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Fundamentals of  
Ergonomics Course in 

Calgary 

Learn the fundamentals of 
ergonomics and how they 
can be applied to your 

organization. 

This four day course will be 
held in Calgary through the 
University of Alberta’s Fac-
ulty of Extension and will 
be taught by EWI’s Donald 
MacDonald and Kirsten 

Willms. 

Courses are December 4 - 
12th, 2010. For more infor-
mation, go to 

www.extension.ualberta.ca  
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A closer look why exercise balls are not recommended over chairs. 
By Kirsten Willms, CCPE, Ergonomics Consultant, EWI Works 

A question we are often asked is: 

what do you think about using 

balls as chairs in the office?  At 

first glance, this may seem like a 

good idea.  They are often market-

ed to consumers as an alternative 

for a regular chair as manufactur-

ers claim they improve core sta-

bility, balance and strength, which 

can in turn reduce low back dis-

comfort.  The theory is that the 

ball promotes active sitting, which 

force the muscles to contract and 

relax to maintain balance, as well 

as provide an opportunity for 

movement during otherwise static 

work.  However, researchers at 

the University of Waterloo in 

Ontario actually found no signifi-

cant difference in muscle activa-

tion patterns between sitting on a 

ball versus sitting on a standard 

office chair.  As well, their study 

actually reported increases in low 

back discomfort while sitting on 

the ball for a period of one hour 

(Gregory, Dunk & Callaghan, 

2006). 

One drawback to the study is that 

participants were only seated for 

one hour for each condition.  So 

what would happen over the 

course of a day, or longer?  One 

postulation is that the increasing 

level of discomfort found when 

sitting on the ball might cause 

more movement of the trunk mus-

cles, leading back to manufactur-

er’s claims that the ball strength-

ens the core muscles.  However, 

another way to look at it is – do 

you spend 8 hours a day in the 

gym?  Sitting unsupported on a 

ball all day is like a marathon for 

your core muscles, especially 

those which help support your 

spine.  When the muscles become 

fatigued, they are no longer able 

to provide the support required for 

(Continued on page 3) 

The use of Temporary Foreign 

Workers (TFW) is rapidly on the 

rise in Canada - particularly in the 

province of Alberta where the 

number of TFWs rose from 

11,462 in 2003 to 37,257 in 2007. 

Based on these figures, Alberta 

has more legal TFWs per capita 

than all of the United States. Hir-

ing TFWs was put into place to 

meet the demands for immediate 

skills and labour shortages when 

an organization was unable to find 

permanent residents to fill posi-

tions - and the practice is rapidly 

increasing. However,  high profile 

industrial accidents involving the 

deaths of two TFWs in 1Alberta 

and two in 2Ontario is bringing the 

concern of dealing with worksite 

safety and TFWs to the public 

eye. Somehow, governing bodies 

and employers need to be more 

accountable and country wide 

standards need to be in place if the 

use of Temporary Foreign Work-

ers is to continue. 

Most of the regulations on the 

hiring of Temporary Foreign 

Workers focus on protecting em-

ployment opportunities of perma-

nent residents, although the stand-

ard law regarding safety is that 

foreign workers have the same 

employment rights as a Canadian 

worker. According to Human 

Resources and Skills Develop-

ment Canada (www.hrsdc.gc.ca), 

one of the conditions for an em-

ployer to gain approval for hiring 

a Temporary Foreign Worker in 

the Labour Market Opinion pro-

cess is:  "The wages and working 

conditions are comparable to 

those offered to Canadians work-

ing in the occupation;" Unfortu-

nately, this regulation is very gen-

eral with employment standards 

that vary from province to prov-

ince.  

For example, the Province of 

Manitoba requires an employer to 

register with the Government of 

Manitoba's Employment Stand-

ards Division.  In Alberta, Tempo-

rary Foreign Workers are covered 

by provincial employment stand-

ards that state that an employer is 

responsible for medical, health 

insurance and Worker's Compen-

sation. A worker's safety is also 

legislated in Alberta by Occupa-

tional Health and Safety (refer to 

http://employment.alberta.ca/

documents/WHS/WHS-

PUB_li009.pdf). Additionally, 

Alberta's Employment and Immi-

gration has a checklist for an em-

ployer to go through on a TFW's 

first day. In this document there 

are procedures that must be fol-

(Continued on page 2) 
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lowed under the heading of Work-

place Safety. (http://

employment.alberta.ca/

Immigration/4545.html).  There-

fore, the inconsistencies among 

the provinces show there are no 

clear cut rules and regulations that 

actually protect a foreign worker's 

safety on the jobsite. 

Across all provinces, however, the 

following applies to not only per-

manent residents in an occupation, 

but also Temporary Foreign 

Workers: 

1. Must be supplied with safety 

equipment 

2. Must receive proper training 

to conduct the work, how to 

use safety equipment, the 

handling of dangerous goods, 

how to recognize an occupa-

tional hazard, reporting pro-

cedures for an accident 

3. Must be informed that he/she 

has the right to be informed 

of potential hazards involved 

with the occupation as well 

as the right to refuse work 

that they feel is unsafe. 

Yet even enforcing the laws be-

come difficult as investigations 

are only conducted if a complaint 

is received. In a discussion on 630 

CHED in Edmonton, a representa-

tive of the Temporary Foreign 

Workers Office stated that it is 

believed that only 50% of TFW 

actually file a WCB claim or reg-

ister a complaint with their local 

Office. 

With this in mind, it is difficult to 

determine the exact accident rates 

surrounding TFWs. However, 

based on 3studies of Temporary 

Workers that are permanent resi-

dents, it has been found that it is 2

-3 times more common for Tem-

porary Workers to suffer an injury 

from being struck by an object in 

construction, manufacturing and 

warehousing than a full time em-

ployee.  

It should be made clear, however, 

that onsite accidents with foreign 

workers are not due to their ethnic 

origin. The causes associated with 

increased risk of worksite acci-

dents are multifaceted. Based on 

the few investigations that were 

conducted, there are companies 

placing foreign workers in unsafe 

working situations that a perma-

nent resident would find unsafe to 

do. Even organizations diligently 

adhering to safety laws find them-

selves faced with obstacles when 

communicating and encouraging 

safety practices to TFWs. Cultural 

differences can often prevent a 

foreign worker from reporting a 

hazard or incident if they would 

not do the same in their own 

country. The fear of losing his or 

her job and having to return to 

their country may also prevent 

claims or reporting hazardous or 

poor working conditions. Lan-

guage barriers become an issue 

during training, review of   safety 

bulletins, or being able to read 

signs posted at hazardous work 

areas. Finally, there is the foreign 

worker's own educational level, 

age and experience that needs to 

be addressed. 

All of these hurdles require a 

unique approach to effective on-

going safety communication to 

Temporary Foreign Workers. The 

organization may need to consider 

developing separate training or 

revise communication materials 

(OSHA produced a 4safety video 

geared to foreign workers).  This 

may require the use of clearer 

visual graphics, safety materials 

that need to be written in a foreign 

language or reading level set at a 

lower grade level, which can help 

with readability in the general 

population or use of an interpreter 

during training sessions. In order 

to understand cultural barriers, the 

organization may require a more 

thorough understanding of the 

cultural norms and working con-

ditions of the country that the 

worker comes from.  

While there is a need for TFWs, 

North America still has mile-

stones to reach in order to stand-

ardize safety practices, training 

and communication to protect 

foreign workers. Improving laws 

and regulations and expert safety 

practices are one step, but there 

are still many obstacles to consid-

er when approaching the issue of 

TFWs' safety on the job. Ulti-

mately, federal and provincial 

governments in Canada need to 

improve and standardize practices 

province wide. But in the end, the 

responsibility and accountability 

still rests on the shoulders of the 

hiring organization.  

*** 
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Temporary Foreign Workers Continued 
 

It is 2- 3 times more 
common for a tempo-
rary worker (not neces-
sarily foreign) to be 
injured from being 
struck by an object than 

a regular employee.  

In addition to being sup-
plied with proper safety 
equipment and training, 
TFWs should be taught 
how to recognize a 

workplace hazard. 

TFWs should be in-
formed they have the 
right to refuse unsafe 

work. 
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your back and put you at risk for 

injury. 

In addition, a ball does not pro-

vide torso or arm support as an 

office chair does.  When we be-

come distracted by our tasks at 

work, often our posture becomes 

compromised.  Even we ergono-

mists find ourselves in forward 

stooped postures as we’re deep in 

thought about our latest project, 

even though we know better!  A 

properly adjusted chair with lum-

bar support helps to reinforce our 

bodies when we lapse into awk-

ward postures, and armrests pro-

vide much needed relief for our 

arms and shoulders.  A ball can-

not offer the same. 

Many employers discourage the 

exercise ball for safety reasons as 

well.  As they roll around, there is 

concern for falling or the ball 

becoming a tripping hazard for 

others as it moves around.  Some 

manufacturers have introduced a 

base for the ball to prevent these 

hazards, but this essentially takes 

away the dynamic movement 

associated with maintaining bal-

ance on the ball – which is the 

ball’s touted benefit!  Additional-

ly, sitting on a ball makes it more 

difficult for people to turn or 

move around within their work-

stations, which may in turn en-

courage twisting of the back and/

or reaching with the upper limbs – 

both risk factors for MSIs. 

All in all, the exercise ball is a 

valuable rehabilitation tool, but 

should be reserved for exercise – 

not for periods of prolonged sit-

ting. 

*** 
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Exercise Balls vs. Office Chairs Continued 

With no lumbar support 
or armrests, it’s best to 
leave the exercise ball 
for the gym and opt for 
a good quality office 

chair. 

EWI Edmonton adding another ergonomist to our team. 

There has been a significant increase in the need for ergonomic ser-

vices for our old and new clients. To keep up with this demand, EWI 

Works has hired another ergonomist to increase the turn-around time 

to meet our clients’ needs. We’re excited to announce that Amy 

Chow will be joining us in January. Amy is a BSc. Kinesiology 

graduate of the University of Waterloo and is in the process of work-

ing towards her CCPE certification. Her experience includes Ergo-

nomics Research Assistant for Digital Industrial Ergonomics and 

Shoulder Evaluation Laboratory in Waterloo as well as work as an 

Ergonomics Student at Honda Canada Inc. You can read more about 

Amy in our Spring newsletter.  

Do you believe in public education? 

EWI’s Linda Miller does. In addition to man-

aging EWI and ergonomic consulting, Linda 

has been actively involved in the Edmonton 

Public Schools Foundation as a Board Mem-

ber. The Foundation has had many successes 

in 2010 with fundraising and efforts to get the 

message out there to support public education 

to those in need. The organization helps youngsters who otherwise 

might not have had the opportunity to build the educational founda-

tion they need to pursue a successful career path. If you would like 

to get involved or donate, you can get more information at 

www.epsb.ca/foundation. 

Erin gets her hands dirty! 

This summer, Erin took part in a community garden at Parkland 

Conservation Farm in Mundare. It truly was a learning experience 

for the city girl who normally has trouble keeping a cactus alive. She 

found it to be an enriching experience learning about how to grow 

and eat local food.  She also got her hands a little dirty in the process 

and was reminded that ergonomics truly does exist in most facets of 

life.  

Erin is also going to have a busy year ahead of her with ACE. She 

recently announced to the EWI Works gang that she is now ACE’s 

Prairie and Northern Regional Secretary. 

Kirsten keeping busy with ACE 

In addition to providing ergonomic services for EWI’s clients, 

Kirsten continues to be actively involved in the Association of Cana-

dian Ergonomists. From September of this year to the end of 2011, 

Kirsten is the official Regional President of ACE. Kirsten also at-

tended the ACE conference in Kelowna in October where she at-

tended two workshops to keep on top of current research and find-

ings in ergonomics. The workshops, held October 4th, were Engi-

neering for Ergonomists and Ergonomics of Hand Held Power 

Tools. 

Donald balancing work and home life with his passion for 

basketball.  

Donald has been keeping busy teaching courses in Ergonomics at the 

for the University of Alberta’s Faculty of Continuing Education as 

well as for the University of Calgary’s Continuing Education. He has 

also been busy adjusting to life with two boys - baby Daniel is grow-

ing rapidly! And with all this, Donald still has some spare time as a 

member of the Calgary Basketball Officials Association Executive. 

November has been a busy month for the CBOA as they prepare for 

the high school basketball season to kick off. 

What’s the buzz at EWI Works 
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Feature: NIOSH Toolbox for Design Principles for Repetitive Hand and Wrist Tasks. 


