Best-laid
plans…
Schools and colleges have adopted laptops
and tablet devices with enthusiasm.
Jon Abbott says they now need to address
the ergonomic risks to young users’ bodies

caused by your workplace you will still be
managing discomfort and the resulting loss of
productivity.
And what about the thing we all strive to
achieve – positive behaviours? Personally
I believe that behaviours that developed
throughout an entire school career will be
impossible for you to change. I think the best
we will be able to do is to embrace and learn
to manage poor postures because your future
employees will not have the muscle strength
to support a traditionally good posture; it is
likely that an abnormally developed skeletal

Having watched the speed with which our

But suppose each pupil uses their tablet (or

school systems have adopted technology,

laptop) for two-and-a-half hours each day in

I think that in ten years or less we will

school. Let us also assume they are completing

be lamenting the plight of many young

an hour of homework each evening on these

workers. We will be dealing with the

same devices. Now compare a pupil with a

The past few years have seen a significant

impact of unintended consequences and

typical employee. What obligations would you

increase in the number of children showing

to paraphrase the Scottish poet Robert

have to an employee using technology for

signs of musculoskeletal disorder with more

Burns, “The best-laid plans of mice and

three-and-a-half hours each day?

than 72 per cent of primary school children

system will prevent positive postures.

What’s the evidence?

suffering back or neck pain in the last 12

men often go awry”.
In regulated countries we would be obliged

months. An increasing number of children

According to The British Educational Suppliers

to educate and assess each user for risk. In

are requiring NHS treatment and taking

Association (BESA) there were 117,000 tablets

non-regulated countries we would probably

medication. Sixty-four per cent of secondary

in use in primary schools at the end of 2013

apply the same techniques to avoid negatively

school children have suffered problems over

(up from 50,000 in 2012) and 141,000 tablets

impacting our insurance. In both cases we

a similar period and almost 90 per cent of

in use in secondary schools (up from 96,000

would be looking for indicators that might

the children have not reported their pain to

in 2012). By the end of 2015 this is expected

lead to soft tissue injuries.

anyone.

370,000 in secondary schools. These figures

Now think about this. Our younger

The results appear in a questionnaire-based

relate to UK schools only.

generations are using technology for the same

study commissioned by Abertawe [Swansea]

to increase to 242,000 in primary schools and

(if not more) hours per day than our typical

Bro Morgannwg University (ABMU) Health

And the use of tablets will become

employee yet there is absolutely no obligation

board and was conducted by Helena Webb,

increasingly prevalent in our education

to manage the risks these devices pose.

a leading paediatric physiotherapist. In the

system. BESA’s research shows that 57 per

And the risk is greater; our young people are

study 204 children from the ages of 7-18 were

cent of primary and 75 per cent of secondary

adopting poor postures for many hours each

questioned in an in-depth survey about their

schools plan to provide a tablet for each pupil

day while their bones are still developing.

back care.

by the end of 2020.

What does this mean for you?

The research was carried out after the ABMU

Technology is transforming education. Pupils

My assertion is that your younger employees

reported that the number of children receiving

have access to information in a speedier and

will be exhibiting established injuries and,

treatment for back and neck pain had doubled

more informative way. Our future workforce

potentially, skeletal abnormalities as they join

over six months. The percentage of paediatric

is learning to work and collate information in

your workplace. In terms of DSE management

referrals to physiotherapy for back/neck pain

a manner that is more representative of our

this makes your role considerably more

increased from 2.1 per cent in September 2011

modern workplaces. It is essential this continues.

difficult. Although injuries may not be

to 4.5 per cent in March 2012.
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What’s being done?
Sadly, very little. There are a number of
organisations that are working hard to
improve postures amongst young people.
The Institute of Ergonomics & Human Factors
(IEHF) and the British Chiropractors Association
(BCA) have some great resources.
Cardinus, working in partnership with the
Health & Safety Laboratory, have developed
a range of free-to-use resources for schools,
colleges and universities around the world.
These can be found at www.ergonomics4kids.com.
Having spent so much time researching the
impact of technologies on young bodies I am
keen to see accountability for the safe use of
technology in our education system. While
I don’t believe regulation is the answer, I do
want to see schools obligated to teach young
people how to use technology safely. After all,
it is in their interests, we know employees who
suffer from discomfort are not so productive;
the same is likely for those in education.

We must all use our professional influence
to reach out to schools, scouting, guiding
and other groups, and encourage them
to take ergonomics seriously. Without any
authoritarian support we need a revolutionary
approach if we want to recruit young
employees without pre-existing ergonomic
injuries.

I am keen to see accountability
for the safe use of technology
in our education system.

Having back pain can affect
the way children feel, learn,
work and play sport

A pediatric physiotherapists view...

72%

of primary school
children have
suffered back or
neck pain

64%

of secondary
school children
have suffered
back or neck pain

While developing Healthy Working MOVE,
Cardinus worked with Lorna Taylor BSc (Hons)
Physiotherapy, MCSP, HPC. I asked her for
her views on the long-term effects of young
people’s use of technology.
“Current lifestyles and the increase in
technology are having detrimental effects on
our children’s musculoskeletal health, and if
not addressed in school and at home now,

So, having launched Healthy Working MOVE
and a variety of free-to-use resources, Cardinus
and its partners worked to engage with
schools. Some authorities, such as Derbyshire
County Council, have been especially
responsive. OFSTED and the Department for
Education stand out as being completely
unsupportive. So, if our authorities are not
going to support positive programs to help
our young people (especially when we would
not get away with the same with the working
population) we need to take it on ourselves to
change attitudes.

will have far reaching effects for our children,

Best-laid schemes don’t have to go awry. We
know that technology provides considerable
academic benefits, but as experts we also
know we are storing up long-term health
issues among our young people. Our
advantage is our knowledge, and we need to
spread the word to those who simply do not

very little consideration is given to the

understand the risks.

and to/from school because of safety fears.

future working generation and society. This is a
healthcare time bomb,” Lorna told me.
“It’s vital we instil good habits and provide
resources so children can be comfortable, be
able to concentrate, reach their full potential

4x

and work and play sport as they decide, and
not be limited by preventable disability and a
life in pain.
“ICT now plays a huge part of our children’s
lives both at school and at home. However,
postures children frequently adopt: sitting

+2.4%

using handheld mobile devices, working at
laptops whilst sitting on the floor, sitting on
one-size-fits-all furniture (11-year-olds can vary

Adolescent back
pain sufferers
are four times
more likely to
experience back
pain as an adult
Paediatric referrals
to physiotherapy
for back/neck pain
increased from
2.1% to 4.5% in a
six month period

in height by a metre), spending more time
sitting in the car going to structured activities

78%

of children would
like to learn how
to keep their
backs healthy
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“For younger children, there is less opportunity
to simply play and develop the strong core
muscles they need to maintain a healthy
spine. The spine is a vulnerable structure as it
needs to provide strength to keep us upright,
but also flexibility to help us move. This helps
explain why it is prone to damage.
“Back pain is the leading cause of sickness
absence from work. According to the back
care charity website BackCare.org.uk, back
pain costs the UK economy £37m every day.
Studies show that children who suffer back
pain are four times more likely to experience it
as an adult. Prevention through the formation
of good, healthy habits early on is essential. We
need to make sure that children’s backs are fit
for the future.”

Jon Abbott is a director at Cardinus Risk Management Limited,
with more than 15 years’ experience of ergonomics, safety and
occupational health. Over that period he has worked with a wide
variety of organisations in the private and public sector providing a full range of risk
management solutions including software, e-learning and consultancy.
Jon was instrumental in setting up Cardinus operations in America and Holland and is
currently responsible for the sales and marketing strategy at Cardinus.
Jon feels passionately about the health and well-being of young people and he
believes more must be done to protect the workforce of the future. This drove him to
set up Healthy Working MOVE in 2013.

Top ten back-care tips for kids

1.
2.
3.
4.

Physical activity is essential to good back health. Keep children
active.
Encourage children to bend their knees when lifting and
putting things down. Don’t twist or stoop.
Re-pack school bags every evening to avoid carrying things
that aren’t needed. Children should never carry more than 10%
of their body weight.
Carry school bags safely and make sure they are correctly
adjusted (a rucksack is best, but remember to swap shoulders
regularly if it is a mono strap bag).

5.

Keep contents of the school bag evenly balanced with heaviest
items closest to the spine.

6.

Encourage children to be aware of their posture every day.
Think ‘tall’ when sitting, standing and walking.

7.
8.
9.
10.

If a child has back pain they must see their doctor if the pain
lasts for more than two weeks.
If a child has been sitting for more than 30 minutes they should
get up and move around.
Children should arrange their desk so that they are comfortable
before they start their school work.
Eat a healthy, balanced diet and stay hydrated. A healthy
weight/body mass index limits stress on the joints and muscles
of the spine.

