Article Critique of The Use of Participatory Action Research and Ergonomics in the Prevention of Work-Related Musculoskeletal Disorders in the Newspaper Industry

            According to Rosecrance and Cook, participatory action research is useful in the field of ergonomics by preventing WMDs (work-related musculoskeletal disorders) in the newspaper industry.  

Participatory Action Research

Participatory action research gathers input from both the researcher and the subject.  In the field of ergonomics, it allows the research of better techniques, etc result in instantaneous intervention, and then allows evaluation of the intervention to determine the effectiveness to the subject.  This type of research can be a very significant tool in ergonomics because it enables the subject to reap the benefits of the research without waiting for long-term results and analysis.  Also, with the subject’s feedback, the researcher can determine whether the “solution” works for the individual and the circumstance.  

The Rosecrance-Cook Demonstration Project

            The overall project lasted six years; however, the focus of this critique was the intervention phase, which was during an 18-month period.  The study was to determine if participatory action research was a useful method to decrease WMDs at a newspaper production company.  The intervention phase involved ergonomic training for the subjects provided by the investigators with a thorough background in ergonomics.   Investigators worked together with the subjects to discover the most efficient and biomechanically safe movements.  The subjects’ feedback and productivity were the measurement of the success of the intervention.  

Restrictions of the Project

·        In PAR, participants have input in the research and the intervention.  However, people are often self-deceived about the factors in their own situation and may bring biases or expectations to the experiment (Krimerman, 2001). Collaboration with the investigators was another key element. Results could be skewed depending on the relationship of the subject-investigator team.    

·        In this demonstration, the ergonomics committee did not have their own budget, each individual department had to come up with the finances needed for the interventions.  This limited the amount of resources for intervention and also, varied the amount of ergonomic interventions between departments.  This led to a discrepancy in the participants receiving the same treatment.  

·        The sample selected was not accurate of the population at the company.  50 % of the subjects were female, whereas only 25 % of the newspaper company were females.  Also, the participants were those that volunteered to be a part of the project.  Hence, these subjects may be more enthusiastic and change embracing than the others, as the study is very long in duration as well as effort consuming.  These subjects may be more inclined to have the project be successful and thus, the feedback would be positive.  Since the feedback, was a main evaluation of the success of this project, and then the sample chosen has a large impact on the outcome.

·        The knowledge gained from this study was tailored to this specific project because of the intricacies of the relationships of the people involved and the organization of the management.  Therefore, PA research does not lend itself well to generalizability (Cameron et al., 2000).   

·        This study could have compared the subjects to that of a control group to determine the significance of the feedback.  For instance, a number of workers not involved in the participatory action research could have received feedback forms.  In this manner, one could arrive at a causal relationship between ergonomic intervention and working in the newspaper industry.  Because of the lack of a control group, no definite conclusions can be made regarding what contributed to the observations. 

·        Subjects had various questionnaires, feedback forms, meetings, training sessions, and tests to complete.  These disruptions may have resulted in a change in attitude towards the project or a change in their working behaviour.  For instance, the subject may be in ergonomically correct postures because he or she is aware of the investigator analyzing the postures.  It is possible that the subjects could revert back to their usual habits after the cessation of monitoring. A main problem of PAR is that the interventions are not carried through after the investigators leave. 

Conclusion

            PAR is a good tool for combining knowledge, intervention, and evaluation.  However, because there are many difficulties in determining the success of such research, I believe that it is very easy to get results that are biased.  Future studies may show that PAR is an effective ergonomic assessment tool; however, this study has not compelled me to believe that PAR is a successful intervention aid.  
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