held at community forums in each city – the Johnson Geo Centre in 
downtown St John’s and the Derrick Golf and Winter Club in Edmonton. Venues were both 
wheelchair accessible and accessible by foot/public transit. 

 

 

Program Description 
The 2-hour long Cafés followed similar programs and used the “PE Toolkit” video as the 
medium of communication to open the Cafés. Viewing of the video was followed by a brief 
presentation on the content of the information package. To facilitate discussion about the 
information package and PE/Ergo-Team process, an expert ergonomist joined the discussion 
panel in each city. The panel members engaged in discussions with the audiences and offered 
insights on any issues raised.  
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Introduction (Moderator)       10 minutes 

Linda Sagmeister Moderator: St. John’s, NL 

Christie Boone  Moderator: Edmonton, AB 

Video screening         15 minutes 

A Team Effort – Participatory Ergonomics and Your Workplace 

Presentation         10 minutes 

The Participatory Ergonomics Toolkit 

Panel Presentation        10 minutes 

Darren MacDonald Panel Expert, St. John’s, NL 

Linda Miller  Panel Expert, Edmonton, AB 

Refreshment / Networking Break      20 minutes 

Q&A / Discussion        45 minutes 

Closing remarks (moderator)       10 minutes 

 

Promotion 
Both Cafés were promoted for at least one month before the event. Advertisement banners on 
the websites of affiliated organizations such as SafetyNet and EWI Works, were used in 
promotion, as well as notifications on various listservs, and the distribution of posters in select 
locations. Direct emails were sent to to personal contacts working in the field of ergonomics and 
participatory-action research.  

Due to financial constraints, we were unable to post announcements in local newspapers or on 
local radio stations. Most participants at both events were reached through direct emails either 
received from the organizers or forwarded from the recipient (see “Evaluation” below). The 
Edmonton Café was featured on EWI Works blog page: 
http://ewiworks.com/blog/2013/04/cafe-scientifique-april-3-2013-a-success/. We did not get 
permission from participants to photograph the event. 

 

Impact and Reach 

The ultimate goal in health research is to develop information that can help improve conditions 
for practitioners and/or end-users. This is especially true for intervention research. The 
ergonomics intervention research projects conducted under the auspices of SafetyNet over the 
last 5 years have produced a rich information package to guide the ergonomist, develop 
structures and pre-requisites for an Ergo-Team, and give direction and tools to team members 
at the enterprise. Disseminating this information package to a larger group of ergonomists and 
ergonomics researchers was an important step in the research process.  
 
Over 60 individuals participated in both Cafés; approximately 30 in St. John’s and 30 in 
Edmonton. Responses to the Café were positive overall with many participants expressing their 

http://ewiworks.com/blog/2013/04/cafe-scientifique-april-3-2013-a-success/
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desire to learn more about participatory ergonomics and occupational health and safety in 
general through a similar presentation format. 
 
The St. John’s Café launched the information package and promoted discussions of socially-
constructed participatory intervention within a province that has limited exposure to this 
intervention model. These discussions offered unique information about how these tools are 
perceived by individuals who are inexperienced in the PE process, and offer some insights into 
what additional training and materials this group may require applying this program in other 
NL settings.  
 
Participation in both sessions was similar in that many of the participants worked in primary 
health care and were looking at the tools to assist in developing programs for primary health 
care workers. 
 
While following the same format as in St. John’s, the Edmonton Café provided new insights. 
Alberta is a province with a very different industrial culture, and it has had more exposure to 
ergonomics consultation than NL. Therefore the information package and tools may have been 
perceived differently by practitioners and industrial stakeholders. The feedback, questions, and 
comments that came from the discussion at the Edmonton Café offer an interesting 
comparison/contrast between the two provinces and their industrial and intervention cultures.  
 
The St. John’s session was attended by persons working in or with the industrial sector; 
specifically the agri-foods sector in similar environments within which the tools were developed. 
Informal conversations after the session focused on issues in this sector. In contrast, 
conversations during the Edmonton session focused on construction and related tradesperson 
occupations. While the context of the work (cyclic) in agri-foods is similar to the contexts where 
the materials were developed, construction and tradespersons work is non-cyclic. Developing 
partnerships to test the materials in a new context is important.  
 
Facilitators noted that in the Edmonton session there were more questions and comments about 
the overall content of the tools and materials.  The participants in Edmonton may be more 
familiar with the process of ergonomics interventions and thus more comfortable with the 
explanation of a PE approach (more so than the less experienced representatives in NL). 
Therefore, rather than searching for information on the process of PE,  participants in 
Edmonton really wished to go deeper into what was included with the package and how it might 
fit their workplace. Therefore, a key outcome from the Edmonton session in particular was an 
expanded reach for the package to new industries and increased possibilities for subsequent 
experimentation with this approach in some of these industries in the future. 
 
Both the St. John’s and Edmonton Cafés could be accessed remotely through a webinar format 
by interested parties. One person connected remotely to the St. John’s presentation and 5 
people connected remotely in Edmonton. Both sessions were recorded and will be available for 
viewing on the safetynet website (www.safetynet.mun.ca) in the near future. 
 
 

http://www.safetynet.mun.ca/
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Evaluation Summary 

 
At the end of each Café, all audience members were asked to complete the CIHR Café 
Scientifique survey. The results of these surveys were tabulated using the excel spread sheet 
supplied by CIHR. A total of 39 surveys were returned; not all participants completed the 
survey. 
 
In summary, of the participants who returned their survey (responses from both Cafés are 
merged to protect identities; responses were not complete for all questions): 
 

 Most participants reported being a “health care professional” (n=19) or an “interested 
citizen” (n=11; of 32 responses) 

 Of 36 responses, 24 participants were female, 12 male 

 The majority of participants indicated that they were between the ages of 26 and 40 
(n=19); 7 were 41-50 years, 9 were 51-65 years (N=36) 

 All responders had post secondary education (college = 6, undergraduate = 20,   
graduate = 12) 

 Almost all of the participants who returned a survey indicated that the content of the 
Café met their expectations (n=37; 1 reported that it did not) and that the Café improved 
their understanding of this research topic (n=37; 1 reported that it did not).  

 Almost all reported that they liked the venue of the event (n=38; 1 reported that they did 
not). 

 As reported earlier, most participants heard of the event via email (24 of 42 responses); 
10 people heard of the event through their employer. 

 Based on survey responses (n=8) and conversations with participants, there appeared to 
be a strong interest in more information on occupational health and safety topics; 
especially in terms of how to implement new ideas in practice. 

 In terms of CIHR’s five strategic priorities; most participants (46.2%)  indicated that 
“promot[ing] health and reduc[ing] the burden of chronic disease and mental illness” 
was the most important priority for them followed by “Support[ing] a high-quality, 
accessible and sustainable health care system” (the most important in 38.5% of 
responses)). These results are not surprising given the background of most of the 
participants. 

 

 

 

 


