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Summary

Concern was raised regarding the provision of seating at Impact Fittings as a result of an Improvement Notice issued at Romford Mail Centre for failure to provide appropriate seating at the Impact Fittings. As a result an ergonomics evaluation of seating at these sorting frames was commissioned by Joe McGovern of Service Development with the following aims:-

· Phase 1. To establish relevant findings and conclusions from previous research and records

· Phase 2. To carry out an ergonomic study of manual sorting activities for C4 letters in current Mail Centre operations in order to quantify the risks associated with sorting from the seated and standing positions. 

· Phase 3. Recommend the most suitable seating and seating protocols for the Impact Fittings for different sorting types.

Section 3 of the report details the legislation relevant to seating at work that requires that if a substantial part of a job can or must be carried out from the seating position then an employer must provide suitable chairs. 

Generic risk assessments, Legal Services and Employee Health Service records show that although letter sorting is a common task in Royal Mail very few health problems have been recorded, or would be expected, as a result. In 1995 risk assessments for repetitive tasks were carried out and letter sorting was assessed as a low risk task, as were most Mail Centre activities. Current trends for staff to carry out the same tasks throughout their shift, rather than carrying out a variety of tasks will increase the risk of the development of musculo-skeletal disorders throughout the Mail Centres.

The ergonomic study included a telephone survey of equipment used in 34 mail centres and visits to the York, Romford and Sheffield Mail Centres to discuss the use of seating with the staff and managers, to observe the use of the seating and to carry out a video analysis of postures. 

The main findings were:-

Most offices have high seats for most Impact Fittings and staff are generally able to choose whether they stand or sit to sort. Many of the staff sort letters for their whole shift, including overtime.

The office visits showed that almost all of the staff sit for the majority of the time when sorting at Impact Fittings and the majority of staff found the seats that they had comfortable and appropriate. Most of the staff used letter trays as footrests. Manual letter sorting is the only mail centre task, other than coding work, where staff can sit. Staff generally collected their own mail from trays in a York container and this practice gave a welcome change in posture.

A risk assessment of the postures during sorting from both the seated and standing position showed that the risk of the development of upper limb disorders from sorting was comparable for both sitting and standing. Sorting to the lower boxes when standing caused poor neck postures for taller staff and a static muscle load from reading addresses and holding a bundle of mail, whilst reaching to the top boxes when seated caused poor shoulder postures for smaller members of staff. 

Recommendations

Appropriate high seating should be provided for all Impact Fittings. A standard draughtsman style upholstered chair with height (minimum adjustment range 660- 760mm) and backrest adjustment and glides or feet rather than castors would be suitable. The seat fabric should be highly durable to protect against wear when getting on and off the seat. As with all contract seating it would be advisable to carryout trials of proposed seating before letting a contract.

· Appropriate footrests are necessary at all Impact Fittings and so an operational specification should be developed. 

· Local fault reporting processes should be enforced and damaged chairs taken out of service. A maintenance contract should be put in place to ensure that the chairs are kept in a serviceable condition.

· All heavy selections should be directed to rows 2 - 5 of the frame (counting from the bottom up)

· Rotation of staff between different mail centre tasks during the shift should be encouraged to reduce the risk of the development of musculo-skeletal disorders. Continuing the practice of sorting staff collecting their own mail from a York container also helps to vary the activity

Introduction

Concern was raised regarding the provision of seating at sorting frames as a result of an Improvement Notice issued at Romford Mail Centre for failure to provide appropriate seating at the Impact Fittings. Advice from Andrew Grant, Legal Services Senior Lawyer, was that the Business should comply with the conditions of the Improvement Notice and provide seating for Romford rather than challenging the notice. He recommended that a thorough risk assessment should be carried relating to seating at sorting frames so that a decision as to whether to provide seating or not in the future could be made. 

Key factors that Andrew Grant considered would influence whether seating should be provided were:-

· Sufficient space at the workstations for the tasks to be carried out safely, (congested aisles could be a problem), 

· That the tasks ought to be carried out standing from a health and safety point of view

· That staff are not standing at the frames for long periods of time.

As a result an ergonomics evaluation of seating at Impact Fittings was commissioned by Royal Mail Service Development with the following aims:-

· Phase 1. To establish relevant findings and conclusions from previous research and records

· Phase 2. To carry out an ergonomic study of manual sorting activities in current mail centre operations in order to quantify the risks associated with sorting from the seated and standing positions. 

· Phase 3. Recommend the most suitable seating and seating protocols for different frames and sorting types.

The work was carried out in collaboration with Brian Farrell and Paul Druery of the Service Development Materials Handling Team and includes liaison with Consignia Legal Services and the Employee Health Service to ascertain the levels of reported musculoskeletal disorders relating to manual sorting work. 

1. Relevant Legislation

1.1.1 Health and Safety at Work Act 1974(HSAW)

This act places a duty on employers to ensure the health and safety of employees and others who may be affected by their work activities. In practice this means that seating should not endanger the health and safety of people at work. The HSAW also places a general duty on seating manufacturers and suppliers to make sure that their seating is safe and does not present a risk to health and safety. This responsibility includes providing instructions on using and maintaining the seat.

1.1.2 The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1992 

These regulations place a duty on employers and self-employed people to assess risks to health and safety from their undertaking. This will include risks from seating. The duty holder must also identify what measures are needed to comply with health and safety requirements and make arrangements to manage these measures effectively.

1.1.3 Workplace Health, Safety and Welfare Regulations 1992

These regulations require a suitable seat to be provided for each person in the workplace whose work includes operations of a kind that the work (or a substantial part of it) can or must be done sitting. The seat should be suitable to meet the needs of the individual and the task at hand. A suitable footrest must be provided where necessary.

1.1.4 Provision and Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1992

These regulations require employers to ensure that work equipment provided is maintained in an efficient state, in efficient working order and in good repair. The regulations regard seating as work equipment.

1.1.5 Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) Regulations 1996

These regulations require employees to consult their employees, or elected representatives, on matters that affect their health and safety.

1.1.6 Health & Safety Executive Seating at Work Guidance

As long ago as 1941 guidance was produced  by the Ministry of Labour  in conjunction with the HM Inspectors of Factories called Seats for Workers in Factories. The guidance gives examples of suitable industrial seating and states that “Changes in posture helps to reduce fatigue, and arrangements should be made, where possible, to enable work to be done sitting or standing”. 

The information in this leaflet was updated by the Health & Safety Executive in 1991 (3rd edition 1997) in a new document called Seating at Work. The document lists the relevant regulations, and provides guidance on how to meet these regulations. It outlines how to carry out a risk assessment and states that the seating needs to be looked at as part of the work system, considering the needs of the individual, the type of work being carried out and the dimensions of the workstation. It is recognised that it is not always possible to sit at work and that standing may be more appropriate if the type of work requires constant stretching or twisting to reach or lift objects. Where standing is preferable for the main work activities employers need to ensure that the work is organised to allow people to be seated whenever possible, that workers take adequate rest breaks and that suitable comfortable seating is provided during those breaks.

1.2 Risk Assessment of Repetitive and Sustained Posture Tasks

Repetitive and sustained posture tasks throughout Royal Mail were evaluated during 1995 at the request of Cynthia Yeates, Head of Safety,  to establish the level of risk posed to staff. This study included an assessment of letter sorting. The evaluation considered a number of sources of information :-

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Notifications of injury to OHS

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Survey of sick records undertaken for Solicitors Office

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Cases listed for litigation

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Review of transcriptions from court cases

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Survey of tasks identified by Area Safety Advisors

Action categories were assigned to the tasks with the following definitions :-

	
	Action Required

	Action category 1 
	No action but make sure that conditions do not change

	Action category 2  
	Take any reasonable steps to limit the activity 

	Action category 3  
	Investigate the task carefully to identify areas for improvement, make any reasonably practical improvements. 

	Action category 4  
	Priority action needs to be taken to reduce the risk of injury. 


Letter sorting was assessed generically rather than C4 sorting being considered separately, but overall letter sorting was found to be a low risk activity, being categorised as Action Category 1. The following description of the activity was given.  

Letter sorting involves repeated wrist and finger flexion /extension, ulnar deviation of the wrist and extension of the fingers when flicking letters into the frame. All actions were within a comfortable range of movement. Flexion of the arm to put letters in top boxes greater than 60 degrees occurred as a momentary movement, increased by sitting. Most letters were directed to the central region of the frame except for delivery preparation. Working periods of 45 min - 3 hour 20 mins. 1680 letters / hour expected rate. Natural breaks occur, fetching own mail, clearing down frames, not working under pressure.

Since 1995 there have been changes in the working practices in Mail Centres and now staff may be expected to sort for longer periods. Currently many staff carryout the same Mail Centre tasks for the whole of their working period, which will increase the risk of injury. For letter sorting for the whole shift the task would be categorised as Action Category 2.

1.3 Royal Mail Risk Assessment Manual

Sorting frames and chairs are listed in the Royal Mail Risk Assessment Manual under the Work Equipment section. Both are considered to pose a low risk provided that they are used in an appropriate manor and environment, and are adequately maintained.

1.4 Legal Services

Over recent years there has been a reduction in the number of cases listed for upper limb disorders. Only one case related to letter sorting has reached the courts, this was in the early 1990s. Although this was for letter sorting rather than C4 sorting the findings are still relevant. No cases have been taken to court for sorting C4s. The Post Office was not found to be negligent and the judges notes relating to the case are given below:-

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Sorting for 7 - 9 hours with 1 hour meal break 48 box fitting.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Majority of letters sorted into central portion

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Standard speed expected was 500 letters in 20 mins. It was not accepted that this meant that the work rate was 1500 letters/hour steadily all day. The task is not machine paced. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
The work rate may vary significantly and at times be above 1500/hour, the judge observed that this was done comfortably by members of staff on the video.  The work rate depends largely upon the volume of mail coming into the sorting office, there being busy and slack periods. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Sorters are free, within reason to work at their own pace. Numerous pauses and short breaks occur. Staff are not under pressure to work at unacceptable speeds.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
if a build up of mail occurred it was usual for the manager to call in additional help from other parts of the office.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
No warning was given of any complication of this type of work but as manual letter sorting has been undertaken by large numbers of staff over many years without significant problems any warning was thought unnecessary.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 12 \h
Work involves repetitions only - awkward posture and undesirable force not encountered.

1.5 Employee Health Service

No cases of Upper Limb Disorders relating to C4 sorting work have been recorded on the Employee Health Service ULD database during the past 5 years, but several referrals have been made relating to the provision of seating at sorting frames.

In 1998 the EHS were consulted regarding seating for C4 sorting frames at Sheffield. A trial was carried out to decide on the most appropriate seating to use. The seating tested included an Evertaut high chair with a backrest, seatpan tilt and footring, and a high padded stool

The trials showed that the seats could not be moved close to the frame because the worksurface obstructed knee room. This made the reach difficult for small people. If seat was lowered to go underneath the worksurface  reach to the top was a problem. The staff preferred the seats with a backrest. 

Staff did not use the seats all of the time which caused congestion of the aisle when they were pushed back out of the way.

The EHS were also consulted 1999 at Middlesbrough due to staff complaints following the removal of seating from 56 box fittings which were used for sorting during the night shift. The seating was later replaced.

2. Impact Fitting and C4 Sorting Frames Previous Studies

2.1 Improvement Notices

2.1.1 Romford

An Improvement Notice was served under Regulation 11 of the Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations 1992 at Romford Mail Centre on 4th October 2001. The notice alleged that the Business had failed to provide suitable seating for all staff who work at the Impact Fittings for a substantial part of their time. The notice stated that the Business shall supply all staff working at the sorting frames with suitable and sufficient seating.

At Romford the EHO, with the support of the HSE served the notice on the grounds that:- 

· Staff told him that they sorted for 8 hours/day.

· He took photographs to show people sitting and sorting, indicating that the work can be done seated.

Following the provision of chairs at Romford request for seats were received at Southend and Oxford.

2.1.2 Gateshead

An Improvement Notice was also served at Gateshead Mail Centre, on 27th December 2001. This alleged a breach of Regulation 6 of the Provision and Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1992. This regulation states that every employer shall ensure that work equipment is maintained in efficient working order and in good repair.

Arrangements have been made for these seats to be repaired via a national business seating contract. This contract is not currently available for use at other Mail Centres who may have similar problems.

2.2 C4 Letter Frame Trials

This study was carried out in 1988 by A Scott, Industrial Engineer and Ergonomist Graham Chaimberlain. It is reported in C4 Letter Frame Trials. Four C4 letter frames were tested by two postmen sorting a total of 27,000 letters during the trials. Two of the frames were Danish, one was Dutch, the other British, and they had either 48 or 56 boxes.

The tests aimed to identify which was the best frame and a number of other factors including the difference between working from a  sitting or standing position. The chair used was an upholstered high chair with height and seatpan adjustment.

The 48 box Danish frame was preferred by staff and was significantly quicker to sort to than the other frames. The sort rate for standing was found to be significantly faster when standing than when sitting because of the greater mobility, 1389 letters/hour standing compared to 1272 when sitting. Neither of the postmen in the trials had a preference for sitting or standing, both preferred to vary their posture. Problems reported by staff from sitting were reach to the extreme boxes, and obstruction from the worksurface present on some of the frames. Staff suffered from backache while standing and discomfort in the backs of their thighs when sitting to sort.

Current Industrial Engineering figures do not differentiate between standing and seated sorting.

2.3 Height adjustment on C4 letter frames study.

This study was carried out in 1990 and is reported in “Ergonomic and Biometric Evaluation of Height- Adjustment Provision for Curved C4 Sorting Frames” by Graham Chamberlain and Corinne Parsons. This was a follow-up to the previous study on C4 Sorting Fittings and used the curved Danish 48 box fitting with height adjustment. The main aim of this study was to gather evidence in terms of differing degrees of shoulder movement relative to individual stature and sorting frame height.

As part of this study a literature review was carried out to identify any musculoskeletal problems associated with letter sorting. Several studies overseas had found that postmen suffered from a higher incidence of shoulder pain than other occupational groups. A study in Denmark showed that 50% of Post Office workers had complained of neck and shoulder pain in the previous year, (De Groot 1987), and that amongst full time letter sorters the incidence of pain was higher than in a control group, (Jorgensen et al., 1989).

The vast majority of occupational shoulder disorders were thought to be caused by soft tissue damage around the shoulder joint, in particular the rotator cuff, (Waris 1980). Aches and pains may originate from the trapaezius and infraspinatus muscles which stabilise the arm and shoulder joint during work with elevated arms. The working height of the hands above the shoulder was also thought to be a major occupational factor in the development of shoulder pain.

The seat used during the trials was the RH form sit-stand stool which consisted of a height adjustable angled pad designed for “perching”, rather than sitting. 

The frame height adjustment was found to reduce the reaching and stretching when adjusted to an appropriate height for individual postmen/women, particularly when sitting. However the adjustment mechanism, which relied on a hydraulic system failed before the end of the trials. None of the participants generally preferred to sit to sort and productivity from the seated position was noted to be reduced. Sitting at the frame adjusted to suit their sitting height was preferred to sitting at a standard height frame.

2.4 Floor Type and Fatigue in Standing Workers.

In 1996 Post Office Property Holdings commissioned a study into the effect of different floor surfaces on standing workers. The study is reported in Floor Type and Fatigue of Standing Workers by Graeme Rainbird, Royal Mail Ergonomist.

A literature review of previous research was carried out. Most of the studies concluded discomfort in the feet, legs and back were common in standing workers and were more closely related to the length of time standing than to the floor surface and footwear softness. Back pain was found to be highest in workers who stood for more than 4 hours per day. Pooling of blood in the feet, fatigue of muscles and strain on ligaments, joints and other structures are the main causes of the discomfort and may be related to disorders such as foot arch problems, plantar fascitis and varicose veins. 

A trial of standing on different floor surfaces was carried out with participants standing on each of four test areas over a 7.5 hour period with standard breaks. Participants were able to sit down during their breaks. The results of the trials failed to show any significant differences in fatigue between the different floor surfaces. Discomfort was greatest in the feet, legs and back and increased steadily throughout the day for all floor surfaces. Discomfort reduced significantly during the breaks.  

3. Office Surveys of Current Equipment and Working Methods

A telephone survey of seating provision at 34 Mail Centres was carried out by Brian Farrell of Service Development Materials Handling Team. His findings showed that seating was provided for use at Impact Fittings at all of the offices except for Doncaster. Some offices did not have enough seats for all of their frames, (Norwich only had seats for half of their frames). The use of seats was optional at all offices except for Bolton where sitting was only allowed on the early shift. 

The offices surveyed were:- Bradford, Leeds, Darlington, Doncaster, Middlesbrough, Hull, York, Sheffield, Tyneside, Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Coventry, Stoke, Derby, Nottingham, Worcester, Northampton, Leicester, Chester, Crewe, Shrewsbury, Carlisle, Preston, Manchester, Bolton, Oldham, Liverpool, Glasgow, Aberdeen, Greenford, Guildford, Mount Pleasant, Peterborough and Norwich.

Details of frame types, working times and frame layouts were asked at 13 of the offices. All but one office had 56 box Impact Fittings. Two offices had 48 box fittings in addition, or instead of 56 box Impact Fittings and two offices had 64 box Impact Fittings in addition to their 56 box fittings. Several offices used 63 box fittings for C5s and all but one had 48 or 56 box letter fittings with swing seats for sorting letters. One office had 64 box letter fittings. Staff carried out sorting activities for their full shift at most of the offices and in all offices the sort plans were arranged so that the heavy selections were in the centre of the frame.

The results of the survey for Impact Fittings are shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Seating Provision at Impact Fittings Survey.

	Office
	Seating provided
	Working method (Sitting / Standing)
	Length of Time Sorting

	Bradford
	y
	O/W Sec Flats sorters stand

Seats shared I/W and O/W
	All shift (+ overtime) some associates

	Leeds
	y
	Optional
	All shift

	York
	y
	Optional
	Late shift only 4 hours, Night shift most staff sorted all of shift

	Sheffield
	y
	Optional
	Most staff sorted all of shift, some reserves

	Coventry
	y
	Optional
	All shift

	Leicester
	y
	Optional
	4 - 4.5 hours

	Shrewsbury
	y
	I/W Primary & Sec All stand + OPL stand
	All shift

	Aberdeen
	y
	O/W Primary flats sorters all stand
	All shift

	Greenford 
	y
	Optional
	All shift

	Guildford
	y
	Optional
	All shift


4. Visits to Offices to Evaluate Seating at Impact Fittings

Visits were made to the Mail Centres at York, Sheffield and Romford to observe sorting at the Impact Fittings, to discuss the seating arrangements with staff and managers and to make video recordings of sitting and standing work for postural assessment. The visits were made during the late and night shifts so that the views of all of the staff using the frames could be captured, and sorting could be observed for different sort plans. 21 members of staff were interviewed at York, 29 at Romford and 39 at Sheffield.

At Romford and Sheffield most of the staff working at the sorting frames carried out manual sorting for all of their working time, (either full time or associate), at Romford several also sorted on overtime for up to 15.5 hours/day. At York most of the full time staff only carried out manual sorting activities for half of their shift, or as overtime.

All three offices used 56 box  Impact Fittings, those at York and Romford were produced by RoMEC and the ones at Sheffield were made by Aldomanta. The basic design of the frames was the same but differed in the shape of the work-surface and the leg frames.

RoMEC Impact Fitting and Pledge Topaz Chair at Romford Mail Centre

Aldomanta Impact Fitting and Dauphin Chair at Sheffield Mail Centre

All three offices provided proprietary seating at the Impact Fittings. The makes and models varied but all of the seats were high draughtsman/counter style chairs with upholstered seat pans and backrests, height and backrest adjustment. At York they were made by Pledge, at Sheffield most of the chairs were made by Dauphin and at Romford they were from the Pledge Topaz range. 

The staff at all of the offices collected their own mail from York containers positioned near to the sorting frames. As the boxes filled, staff at Romford and York cleared their own mail into a tray and collected mail from adjacent frames to fill the tray. At Sheffield the boxes were periodically cleared by specific members of staff who stopped sorting and cleared several selections from all of the frames.

The staff were asked to estimate how much time they spent sorting from a seated position and how much time they sorted from a standing position. The results are shown in table 3 below:-

Table 3: Staff estimates of proportion of time spent sitting and standing when sorting at Impact fitting

	Office
	 Stand all of time

%
	Stand for majority of time

%
	Sit for majority of time

%
	Sit all of the time

%

	York
	0
	23
	29
	48

	Sheffield
	2
	5
	36
	57

	Romford
	0
	0
	27
	73


The only member of staff who said that he stood all of the time when sorting spent the rest of his shift on the MAA coding desks. Most of the staff sat for all, or nearly all of the time that they were sorting at the Impact Fittings, either because they worked at the frames all of the time or because they had to stand for all of their other activities and sat to relieve their legs.

Two members of staff at York, two at Romford and one at Sheffield had changed duties to work at the Impact Fittings specifically because they had health problems that meant that they could only work from a seated position. At least three of these members of staff would otherwise have been medically retired.

Observations of the number of staff standing and sitting at the frames were made at half hour intervals during the visits. The results are given in Table 4 below and show that for most of the time more than 90% of the staff were sitting when sorting at the Impact Fittings. It was noted a small proportion of the staff varied their posture between sitting and standing whilst the rest of the staff sat all of the time.

Table 4 Comparison between the proportion of staff sitting and standing at Impact Fittings

	
	Percentage Sitting


	Percentage Standing

	Romford Late Shift (Primary Outward)
	100
	0

	
	95
	5

	
	100
	0

	
	88
	12

	
	100
	0

	
	82
	18

	Romford Late Shift (Secondary Outward)
	71
	29

	
	55
	45

	
	100
	0

	
	55
	45

	
	80
	20

	
	75
	25

	Romford Night Shift (Primary Inward)
	92
	8

	
	100
	0

	
	92
	8

	
	91
	9

	
	92
	8

	
	82
	18

	
	92
	8

	
	92
	8

	
	91
	9

	Sheffield Late Shift (Primary Outward )
	100
	0

	
	94
	6

	
	88
	12

	Sheffield Late Shift (Secondary Outward)
	50
	50

	
	83
	17

	
	80
	20

	Sheffield Night Shift (Primary Inward)
	100
	0

	
	100
	0

	
	89
	11

	
	84
	16

	
	90
	10

	
	90
	10

	
	86
	14

	
	83
	17

	York Late Shift 
	77
	33

	
	57
	43

	
	90
	10

	
	43
	57

	York Night Shift
	75
	25

	
	85
	15

	
	88
	12


The majority of the staff were very positive about the seating that was provided at the Impact Fittings. All of the staff liked the seats at Romford. The seats were new and were draughtsman’s chairs from the Pledge Topaz range. They had thicker upholstery than either the Pledge seats provided at York or the Dauphin seats in use at Sheffield, the staff were enthusiastic about the seats and described them as excellent, very comfortable, comfortable, lovely, fine and much better than before. At Sheffield most of the chairs were around three years old and were selected by the staff following a trial of three seats. 5 of the original chairs been replaced because they were damaged and were a different type, (unlabelled). Two members of staff did not find the chairs comfortable, all of the other members of staff described them as OK or better.

4.1 Posture when Sorting at Impact Fittings

Observation showed that when sitting at the sorting frames almost all of the staff were supported by the backrest. The position of the work-surface limited the sitting posture and staff chose different seated positions to avoid this. Obstruction appeared to be worse at the Aldomanda Impact Fitting than the RoMEC Impact Fitting, which had a different shaped work-surface. Some staff sat with their knees below the work-surface which made the high reach more difficult for small people, others adjusted their seat higher and sat further away from the frame with the letters resting partly on the work-surface and partly on their knee.  

The lack of a footrest was a problem at all of the offices. The framework on the Impact Fitting was either not appropriately positioned or not strong enough to be used as a footrest. Using the foot-rings present on the seats as a footrest resulted in the legs being tucked too far under the seat to be comfortable for most people. Almost all of the staff relied on the use of upturned letter trays as footrests, either one or two nested depending upon their height. The staff were generally happy with this solution.

At all of the offices the frames were used for at least two sort plans and the aim was for all of the heavy selections to be directed towards the centre of the frame. At Romford the postcode defined inward primary mail (PDC) was all directed to the lower three rows but for the other sort plans there were several heavy selections towards the top. Similarly at Sheffield and York most of the mail was directed to the lower boxes but for some of the sort plans there were  heavy selections towards the top of the frame. Most of the staff could reach the top boxes without difficulty from a seated position, a few smaller members of staff who preferred to set their seat so that their knees were below the work-surface found it difficult to reach the top boxes and a number of members of staff said that if they had a lot of mail for the upper boxes their arm and shoulder ached. If there was a run of mail going to the higher boxes e.g. presorted inward mail some staff raised their chair or stood up while they sorted this mail and this practice should be encouraged.

4.1.1 RULA analysis of postures 

RULA is an assessment tool which allows upper body postures to be scored according to the risk of the development of musculoskeletal disorders. A video recording was taken for 7 members of staff representing the normal range of heights (5”2’, 5”7, 5”8’, 5”8’ 5”9’, 6”1’ and  6”2’), and including both men and women. A video recording was made of each member of staff sorting from both a standing and a seated position. The postures observed for sorting to each row on the frame were analysed for both standing and sitting.

The results of the analysis showed that there was little difference overall between the upper body posture when sorting from a sitting or standing position, and neither situation posed a significant risk of injury. For tall people it was awkward to put mail into the lower boxes when standing, and was particularly difficult to read the box labels if larger mail items protruded from the box. This lead to poor neck postures when sorting to the bottom of the frame. In addition most of the staff held mail in their left hand when they stood to sort causing a static muscle load on their left arm. When sorting from a seated position most of the staff either sorted the mail from the work-surface, or rested it between the work-surface and their knee. Reach to the top boxes generally resulted in poorer postures when sitting than when standing. 

Sorting at Impact Fittings

The results of the RULA assessment are shown in Table 5 below.  The lower the score the lower the risk of the development of musculoskeletal disorders

Table 5: RULA Posture Assessment Scores for Different Height Members of staff


	Sorting row from bottom
	5”2

Stan
	5”2

Sit
	5”7

Stan
	5”7

Sit
	5”8

Stan
	5”8

Sit
	5”8

Stan
	5”8

Sit
	5”9

Stan
	5”9

Sit
	6”1

Stan
	6”1

Sit
	6”2

Stan
	6”2

Sit

	1
	3
	3
	4
	3
	4
	3
	3
	4
	4
	3
	4
	2
	4
	4

	2
	3
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3

	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3

	4
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3

	5
	4
	4
	4
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3

	6
	4
	4
	4
	4
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3

	7
	4
	5
	4
	4
	4
	4
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3
	4
	3
	4


These findings support the previous risk assessment which categorised the risk of the development of work related upper limb disorders as low risk, (Action Category 1). However, the previous risk assessment was based on staff sorting letters for less than half of their shift. It now appears to be common practice for staff to carry out the same task for the whole of their working time which will increase the risk of injury to Action Category 2.

4.1.2 Different frame types

Impact Fittings are available in 48, 56 and 64 box sizes. The 56 box fittings are the most common frames and were the only ones observed during the office visits. Sorting to a 48 box fitting from a seated position would not be expected to cause any difficulties. The reach requirements to sort to a 64 box fitting may make this frame less suitable for sorting to when seated and it would be important for the heavy selections to be directed to the centre of the frame. 

63 box C5 frames were observed in use at Romford. They were the same height as the 56 box Impact Fitting but were narrower and were easy to sort to from a seated position

Conclusions

Legislation requires that if a substantial part of a job can or must be carried out from the seating position then suitable chairs must be provided. Following the issue of an Improvement Notice requiring the provision of seating at the Impact Fittings at Romford, Andrew Grant, Legal Services Senior Lawyer,  recommended that a thorough risk assessment should be carried relating to seating at Impact Fittings, so that a decision as to whether to provide seating or not in the future could be made. Key factors that he considered would influence whether the provision of seating was necessary were:-

· That the tasks ought to be carried out standing from a health and safety point of view

· That staff are not standing at the frames for long periods of time. 

· Sufficient space at the workstations for the tasks to be carried out safely, (congested aisles could be a problem), 

A risk assessment was carried out involving a review of previous work,  a telephone survey of equipment used in 34 mail centres and visits to 3 offices, (York, Romford and Sheffield), to discuss the use of seating with the staff and managers, observe use of seating and video analysis of postures.

The results showed that sorting at Impact Fittings can be carried out safely from either the seated or standing position and that both methods are comparable in terms of the risk of development of upper limb disorders. Seating was provided at these frames at most offices. Most of the staff thought that the seats were comfortable and sat for almost all of the time that they were sorting.

Many of the staff were sorting at the frames for all of their working time, which, in some cases included overtime in addition to a full shift.

Congestion of the aisles was not a problem because the curved shape of the frames provided an alcove for the seats to be stored when not in use.

The findings of this study show that seats should be provided for all Impact Fittings, the provision of appropriate footrests will also be necessary.

Recommendations

Appropriate high seating should be provided for all Impact Fittings. A standard draughtsman style upholstered chair with height (minimum adjustment range 660- 760mm) and backrest adjustment and glides or feet rather than castors would be suitable. (A sample specification is provided in Appendix 1). The seat fabric should be highly durable to protect against wear when getting on and off the seat. As with all contract seating it would be advisable to carryout trials of proposed seating before letting a contract.

· Appropriate footrests are necessary at all frames and so an operational specification should be developed. 

· Local fault reporting processes should be enforced and damaged chairs taken out of service. A maintenance contract should be put in place to ensure that the chairs are kept in a serviceable condition.

· All heavy selections should be directed to rows 2 - 5 of the frame (counting from the bottom up)

· Rotation of staff between different mail centre tasks during the shift should be encouraged to reduce the risk of the development of musculo-skeletal disorders. Continuing the practice of sorting staff collecting their own mail from a York container also helps to vary the activity

· Staff and managers should receive information on how to adjust their chair, (relevant information is given in Appendix 2, manufacturers information on adjustment mechanisms should also be provided). 

5. Appendix 1. Specification for seating for Impact Fittings

5.1 GENERAL REQUIREMENTS FOR THE COMPANIES TENDERING

1. The furniture manufacturer should comply with a recognised Quality Management system as part of ISO 9000 Series.

2. The manufacturer should have an environmental policy and be compliant with environmental legislation.  As a minimum the manufacturer should also comply with a recognised Environmental Management System, such as ISO 14001: 1996 or EMAS (Eco Management Audit System).  Tendering companies should be able to demonstrate the environmental management activities undertaken to minimise environmental impacts.

3. The manufacturers should have a policy of waste minimisation and in their manufacturing processes they should incorporate recycled and re-cycleable materials as much as possible.

4. Manufacturer must provide a minimum warranty of 5 years for all furniture items. 

5. Manufacturer should guarantee continuity of product for 10 years minimum and supply of spare parts for an additional 5 years beyond supply date.

5.2 STANDARD COMPLIANCE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE  CHAIRS

As a prerequisite the chairs put forward by the tendering companies shall comply with the British and European standards listed below.  Test certificates issued by independent UKAS accredited testing organisations such as FIRA will be treated as evidence of compliance with these standards.

1.
Strength and stability (BS 5459)
When tested in accordance with BS 5459 Part 2:1990, items included in this section shall comply with either Test level S.

Test level S  -  Severe, twenty four hours per day use by persons weighing up to 150 Kg with an additional allowance for some abusive use.

2.
Fabrics

Woven textile fabrics shall meet the requirements of BS 2543:1995 for severe contract upholstery applications.(>40 000 rubs)

3.
Flammability

3.1
Any urethane foam used shall be of the type commonly referred to as "combustion modified".  Foams shall satisfy the test contained in Schedule 1 Part 1 of the "Furniture  and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) Regulations 1988, amended 1989.

3.2
Combinations of upholstery cover and fillings shall comply with the requirements for medium hazard as detailed in BS 7176:1995.  This requires resistance to ignition by ignition sources 0 (cigarette), 1 and 5 when tested according to

BS EN 1021-1 1994 (cigarette test )

BS EN 1021-2 1994 (match test) and

BS 5852-1990 Sect 4 Ign 5

and incorporates requirements for durability of treatments and repeat testing.

4.
Ergonomics

Chairs proposed shall comply with the dimensional and other design requirements specified in BS EN 1335 Office furniture – Office work chair Part 1, except for the height range which shall be a draughtsman style chair with a minimum height range of 660 - 760mm.  

5.3 SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS FOR THE SORTING CHAIRS

In addition to the requirements in Section B), chairs put forward by tendering companies should also fulfil the following requirements.

1. Height adjustable draughtsman’s chairs should be suitable for the users who carry out sorting tasks at an Impact Fitting. A minimum height range of 660 - 760mm must be provided, preferably 620 - 820mm. 

2. These chairs shall comply with current Health and Safety regulations. 

3. These chairs will be swivel type with glides, NOT castors, and should be upholstered with permeable fabrics with various colour options.

4. These chairs shall have an option for independent back rest height and angle adjustment.  They will have medium height backs.

5. The chair should be adjustable to allow different postures for the users, this can be done manually by the user or automatically by the chair.

6. These chairs should provide a good fit and be comfortable for the 95 percent of the British population when using fixed height Impact Fittings.  Comfort of these chairs will assessed during the comfort/acceptability trials which will be carried out by the Post Office. Options of different sizes of chairs to suit large and small people should be available if this cannot be achieved with chair adjustment. 

7. Armrests should not be provided.

6. Appendix 2. Information for staff and managers

Advice for Managers

Sorting at Impact Fittings can be carried out safely from either the standing or seated position. For seated work a draughtsman style chair should be used, in conjunction with a suitable footrest. A seat and footrest should be provided for each frame.

Most members of staff will prefer to sit for the majority of the time that they are sorting at Impact Fittings, this will depend upon how long they are sorting for and the other tasks that they carry out during their shift. It is good practice for staff to vary their posture and getting up to collect their own mail is a good example of this.

The staff should have information on how to adjust their seating correctly, the seating manufacturer should provide instructions on using the adjustment mechanisms. 

Sort plans should be arranged so that all heavy selections are directed towards the centre of the frame between rows 2 and 5, (counting from the bottom).

Advice for staff working at Impact Fittings

Sorting C4 Mail using an Impact Fitting can be carried out either standing, or sitting using a draughtsman style chair, and using an appropriate footrest.

Adjusting the chair:-

1. Position the seat so that you can reach the boxes comfortably and get up from the seat easily to fetch mail.

2. Adjust the height so that you can reach the highest boxes that you regularly need to sort to.

3. Adjust the backrest so that it provides support for your lower back..  

4. If you have a batch of mail that is directed to the upper boxes, (e.g. PDC, Postcode defined or presorted Inward), it would be better to stand while you sort this. If you find that selections that are frequently heavy are directed to the upper boxes tell your manager so that the frame layout can be changed.

5. Take the opportunity to vary your posture during the shift by standing from time to time, and by fetching your own mail.
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