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Background
• PSW role and job duties

• Provide personal care to clients
• Community and facility 

environments

• Increase importance of this role 
and higher demand for PSW
• Aging population and demand for 

community care 1-4

• Growing PSW population and 
percentage of community care 
sector 5



• High number of allowed lost-time 
claims in 2020 6

• High injury rates in PSW population due to 
sprains/strains 7

• High physical work demands: dynamic 
and non-cyclic 
• Work in varying environments (different 

space, less regulations)

• Work with varying clients (height, weight, 
care needs)

Why the PSW population?

(City College, 2019)



• Physical Employment Test

• Education programs and training

• Real-time workload management system

Possible Ergonomic Interventions

What are PSW work tasks? Which tasks do they do 
most frequently and which are the most physically 

demanding?



Closing the Gap

• Work circuit reflective of common and physically demanding PSW work tasks

• Physical Employment Test

• Education programs and training

• Real-time workload management system

Phase 1 Objective - Through distribution of a survey to PSWs:

• Identify the most physically demanding and frequently completed 
PSW tasks

• Identify important contextual factors 



Methodology – Survey Design and Distribution

• Referenced Physical Demands Description for PSWs

• Focus groups conducted with PSWs to further develop the 
survey

• Survey distributed to ~5500 PSWs
• Received 805 total responses with 443 complete response (> ideal 

sample size)



Methodology – Final Survey Design
• Section I: Employment Information/Demographics

• Section II: Rating Physical Demands
• A: Travelling to Clients and Before-Shift Tasks 
• B: Client Transfers
• C: Assistance of Client Mobility
• D: Set up and Use of Assistive Lifting Devices 
• E: Client Bathing and Personal Care 
• F: Client Dressing
• G: Helping Client’s Medical Needs 
• H: Moving and Turning the Client 
• I: Light Housework
• J: Client Escort 



Methodology – Final Survey Design
• Section II: Rating Physical Demands (cont.)

• Asked participants to pick the factor that increases the physical demand THE 
MOST of the specified task type 

• Section III: PSW Feedback
• State your top 3 most physically demanding and frequently completed tasks



Methodology – Survey Results
• Section I: Employment Information/Demographics

• Counts performed

• Section II: Rating Physical Demands  
• Descriptive statistics: Frequency counts and mean rating calculated for each 

task
• Top ranked tasks with a response rate of >75% were deemed most physically 

demanding 
• Examined ranking for contextual factors that increased physical demand the 

most for each task type

• Section III: PSW Feedback
• Coded themes in terms of task types and contextual factors



Results – Survey Responses
Section I: Employment Information/Demographics

Demographic information of survey respondents as a percentage of the total number of 
responses. 

Gender Age Province Experience (as a PSW) Employment Type

Male (6%) 19-25 y.o (2%) British Columbia (2%) 0-4 years (26%)
Full-time: 30+hrs/week 
(68%)

Female (93%) 26-35 y.o (14%) Alberta (59%) 5-9 years (25%)
Part-time: <30hrs/week 
(32%)

Gender diverse (0%) 36-45 y.o (28%) Saskatchewan (0%) 10-14 years (20%)

Undisclosed (1%) 46-55 y.o (30%) Manitoba (0%) 15-19 years (14%)

56-65 y.o (22%) Ontario (39%) 20 years or more (14%)

66+ y.o (4%) Nova Scotia (0%)



Results – Most Physically Demanding Tasks (Section 2)
Rank Top 12 Most Physically Demanding Tasks Mean Score General Task Type

1 Moving client from a shower chair/bathtub bench to a wheelchair 3.17 Transfers + Wheel-chair

2 Moving client from a wheelchair to the shower chair/bathtub bench 3.16

3 Moving client from a bed to a wheelchair 3.00

4 Moving client from a wheelchair to the toilet 2.99

5 Moving client from the toilet to a wheelchair 2.99

6 Moving client from a wheelchair to a bed 2.94

7 Moving the client on a bed 2.89 Repositioning + Bed

8 Turning/rolling the client on a bed 2.72

9 Moving the client on a bed using a device to help (ex. slider sheet) 2.62

10 Using a Hoyer floor lift to move a client from one place to another 2.59 Mechanical Lift

11 Helping client with putting on and taking off compression socks 2.58 Dressing

12 Turning the client away from/towards yourself on the bed (1-person 
move) using an assistive device

2.51 Repositioning + Bed



Rank Identified Task Themes Freq. Count

1 Client transfers and manipulation (without assistive device) 442

2
Tasks completed in the washroom (Ex. Washing client, transfers between 
washroom facilities) 208

3 Dressing client (ex. Compression socks, incontinence products) 104

4 Wheel-chair or walker related (Ex. Transfers, pushing) 85

5 Household chores 56

6 Moving client using lifts, moving lifts 53

7 Assisting with client care plan (Ex. Wound care, medication assistance) 49

8 Personal care (general) 33

9 Driving or travelling tasks, transfers into car 23

10 Assisting client with exercises 16

Results – Most Physically Demanding Tasks (Section 3)



Results – Influence of Contextual Factors on Physical Demand (Section 2) 

Task Types Top Contextual Factor

Moving client from one place to another (ex. Bed to wheelchair, wheelchair to toilet) Heavy client

Moving the client on a bed Heavy client

Turning/rolling the client on a bed Heavy client

Using a Hoyer floor lift to move a client Heavy client

Helping client with dressing Client with limited mobility

Washing a client and performing personal care tasks Client with limited mobility

Providing client with medical/treatment support Client with limited mobility

Pushing a client in a wheelchair Cramped environment

Helping a client who requires a cane/walker Cramped environment

Helping client with moving from one place to another (ex. Onto toilet, into bathtub) Client with limited mobility

Using a ceiling lift to move a client Heavy client



Results – Influence of Contextual Factors on Physical Demand (Section 2) 

Rank Contextual Factors % Response

1 Heavy client (versus an average weight client) 32.61%

2
Client with limited/no mobility (versus a client that is more 
mobile) 25.18%

3
Moving client by yourself (versus having another person to 
help you) 17.75%

4
Not having an assistive device (versus having a device to 
help) 17.03%

5 Client is on a basic bed (versus a hospital bed) 7.43%

Client transfers (helping client move from one place to another)



Rank Identified Contextual Themes Freq. Count
1 High client weight, tall client 185
2 Low mobility client, high fall risk client 174
3 Difficult/aggressive/low-motivation/ESL Client 120
4 Doing task by themselves (1-person) 86
5 Cramped environment/bad layout/dirty 52

6 Inaccurate client info/lack of equipment 40
7 High workload/scheduling/bad co-worker or management 38
8 Low bed height/non-adjustable bed 37
9 Uncomfortable (gender-related, emotional, family) 29
10 Frequent bending/kneeling/climbing/standing 24

Results – Influence of Contextual Factors on Physical Demand (Section 3) 



Rank Identified Task Themes Freq. Count Specific Task

1 Tasks completed in the washroom (Ex. Washing client, 
transfers between washroom facilities)

313 Showering/bathing 
client

2 Assisting with client care plan (Ex. Wound care, medication 
assistance)

242 Medication 
assistance

3 Dressing client (Ex. Compression socks, incontinence 
products)

225 Assisting client 
with donning 
compression socks

4 Household chores (Ex. Bed making, grocery shopping) 176
5 Personal care (general) 149

6 Client transfers and manipulation (without assistive device) 98
7 Assisting client with exercises 36
8 Feeding 36
9 Wheel-chair or walker related (Ex. Transfers, pushing) 16
10 Communicating, fun activities, companionship 12

Results – Most Frequently Completed Tasks (Section 3)



Discussion

• Work circuit reflective of common and physically demanding PSW work tasks

• Physical Employment Test

• Education programs and training

• Real-time workload management system

Phase 1 Objective - Through distribution of a survey to PSWs:

• Identify the most physically demanding and frequently completed 
PSW tasks

• Identify important contextual factors 



Discussion

• Top ranked task types (in terms of both physical demand 
and frequency) from Section 2 and 3:

1. Transfer tasks involving wheelchair, transfers within the washroom

2. Repositioning client in bed 

3. Assisting client with putting on compression socks 

4. Showering/bathing client 

• Contextual factors:
• Top rated contextual factors for the top ranked task types:

• High client weight 

• Limited mobility 



Proposed Circuit Design

1. Transfer 

2. Push 

3. Transfer 4. Transfer

5. Wash 

6.
Transfer

7. Push 

8.
Transfer

9. Put on socks 

10. Shift up bed11. Turn client



Discussion – Prior Research

• Results agreeable to prior studies in terms of identification of 
most physically demanding patient handling tasks 9-13

• Prior research on patient handling focused on nurses
• Differences between nurses and PSWs: level of regulation, working 

environment, level of manual work 14-16

• Differences can exacerbate the physical demand requirements for 
PSWs



• Client weight and mobility level were the most important 
factors that increase physical demand

• 2-person assistance could alleviate physical demand
• Potential issues with PSWs in homecare?

Discussion – 1 vs 2 Person Assistance

Number of PSWs available Location and scheduling

• Scheduling system
• Provision of assistive devices



Discussion – Interesting Finds

• Results provided insight into specific contextual factors and 
how they influence specific PSW tasks
• Section 2: best case scenario provided, lower physical demand 

ratings

• Section 3: many responses included contextual factors unprompted

• Little research examining demands of PSW when applying 
compression socks on clients
• Identified to be one of the most physically demanding and 

frequently completed tasks in our survey 



Possible Ergonomic Interventions

Survey results 
and initial work 

circuit design

Focus Groups
• Finalize work circuit

Final work 
circuit design

1. Physical Employment Test

2. Education programs and 
training

3. Workload 
management system

PSW Recruitment

• Complete work circuit 
• Collect data



• Results from survey provide:
• Quantifiable score of physical demand for wide range of PSW 

tasks

• Mapped specific contextual factors that affect specific tasks

• Basis for more targeted ergonomic interventions 

Conclusion
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