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CASE STUDY 

INTERVENTION TYPOLOGY AND GUIDANCE ON PREVENTING 
MUSCULOSKELETAL DISORDERS (BELGIUM) 

Type of initiative: Research study and guidance 
Time frame: 2012-2015 
 

1 Description of the initiative  
1.1 Introduction 
The guidance described here was developed following a research study undertaken to investigate the use of 
musculoskeletal disorder (MSD) prevention services in companies. The study sought stakeholders’ opinions 
on the effectiveness of different types of interventions, as well as success factors and challenges in their 
implementation. The research was carried out in 2012-2013 with European Social Fund support, and the 
associated guide was developed and released in 2015. 

1.2 Aim of the initiative  
The research study aimed to understand the extent to which companies make use of MSD prevention services. 
The research also covered prevention of psychosocial risks in its scope. Based on the study results, a guideline 
for the prevention of work-related MSDs was compiled and published. 

1.3 Organisations involved 
The research project was initiated by the Belgian Federal Public Service Employment, Labour and Social 
Dialogue, Promotion of Well-being at Work Division (Service public federal, Emploi, Travail et Concertation 
Sociale, Division de la promotion du bien-être au travail). This division promotes and provides information on 
well-being at work at national and international levels.  

Researchers from Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (KU Leuven) carried out the research study. 

1.4 What was done and how 
The Belgian Federal Public Service Employment, Labour and Social Dialogue (FPS Employment), with the 
support of the European Social Fund, financed a research study on success factors of and barriers and 
obstacles to interventions to prevent MSDs and psychosocial risks in Belgian companies (2012). Based on 
this study, a guide was developed with practical examples of interventions. 

Researchers from KU Leuven carried out the research study during 2012-2013.The study sample reflected a 
cross-section of businesses of various sizes representing different sectors from different regions. The following 
topics were addressed: the importance of general risk analysis; types of interventions; stakeholders in the 
interventions; efficacy and efficiency; barriers to and facilitators of a successful intervention. 

The study was implemented in three phases. 

 Phase 1 consisted of a survey of a sample of external prevention services on recently performed 
interventions (time horizon: the last 3 years). In-depth interviews were carried out with the head of 
psychosocial aspects. 
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 Phase 2 consisted of a web survey targeting internal prevention services of a stratified sample of 
companies and institutions, representing a variety of activity sectors, company sizes and regions. In total, 
142 completed questionnaires were collected, providing an insight into the interventions carried out in 
these companies and their characteristics between 1 January 2010 and 31 December 2012. 

 Phase 3 involved a number of case studies, in which 12 interventions tackling MSDs and an equal number 
of interventions combating psychosocial risks were examined in more depth. This was done through visits 
to the selected companies, during which in-depth interviews took place with the stakeholders involved (the 
internal prevention advisor, an expert ergonomist or prevention advisor on psychosocial aspects, an 
occupational physician). Where possible, these interviews were complemented with interviews with one or 
more of the following: supervisors, workers and workers’ representatives.  

The study concluded, based on the employment of the external prevention services, that neither the 
ergonomics nor the psychosocial aspects of work in the Belgian companies received the attention they deserve. 
The case studies also showed that the attention paid to the well-being of workers often remains mainly focused 
on occupational safety and health compliance. 

The guide that was developed following the study provides evidence-based information on MSDs, describes 
the factors that contribute to their development, and explains the consequences — direct and indirect — for 
the well-being of workers and the performance of businesses. The guide describes the basic steps for the 
development and implementation of a sustainable and effective MSD prevention programme, consisting in 1. 
Exploring, 2. Performing a risk assessment, 3. Developing an action plan, 4. Implementing the action plan, 5. 
Evaluating the action plan. The guidance contains plenty of practical real-life examples.  

1.5 What was achieved 
The survey found a low rate of utilisation of MSD prevention services and psychosocial support in companies, 
with more than one-third of the companies sampled reporting that they did not use services in this area (2). 

The survey found that the most common measure to prevent MSDs was the provision of aids for postural support, 
followed by actions to raise staff awareness, measures related to workstation design, and training on manual 
handling techniques and related approaches. All of the interventions implemented in the workplaces surveyed 
were positively evaluated by the workers concerned and the internal prevention advisors, with 37.8 % of the 
survey respondents stating that the interventions had resulted in a satisfactory outcome and 44.1 % citing 
improved working conditions arising from the intervention. 

Although the results of this study cannot be considered fully representative, some important conclusions can 
be drawn: management commitment is a key success factor in interventions; workers’ involvement is important; 
the measures are more sustainable if they form part of a global policy on well-being at work. 

The study resulted in some recommendations for measures, which included: 

 companies should pay more attention  to MSDs and psychosocial issues; 
 the current focus of internal prevention advisors should be shifted from occupational safety to 

occupational health; 
 greater multidisciplinarity among the external prevention services should be promoted. 

The guide that was developed by FPS Employment following the study, based on the evidence gained from 
the research, is downloadable free of charge from FPS Employment’s website dedicated to MSD prevention. 

In addition to the generic guide, the ministry prepared information brochures on the prevention of MSDs in 
specific sectors, including food preparation, construction, transport and logistics, waste treatment and hospital 
care. Similarly, specific guidelines were issued for certain professions (e.g. butchers, bakers, cleaners, 
hairdressers, and sales assistants), illustrating the most common postural problems and providing detailed 
recommendations on the appropriate equipment and postures to alleviate and prevent MSDs. The dedicated 
website also hosts these brochures and audio-visual promotional materials on MSD prevention. 
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1.6 Success factors and challenges 
Linking the guidelines to a specific research project on MSDs was a key success factor because, in this way, 
the guidelines were evidence-based and, in addition, industry representatives were involved in their 
development as survey respondents. Similarly, creating specialised guidelines for specific sectors and 
professions increased the applicability of the guide, as people working in a certain profession could find 
detailed information on their own work. The lack of specificity in guidance is often seen as a significant barrier 
to implementation. Finally, the financial support from the European Social Fund made both the research study 
and publication of the guidelines possible. 

1.7 Transferability  
This type of initiative, in which a research project leads to the development of guidelines, has a high degree of 
transferability. 

  

2 National background 
Data from Labour Force Survey ad hoc modules show that, in the 5 years from 2007 to 2013, the percentage 
of workers in Belgium reporting some form of musculoskeletal disorder (MSD) remained essentially unchanged 
(from 57.5 % to 56.7 %). By contrast, in the whole of the EU, there was an increase from 54.2 % to 60.1 % 
over the same period.   

National legislation implementing the provisions of the Manual Handling Directive contains no more stringent 
or detailed requirements than the EU Directive. However, Belgian legislation adopts a slightly wider definition 
of display screen equipment than that in the Directive, and the requirements for health surveillance are more 
extensive, covering MSDs as well as visual problems. 

New legislation on the prevention of psychosocial risks came into force on 1 September 2014. The new law 
updates previous legislation enacted in 1996 on the well-being of employees at work, addressing the 
prevention of psychosocial risks, including issues of violence, harassment and sexual harassment at work. 
The new legislation provides a new definition of psychosocial risks at work and a better definition of 
stakeholders’ roles in the prevention of those risks. These stakeholders include the employer, line managers, 
the workplace prevention and protection committee, specialists in the prevention of psychosocial risks and the 
confidential counsellor.  
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