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I. OUTLINE OF THE PROJECT 

1. Background  

The European Social Dialogue working group for health and safety for telecommunications sector has 
been working on health and safety issues in this sector for several years. Since the last two years, the 
group has set their focus on Musculoskeletal Disorders (MSD). The social partners recognise that this 
problem causes a significant human and financial cost to the sector. 
In 2004 an initial survey was carried out amongst the principal employment groups of concern. The 
survey identified the main hazards and hazardous activities with regard to MSD within the 
telecommunications sector. The study revealed that there was a lack of consistency in the data reported 
by the different companies.  It was concluded that there is no clear vision of good practice at the 
moment since there are widely differing working practices in broadly analogous tasks. 
Therefore, the workgroup agreed that there would be considerable value in conducting a more detailed 
review on working practices and on MSD in the telecommunications sector.  Prevent, Institute of 
Occupational Safety and Health (Brussels), carried out this detailed review. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prevent would like to thank all the companies that contributed to the questionnaire. Special thanks 
should go to Marc Moris (Belgacom), Paul Litchfield (BT), Bernard Siano (France Telecom) and their 
colleagues in the field for the organisation of the company visits. 
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2. Objective  

The main objective of this detailed review is to collect current working practices and methods across all 
EU countries relating to telecommunications activities assessed as being associated with a risk of MSD, 
in order to define best practice. This might help to control MSD problems with a common basis.  

3. Methodology 

To meet the main objective, several steps were followed: 
 

• Analysis of good practices in literature  
 
First, a study of literature and projects on working practices and prevention of MSD in the 
telecommunication sector was carried out. 
 

• Detailed questionnaire on MSD and working practices in the telecommunication sector 
 
Following the study on literature and projects, a detailed questionnaire was developed and sent to the 
telecommunication companies. The detailed questionnaire should made a practical analysis possible of 
the relation between working procedures, risk factors, training and injury/ illness rates for MSD within 
the service technicians (STs) and call centre workers of the telecommunications sector. The analysis is 
made to define best practices in the end. 
 

• Collection of data concerning MSD reported by law in each country within 
telecommunications sector 

 
Data collection on common basis with regard to MSD is important regarding the prevention of 
occupational diseases and accidents. It provides the necessary information for drawing attention to the 
magnitude of workplace health and safety problems, for setting further research priorities, and for 
targeting and evaluating interventions to improve worker safety and health. Data collection can also 
provide information that leads to detection and anticipation of new emerging risks. 
Therefore, finally, a common approach in data collection within the EU is described for the 
telecommunication sector. 
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4. Structure of the report 

The results of this detailed research are presented in two documents: 
 
4.1 BACKGROUND REPORT ( III.) 
 
This report includes following information: 
 
 

1. Analysis of good practices in literature   
  

            
 A literature study regarding good practices for prevention of MDS�s concentrating on the 

Telecommunications sector is presented. 
 

2. Detailed questionnaire on MSD�s in the 
  Telecommunications sector 

 
This part contains all information regarding the second detailed questionnaire carried out by 
Prevent. It gives an overview of all information available from the companies that filled in the 
questionnaire on task descriptions, risks and prevention measures. 

 
3. Collection of data concerning MSD�s reported  
 by law in EU within Telecommunications sector 

 
Very little comparable quantitative health and safety data is available for MDS�s within the 
different companies. Therefore, a common approach in data collection within the EU is 
described for the Telecommunications sector. 
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4.2 REVIEW OF WORKING PRACTICES TO PREVENT MSD�s ( II.) 
 
To allow cross country/company benchmarking of information regarding the risks and prevention 
measures for MSD�s, a review of �current working practices� within several activities and task of the 
service technicians and call centre workers is made. This information is based on the results of the 
second detailed questionnaire.  In order to define �good practices�, ergonomic experts have evaluated 
this current working practices within every activity. Where necessary, the experts added supplementary 
information on ergonomics guidelines, tools� and other important documents/databases. 
 
The approach in this review can be illustrated as: 
 
     ACTIVITY1 
 

• Number of exposed workers 
 

• Brief description of tasks and devices 
 

• Risks of MSD with regard to this activity 
 

• Prevention measures 
 

Task 12 
 

       Current working practices3 
 

      
         
        Expert evaluation  
  
 
         
        Recommendations 
 
  Task 2 
  Task� 
 
 
 
The review ends with recommendations regarding general policy and procedures focussed on manual 
lifting to avoid low back disorders and also focussed on repetitive movements � static postures to avoid 
overuse syndromes of the upper limbs or other health problems related to ergonomic risks. This part is 
important for all tasks of the workers within the Telecommunication sector. All information regarding 
these aspects provided by the companies in the questionnaire is integrated in this part of the report. 
 

                                                      
1 The different activities of the service technicians are presented in order of occurrence within the 
different companies. 
2 The different tasks are presented in order of importance within the specific activity.  
3 Also current working practices of companies who do not perform this activity, but describe this subtask 
within another activity of their service technicians are taken into account. 
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1. Who is at risk?  

The European Social Dialogue working group for health and safety for telecommunications recognise 
that today MSD�s are considered as an important problem for both service technicians and call centre 
workers.  However, it is difficult to estimate the size of the problem since very little comparable 
quantitative occupational health and safety data is available for MSD within the different companies. 
Companies collect data according to different criteria. For example, definitions on health outcomes 
regarding MSD and the diagnostic procedures are not standardised. Furthermore, the national 
differences between compensation systems and between the lists of legally and medically recognized 
occupational diseases makes it impossible to get a detailed view of the size of the problem.  
 
The second questionnaire revealed that 511 467 workers across the 17 participating companies might 
be exposed to risks to the development of MSD�s (table 1)4. Taken into account the companies that 
didn�t respond to the questionnaire and the fact that the majority of the telecommunication companies 
have outsourced several activities to contractors, much more workers across the European Union are 
exposed.  

Table 1: Total number of employees and the proportions of service technicians or call centre 
workers in the companies 

14859,00 34,0 11,0
86000,00 37,0 23,0
9500,00 ,0 7,0
2524,00 13,0 .
7259,00 . .

105000,00 19,0 20,0
130000,00 25,0 15,0

7996,00 23,0 62,0
14929,00 ,0 61,0
8311,00 . .
5693,00 33,0 19,0

15000,00 20,0 10,0
33144,00 59,0 14,0
8925,00 ,0 18,0

62,00 . 67,0
6471,00 ,0 16,6

55794,00 28,6 .

Belgacom - Belgium
BT - UK
Cesky Telecom - Czech
CYTA - Cyprus
Eircom - Ireland
France TØlØcom - France
Germany
Matav - Hungary
O2 - UK
Portugal Telecom - Portugal
Slovak Telekom - Slovakey
TDC - Denmark
Telefonica - Spain
Telenor - Norway
Telepage Ltd - Malta
Teliasonera - Finland
Turktelecom - Turkey

Company
name

Number of
Employees
(whole time
equivalent):

Service
technicians

(%)
Call centre

workers  (%)

 
The severity of the problem and the type of body region affected by MSD�s depends on many risk 
factors related to the specific activity of the telecommunication workers.  

                                                      
4 Figures based on questionnaires completed by the participating companies in February � March 2005, 
update France Telecom September 2005 
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2. Service technicians  

2.1 ST - Pulling, pushing and connecting cables 

Pulling, pushing and connecting cables is a very common work activity within the Telecommunications 
industry.  Eleven companies (of the 13 companies with service technicians) responded to this part of 
the questionnaire indicating that 5 to 90% of their workers undertake this activity. Six companies 
provided the exact number of service technicians pulling, pushing and connecting cables, so it is 
estimated that 20 887 workers across these companies are exposed to risks for MSD due to this 
activity. Taken into account the five companies that not provided the number of exposed workers much 
more workers across the European Union are affected. 
 

• Brief description of tasks and devices  
 

Tasks Devices 
Lifting covers of underground structures Road working guarding 
Pulling and pushing cables Gas detection unit 
Connecting cables Gas detection unit 
Placing material to signalise the working area Mechanical lifter 
Driving to different working areas with truck Jointing machines 
 Measure instruments (cable identifiers) 
 Cable cutters and pliers 
 Portable air compressor 

Figure 1: Several tasks of the ST Pulling, pushing and connecting cables 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Risks of MSD with regard to this activity 
 
The survey indicated that the body parts most at risk for MSD within service technicians Cabling are 
neck/ shoulders, upper limbs and back. The overall risk was graded as being Moderate to High. 
Prolonged static posture and uncomfortable working positions, as well as lifting heavy objects (covers of 
underground structures, material�) are indicated as the main causes of MSD within these service 
technicians.  
 

• Prevention measures to reduce MSD for each hazardous task 
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1. Pulling and pushing cables (Blowing fibres5) (Fig. 1) 
 
Current working practice 
 
The questionnaire reveals that to prevent prolonged static postures and uncomfortable working 
positions while pulling, pushing cables/ blowing fibres the companies undertake several prevention 
measures focussed on special work equipment and training of the occupied workers. 
 

- Several companies avoid the risks of pulling the cables/ fibres: Most pulling is performed by 
means of an electrical winch (fig. 2).  

- In other situations, companies minimise the risks by providing cushions and kneepad (fig. 3) to 
prevent the worker is bending during the activity.   

- Several companies mention the use of ergonomic designed equipment (no more detailed 
information). Additionally, an instruction for the right use of this equipment is provided. 

- Task specific training is the most common prevention measure to overcome this hazard: 8 
companies indicate this to prevent MSD’s. 

          
 
 

 

            

            Figure 2: Kneepads   

Figure 3: Electrical winch 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Expert evaluation: 
Work involving sustained static postures is very tiring because the worker cannot fully recover in the 
short periods of time between movements. Eventually, it takes more effort to perform the same posture. 
When the work activity continues in spite of the fatigue, injuries can occur. The most efficient prevention 
measure is to avoid the hazardous activity (as mentioned electrical winch). But also changes in work 
organisation, not mentioned in detail by the companies, can overcome this hazard. 
 
Working in awkward positions increases the stress on the lumbar spine and other body parts. The use 
of cushions, kneepads and ergonomic hand tools, as mentioned in the questionnaire, is a sufficient 
manner to overcome this hazard. Additionally, task specific training is necessary to stimulate workers 
using these tools.  
 
See also ‘4.2 Repetitive movements – static postures and 4.3 Ergonomic tools and devices’ 

                                                      
5 Prevention measures are the same for the task ‘Blowing optical fibres’ within ST Service Technician 
Blowing and connecting optical fibres. 


