STRETCHING FOR INJURY PREVENTION:

A BLUEPRINT FOR SUCCESS
1) All injuries have one root cause: Load placed on body part exceeded the current load bearing capacity of that body part.

2) That excessive load can occur in two primary ways:

a) One-time excessive force that damages the body part resulting in injury or death.  10-20% of all industrial injuries are of this nature.  Ex.  Very heavy load lifted with poor biomechanics = lumbar strain.

b) A repeated accumulation of minor insults, individually each insult is insignificant, but when collectively applied to the body they whittle it down to the point of injury or death.  80-90% of industrial injuries are of this nature (slight misaligned front end repeated mileage=tire lifespan cut by 50%).  Ex.  Carpal tunnel misaligned wrist, combined with repeated movement mileage=carpal tunnel syndrome.

3) There are only two primary ways to reduce injuries.

a) Increase the body’s load bearing capacity.  Specific work hardening or stretching programs that increase the strength, flexibility and muscular endurance allowing the worker to perform more work before they reach the bodies’ limit point.

b) Reduce the load placed on the body part:

i) Correct alignment of all body parts during activities (good biomechanics=preferred work methods). Preferred work method: Correctly squatting, bending the knees employing the 20 large muscles of the legs and glutes to distribute the load to more body employees. At risk behavior for lumbar strain/sprain: Bend at waist using primarily two long narrow back muscles to lift item.

ii) Ergonomic or engineering control solutions.

(1) Relocate heavy items to waist height.

(2) Break heavy items into smaller packages.

(3) Employ mechanical lifting aids wherever possible.

4) The “Flexible Solutions” stretching/work hardening program addresses both aspects of injury prevention.

a) The load bearing capacities of the employees are progressively increased through the work specific injury prevention protocol.

b) Correct biomechanics are coached and practiced during class so that the industrial athlete knows and is experienced at using preferred work methods.

c) Many people move incorrectly because tight deconditioned muscles will not allow movement in the bodies design pathway.  When flexibility and strength are restored, Preferred Work Methods reappear.

d) Well-conditioned workers recover much more rapidly if they do happen to get injured.

Historically all college and professional sports programs begin every practice and game with a stretching and work hardening program as their primary injury prevention tool.  No college or Pro sports stretching system has ever been discontinued.  Think about it!

5) All college and professional sports stretching program are sustained.  In contrast less than 5% of all industrial stretching programs are sustained or successful after 24 months.  We have seen one company attempt to implement a stretching program three different times unsuccessfully in ten years.  Why?  Strains and Sprains account for approximately 55% of all the costs of workers comp claims.  The stretching program is the correct fix to address the root cause, but the poor implementation strategy and the corporate culture was not there to support the solution. The half-baked stretch attempt fails; the strain and sprain numbers remain unchanged or get worse.  The company does not say been there done that to the stretching solution and to their credit they try again.  The second attempt is better and lasts longer, but for lack of critical vision and experienced professional leadership the program dies a slow and painful death.  Get the picture.  

 
 For 17 years Sports Therapy Associates has provided sports medicine injury solutions to thousands of industrial and professional athletes. 

Only one of those industrial pre-work stretching programs has been sustained for more than seven years (that one is at 15 years and counting).

6) We have developed a list of critical behaviors and components to initiate and sustain a successful industrial stretching culture.  Having seen 15 unique diseases that can weaken and then kill your program, we hope you will learn from our experience so that you and your company can be as successful at injury prevention as the best professional sports franchises.  A failed or false start stretching program hurts your credibility and undermines trust in the company’s safety vision.  Remember, correctly done stretching and work hardening programs address one of the primary root causes of industrial injuries.  “Weak, inflexible, cold bodies breakdown sooner and more often than warm, well-conditioned bodies.”

7) Buy In:  Justification for Program:

a) All stakeholders that will be affected by this program in any way must attend a seminar to explain both the physical and economic benefits of this culture change.  Everyone’s doubts, concerns, fears, past experiences must all be welcomed and solicited immediately after the initial professionally led seminar.  Online and middle managers that are very busy and think this is one of those peripheral  “MANDATORY” meetings they can miss will be a problem.  Every time a production manager sees someone exercising on company time they view it as frivolous and a waste of time.  When they see 10 years of controlled studies examining productivity and missed work days for all reasons and understand that fit employees are 30% more productive and miss 50% less work for all reasons including workers comp claims their attitudes tend to change concerning on site exercise.

b) Stakeholders include:  President; VP Operations; Human Resources; Night and Day Warehouse Manager; Director of Transportation; Safety Director; Nurse; Safety Committee Members.  Any people that have tried to initiate health related programs in the past--salary or hourly.  Anyone in your organization who could be affected by this program.

c) The first seminar should be management only, addressing production, logistical, financial, union, safety, and real value of program concerns.

d) If any stakeholder is not in agreement with moving forward with the program after the seminar, they could be a cancer cell that collects employees of a like-mind that undermines the success of the program.

e) A professional will be able to address all concerns and clearly demonstrate the true value of all aspects of the stretching program, gaining commitment and buy-in.

8) Retain a professional to conduct a biomechanics of human movement school.  Specifically avoid telling the employees that you are going to start a stretching program.  The employees’ preconceived notions about stretching programs (women’s aerobics, Japanese culture, P.E., at work, previously unsuccessful stretching programs) will prejudice the attitude and make buy in more difficult.

9) Written commitment:

a) Secure a written commitment from all management stakeholders that they believe that the physical condition of the employees is essential to injury prevention and the safety culture of the organization.

b) A majority of hourly employees want to participate and gain the pain and injury reducing benefits provided by a stretching program.  However if the idea to stretch comes from a management group that they don’t trust or like and they feel the primary purpose of the class is to save the company money the workers will reject the process and participation and results will be poor at best.  Allow the idea for this class to flow through the union and an employee driven ergonomics/safety committee.

10) If steel-toed shoes, safety glasses, and other personal protective equipment are mandatory, given the number of strains and sprains your company experiences, should pre-work stretching also be mandatory to abate that problem?  PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EXERCISES
11) Medical and Union concerns:

a) Both the union and physicians have occasionally challenged participation in the mandatory stretching program.  Our stretching program has always successfully withstood these challenges without escalating tension.  (If you are not fit for stretching, are you fit for full duty?)

12) Selecting a Provider.  Involve the workers and the safety committee:

a) Observe existing programs at various companies.

b) Have the providers make an on-site presentation.

c) “Test drive” the program by actually doing the exercises.

d) Make the provider defend all things you dislike, “air your concerns”.

e) Identify providers’ past success at reducing claims and increasing productivity.

13) Company Policy:

a) Mandatory or not?

b) Standing or lying down?

c) Medically clear all employees for participation.

d) If not all, can they do some portion of the program?

e) If they are not fit to warm-up, are they fit to work?

f) Who will insure participation?  Provider?  Employer?

g) Communicate with treating physician for return to work.

14) Implementing the Program:

a) Seminar on root causes of strains and sprains and how to stretch correctly.

b) Anatomy of strains and sprains.

c) Preferred work methods = biomechanics.

d) Personal benefits of stretching.

e) Teach all stretches.

f) Correct speed of movement in and out of stretch.

g) How long to hold stretch.

h) How far should you stretch?

i) Where should you feel the stretch?

j) Body alignment and breathing during stretch.

k) Provide a written and practical exam where all participants score 90% or above before graduating to the actual stretching class.

  Stretching programs do not reduce injuries, correctly executed stretches; with continual focused attention to detail reduce injuries.

15) Daily Review of Class-Measuring Your Success:

a) A baseline measurement of stretching class participant’s pain and range of motion by body part is essential.

b) Measured improvement on a monthly basis supports the program and encourages active participation by the students.   (Baseline blood pressure, resting pulse, cholesterol, and lean body mass may also be monitored.)

c) Instructor observed on 1-10 scale on fifteen separate class quality issues daily by management, rotating on-line associates, and self.

d) Participants observed on 1-10 scale on four separate class quality issues on a daily basis by management, instructor, peers, and self.

e) Management observed on 1-10 scale on separate leadership responsibility issues by instructor, associate and self.

f) Without unflinching, continuous self-examination, this and all processes will drift in the wrong direction.

16) New Hires.  No person shall participate in the therapeutic exercise class until they have:

a) Watched the Industrial Athlete Injury Prevention video.

b) Taken and passed the stretching video test with a minimum score of 90%.

c) Been formally introduced to the stretching instructor by management and been given the appropriate coaching to modify the intensity of their exercises to match their current fitness level.  Note: If the class has been ongoing for six months, the participants have progressed from 5 to 50 squats and from 10-100 crunches.  50 squats and 100 crunches would be inappropriate and potentially dangerous to a novice.)

d) The associates’ video test results should be kept in their personnel files.

e) Every three months the new hires for that period should participate in a one-hour professionally instructed joint injury prevention and biomechanics class.

17) Addressing reasons for reduced interest in the therapeutic exercise class:

a) “When the class was new, it was fun and exciting.  It’s boring now.”

b) Is brushing your teeth and changing your motor oil exciting or boring?  Do they still have value?  Is there value in stretching and therapeutic exercise for joint lubrication, warm up, flexibility, and joint stabilization even after the thrill is gone?  Yes—Keep it up.

c) “We’ve got an extra heavy workload today.  We don’t have time to exercise.”  This action devalues the program and safety culture and has been the beginning of the end for many corporate classes.

d) Imagine a professional sports team saying, “We’re playing the 49er’s today, so we don’t have time to warm up.”  A warmed up, well-conditioned body has more horsepower to meet the demands of the job.  Exercise is an essential pit stop that adds fuel and enhances the performance of the human machine.  It does take time but that time is invested, not wasted.

18) New management person hired from the outside that doesn’t understand or believe in the therapeutic exercise system or its value.  A part of all new employee orientation needs to be The Industrial Athlete video test.  If the management person is involved in the therapeutic exercise process in any way, they need to go through a face-to-face joint injury prevention buy-in seminar within the first two weeks of being hired.

a) “We have had some complaints about the therapeutic exercise class, so we have decided to make participation voluntary.”

b) Life is a voluntary exercise program.  Only 12% of Americans exercise for 20 minutes, 3 days per week.  You will fail to reach your target audience of deconditioned employees if the class in voluntary.  Traditionally all voluntary exercise programs conducted on the job are used by employees who already workout.  The fit employees are not the ones most in need of the program.

19) “We have three people in one work group stretching and two that are just standing around waiting for the class to get over.”

a) Clearly count the cost of all aspects of your stretching program, like all the consequences of making it voluntary.

20) Safety must be managed like any other successful aspect of your business.

Quality, Production, and in all areas:  Excellence is observed, measured and refined by everyone in the corporation, it doesn’t just happen.

