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The role of gender o

PEER REVIEWED

Female workers are increasingly entering traditionally ‘male occupations’, yet they are

more likely to experience a musculoskeletal problem in physically demanding jobs than
male workers. The aim of this cross-sectional study in an electricity supply company was
to determine the role of gender on the physical work capacity profile of workers, based on
the minimum physical ability task requirements of their job. All 3752 males and 71 females
in the study population participated. The mean overall physical work capacity scores for
males exceeded that of females by 22.3% There were practically significant differences
between male and female workers for eight of the ten inherently required essential physi-
cal abilities. Male workers were more likely to meet the physical work capacity profile than
female workers (OR 7.04). The fact that many of the female electricity utility workers did not
meet the minimum physical ability task requirements of their job could explain their high
injury rate and poor performance reported in other studies.

Key words: physical work capacity; gender, female workers, electricity supply company

The lack of sufficient physical work capacity of
females entering physically demanding jobs in
increasing numbers is of global concern.'® The World

Health Organization estimates that approximately
42% of the global working population are females and
they are expanding into male-dominated trade and
craft occupations.” In South Africa, labour legislation
has accelerated this increase by forcing organisa-
tions to employ more females even in physically
demanding jobs, without considering the impact on
the overall productivity.? Both the Employment Equity
Act’ and the Promotion of Equality and Prevention
of Unfair Discrimination Act® aim to prevent unfair
discrimination and promote a more representative
workforce. Most of these physically demanding jobs

are usually designed with the male physique in mind, .

thus making them more suited to male workers."%1°

Some industries where the manual labour has tradi-
tionally been performed by male workers are mining,
construction, fire fighting and timber. In South Africa,
most of these industries are experiencing a large
influx of female workers.® As a result, there are now
more females in jobs that historically experienced
higher injury rates due to the physically demanding
nature and manual labour involved in these jobs.™
This also places additional physical demands on
female workers and can thus contribute to increased
injury rates and other musculoskeletal ailments.'® In
general, the literature on musculoskeletal involve-
ment in the workplace reveals that female workers
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are more likely fo experience a muscufoskefetaf
problem jn physically demanding jobs than male
workers.® 12 A common reason is that neither the
tasks nor the equipment they use have been adapted
to their physical build and functional ability.">1* For
example; females are frequently required to move
objects almost half their body weight. This implies
that the physical demand of the job will probably
exceed their physical ability.>'® It has been stated
that, although there is no difference in strength per
lean body weight between males and females, the
absolute strength of males is higher, mostly due to
the higher muscle volume.'®'® This lower strength
of female workers could place them at higher risk for
injury or musculoskeletal ailments, while performing
physically strenuous work tasks usually performed
by male workers.'® Several organisations are imple-
menting more aggressive pre-employment medical

screenings to determine fitness for work, as a means

to reduce injury and poor performance.6 However,
criteria for minimum physical ability requirements
for jobs with inherent physical task demands are still
weakly defined in most industries.®"”

The increased numbers of females entering physi-
cally demanding jobs has forced an electricity supply
company (hereafter referred to as “the company”)
to improve the occupational management of these
people. They developed minimum physical ability
task requirements for all jobs with inherent physical
task demands in order to “fit the righi person to the
job”.17:20 These minimum requirements enable the
company to determine which workers do not have the
physical work capacity to perform their work duties
effectively and are at risk for work related injuries or

~ disability irrespective of their gender.'”?! A concern
of the company was whether the increased number of
female workers entering these physically demanding
jobs have the physical work capacity based on the
minimum physical ability task requirements of their job.
Only one study on gender differences in physical work
capacity and injury prevalence amongst electricity util-
ity workers was identified.'® In this study, Kelsh and
Sahl report that female workers performing physically
intensive electricity utility duties, were at higher risk
for both acute and chronic injuries than their male
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co-workers. No research, however, could be found that
determined the differences in physical work capacity
profile between male and female workers in physically

demanding jobs based on the minimum physical ability

task requirement of their job. Understanding these dif-

fering profiles could give the company insight into the

future occupational management of male and female

workers in physically demanding jobs. The aim of this

study was, therefore, to determine the role of gender

on the physical work capacity profile of workers in the

company based on the minimum physical ability task

requirements of their job.

2. MEetHOD

2.1 Study design

A cross sectional study design was used, focusing on
determining the differences in physical work capacity
between male and female workers.
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