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Back Injuries:  
Understanding and 
Prevention 
By Mike Huss 
Loss Control Supervisor 
 

The most frequent type of injury 
in the U.S. is back strain. Over 
80% of adults will suffer back pain 
during their lives. According to a 
Duke University study, back inju-
ries cost nearly $90 billion annu-
ally. 
With this in mind, it may surprise 
you that back injuries and associ-
ated pain can often be controlled 
with simple solutions like correct 
posture and basic exercises. Even 
people who have injured their 
back in the past can adopt certain 
strengthening exercises to avoid 
recurring injuries. 
 

Structure of the Back: 
To prevent back injuries one 
must understand how the back 
and spine are structured. The 
back is composed of a carefully 
balanced mechanism of bones, 
muscles, ligaments, tendons and 
nerves that balance and bear the 
weight of your body, plus the 
loads you lift and carry.  The spi-
nal column consists of 24 verte-
brae and 23 discs that act as cush-
ions and shock absorbers. The 
spinal column protects the sensi-
tive spinal cord and is sheathed by 
ligament and muscle tissue.  The 
spine has three natural curves: the 
cervical (neck), thoracic (upper 
back) and lumbar (lower back). 
Each spinal segment has a nerve 
network emerging from the spinal 
cord through a channel in the 
vertebrae that monitors or con-

trols a particular function of the 
body. When this system gets out 
of balance, or wears out, back pain 
occurs. 
 

Causes of Back Pain: 
Back pain and discomfort have 
many sources. Some of the more 
common causes are: 

� Excess weight and poor mus-
cle tone 

� Herniated or �slipped� discs  

� Muscle strains and spasms  

� Osteoarthritis � slow cartilage 
deterioration due to excessive 
use, injury or aging 

� Osteoporosis � a calcium defi-
ciency in the bones 

� Sciatica � pressure on a nerve 
root in the lower back 

� Stress 
 

Home Care Measures for 
Minor Back Pain: 
� Apply cold, then heat - use 

cold treatment first, then a 
warm treatment for about 20 
minutes 

� Over-the-counter medica-
tions � such as pain relievers 
and anti-inflammatory drugs 

� Get plenty of rest and do 
not exert yourself. - prac-
tice correct posture. To rest 
the back, recline, do not sit, 
which will usually aggravate 
the problem! In most cases, 
minor back pain eventually 
heals itself with time and 
proper care. 

 

For Chronic Pain, See a 
Physician: 
Persistent back pain can signal seri-
ous medical problems. A physician 
should be seen if back pain is the 
result of a fall or traumatic acci-
dent.  Other signs of serious back 
injury include numbness in the legs 
or other unusual health problems. 
A doctor may recommend treat-
ment with a specialist and pre-
scribe treatment including:  back 
education seminars, massage and 
heat/cold applications, prescription 
medications, physical therapy and 
exercise, or back surgery as a last 
resort.  Be sure to get a second 
medical opinion if considering sur-
gery. 
 

Preventing Back Pain: 
Regular exercise is probably the 
best way to reduce the likelihood 
of back pain. Such activity can in-
crease aerobic capacity, improve 
overall fitness and help control 

weight. Stretching and toning of 
the back and stomach muscles can 
help reduce the wear and tear on 
the spine. Strength training can 
make arms, legs and lower body 
stronger. Walking should be em-
phasized, as most doctors con-
sider it the most acceptable form 
of both preventive and therapeu-
tic exercise for the back.  Always 
consult a physician before starting 
an exercise program. 
 

Prevent Injury Both on 
and Off the Job: 
Back care training should empha-
size the need to develop good 
habits 24-hours a day and should 
include the following;  

� Avoiding falls 

� Wearing proper footwear 

� Maintaining the natural curve 
of the back 

� Proper lifting techniques 

� Taking breaks and resting if 
back pain occurs 

� Taking time to be careful 
 
What Supervisors can 
do to Prevent Employee 
Back Injury: 
Discuss back care during em-
ployee orientation, conduct effec-
tive on-going safety training, 
match the right employee to the 
job, observe and correct im-
proper lifting habits, use material 
handling aids whenever possible, 
study and correct any ergonomic 
problems, and promote wellness. 
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FirstComp covers a wide variety of Main Street 
small businesses.  Every quarter, this space will 
focus on a common class code and the unique 
loss exposures it reflects.  This issue we�re 
focusing on Auto & Truck Repair Shops. 
 

The Safety Checklist 
 
Auto Repair Safety Tips 
 
Virtual Auto Service Shop 
 
Service Bay Safety 
 
Personnel Safety�Uniform Proce-
dures for Collision Repair 
 
Control of Dusts from Sanding in 
Auto Body Repair Shops 
 
Control of Paint Overspray in 
Auto Body Repair Shops 
 
A Control Matrix for Spray Paint-
ing at Auto Body Repair Shops 
 
Virtual Collision Repair Shop 
 
Eye and Face Protection eTool 
 
Respiratory Protection eTool 
 
Respirator Evaluation Form 
 
Required Documentation for 
OSHA & EPA Inspections 
 
Consolidated Screening Checklist 
for Automotive Repair Facilities 
 

Safety & Health  
Calendar and News 
Briefs 
By Kim Coonrod 
Loss Control Manager 

 
September 2009 

� National Preparedness Month 
October 2009 

� National Crime Prevention 
Month 

� Eye Injury Prevention Month 

� Fire Prevention Week (10/4-
10) 

November 2009 

� American Diabetes Month 
 
The Hazards of Tree Work 
The National Institute for Occupa-
tional Safety and Health (NIOSH) 
Division of Safety Research reports 
that 1,285 workers died during the 
period of 1992-2007 while perform-
ing tree work or maintenance.  
Struck-by incidents were the top 
cause of fatalities with 546 deaths 
reported, followed by falls (441 
deaths), and exposure to electricity 
(174 deaths).  Tree trimming and 
pruning was the most frequent op-
eration resulting in a fatality, ac-
counting for 569 deaths, followed 
by tree felling (300) and clearing/
removal work (114). 
 
The study, published in the April 24, 
2009 issue of Morbidity and Mortality 
Weekly Report (MMWR), concluded 
that additional guidance from 
NIOSH, the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA), 
and others is needed to prevent 
fatalities in the tree care industry.  
 
Read the full report in MMWR. 
 
Video Offers Fire Extinguisher 
Instruction 
The Fire Equipment Manufacturers� 
Association has published a brief 
video demonstrating the proper 
usage of a portable fire extin-
guisher.  The two-minute video, 
appropriate for both workers and 
homeowners, also includes a brief 
outline of the types of fire that can 
be controlled with a portable fire 
extinguisher and a checklist of im-
mediate action to take in the event 
of a fire.  The video is available 
online via YouTube. 

Lessons from Losses: 
By Courtney Rosengartner 
Loss Control Coordinator 

 
Loss: An auto repair technician 
sustained a cumulative injury to his 
wrist as a result of repetitive mo-
tion using hand tools in the shop.  
As a result, he now suffers from 
Carpal Tunnel Syndrome. 
 
Lesson: Cumulative injuries de-
velop over years of exposure.  Pre-
venting these injuries can save thou-
sands of dollars in medical bills, lost 
time, and administrative expense.  
Some simple steps can help prevent 
the occurrence of these injuries in 
the workplace. 

� Maintain a healthy body weight 

� Use appropriately sized tools, 
grips should fit a worker�s 
hands comfortably and provide 
a firm grasp without requiring 
excessive force 

� Maintain proper posture � 
work should be done at a com-
fortable distance, a worker�s 
arms should not be too close � 
or far � from his or her body 
while working.  Also, wrist 
rests should be used while typ-
ing to maintain proper hand 
and wrist positioning. 

� Vary job tasks throughout the 
day� By avoiding long term 
repetition of one action, repeti-
tive stress injuries can be re-
duced or prevented 

� Take periodic breaks � Occa-
sional breaks can reduce both 
mental and physical stress for 
workers. 

Safety Video Library 
By Nick Gustafson 
Loss Control Coordinator 
 

Did you know FirstComp offers 

a variety of loss control services? Many 
of these services are available to all 
policyholders, for free!  Each quarter, 
we will highlight a FirstComp loss con-
trol service and how it can help your 
clients reduce claims. 
 
FirstComp continues to work with 
the National Safety Council�
Greater Omaha Chapter to provide 
a variety of high-quality safety & 
health videos to our policyholders.  
To get started with the video li-
brary, just contact the loss control 
department at FirstComp.  Some of 
the most popular titles are listed 
below.   
 

� MSDS: Read it Before You Need It 

� Forklift Safety 

� Handling the Heat 

� Ergonomics: Solving the Puzzle 

� Preventing Slips, Trips and Falls 

� Heat Hazards 

� Emergency Preparedness 

� Hand & Powertool Safety 

� Driven to Distraction 

� Back Safety 

� Ready Response: Sexual Harassment 

� Welding Safety 

For information about any of FirstComp�s Loss Control Ser-
vices, please call (888) 500-3344 or email  
losscontrol@firstcomp.com 

FOCUS  
CLASS CODE: 

AUTO & TRUCK 
REPAIR 

Demonstrating the value of Personal Protective 
Equipment 

http://www.ready.gov/america/npm09/index.html
http://www.ncpc.org/programs/crime-prevention-month
http://www.aao.org/aaoesite/eyemd/injury.cfm
http://www.nfpa.org/itemDetail.asp?categoryID=1438&itemID=34420&cookie%5Ftest=1
http://www.diabetes.org/communityprograms-and-localevents/americandiabetesmonth.jsp
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5815a2.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLjoWjCrDqg
http://partner.aaa.biz/portal/binary/com.epicentric.contentmanagement.servlet.ContentDeliveryServlet/AAABiz/auto/files/workplace_safety/ccar_screening_checklist_safety.doc
http://www.aa1car.com/library/repair_safety_tips.htm
http://www.ccar-greenlink.org/vshops/index.html
http://www.aa1car.com/library/safety2s.htm
http://www.i-car.com/pdf/upcr/procedures/gi/ps01.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/sanding.html
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/paintovr.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/autobody/docs/nioshctm/nioshctm.html
http://www.ccar-greenlink.org/cshops/mainroom.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/eyeandface/index.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/respiratory/index.html
http://partner.aaa.biz/portal/binary/com.epicentric.contentmanagement.servlet.ContentDeliveryServlet/AAABiz/auto/files/workplace_safety/osha_respirator_evaluation_form.doc
http://partner.aaa.biz/portal/binary/com.epicentric.contentmanagement.servlet.ContentDeliveryServlet/AAABiz/auto/files/workplace_safety/osha_epa_required_documentation_list.doc
http://www.ccar-greenlink.org/vshops/FinalAutoGuide_092503.pdf
mailto:kcoonrod@firstcomp.com
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