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Work related 
upper limb disorders

In a recent edition of Australian 
Family Physician an article by Dr 
Michael Shanahan (Rheumatologist 
and Occupational Physician) 
described work related upper limb 
disorders (WRULDs) as being 
amongst the most common workers’ 
compensation claims.

The author notes that upper limb 
pain is very common, stating that 
approximately 20% of the general 
community will complain of pain in 
the upper limb in any one month 
period.  Statistics are given for 
2003 -2004 in South Australia that 
there were approximately 14000 
claims for compensation relating to 
injuries of the upper limb (36% of all 
musculoskeletal injuries).

The author comments on 
classification systems of soft 
tissue disorders of the upper limb 
stating that to date there have 
been various types of classification 
systems that have been the subject 
of considerable criticism.  The 
author states that more recently 
a structured assessment schedule 
based on criteria developed by 
Harrington et al has been found to 
perform satisfactorily.

Shanahan notes that the 
association between upper limb 
disorders and work has been the 
subject of a number of systematic 
reviews.  He comments that the 
evidence remains limited because 
of poor quality data, however what 
appears clear from the literature 
is that ergonomic, psychological 
and occupational psychosocial 
variables may all play roles in the 
development and maintenance of 
work related upper limb pain.

Shanahan notes that focussing 
solely on the affected body part 
using a biomedical model of 
disease is unlikely to be sufficient to 
manage many cases of WRULDs.  
He notes that where the problem 
is slow to improve, it is appropriate 
to consider a biopsychosocial 
approach to managing the injury.

Shanahan suggests using the 
Orebro Musculoskeletal Pain 
Questionnaire (2) in this population 
of people with WRULDs who are 
slow to improve.  He notes that 
individuals who may be at risk 
of developing long term disability 
can be identified by use of this 
questionnaire and then appropriate 
management of psychosocial 
issues can be then carried out.

Shanahan also notes that there 
is evidence that workplace 
assessments that identify incorrect 
occupational ergonomic and 
psychosocial factors can reduce 
work disability duration and 

associated costs.

He also notes that workplace-
based interventions coupled with 
active management appear to be 
most successful when the disability 
duration is extended.  

Shanahan states that pain units and 
other multidisciplinary services may 
play an effective role in complex 
cases.  

Shanahan concludes that dealing 
with patients with WRULDs can be 
challenging, however he strongly 
noted that a careful approach with 
an emphasis on communication and 
the identification and management 
of physical, psychological, 
psychosocial and workplace 
problems is likely to be the most 
useful in alleviating distress and 
minimizing disability.
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Selecting Patients for a 
Work Hardening / Pain 
Management Program

The Orebro Musculoskeletal Pain 
Screening Questionnaire (OMPSQ) 
was initially proposed by Linton and 
Boersma (2003) as a tool to identify 
patients with musculoskeletal pain 
who were at risk of developing long 
term disability.

Several studies (Dunstan et.al., 
2005; Stover et.al., 2007 and 
Jellema et.al., 2007; Margison and 
French 2007) have validated the 
OMPSQ as a useful predictor of 
workers who are at increased risk 
of long term disability.

Margison and French (2007) 
concluded that the OMPSQ can 
“facilitate clinical decision making 
through early identification 
of individuals likely to fail a 
unidisciplinary physical therapy 
program and who may benefit from 
more complete biopsychosocial 
treatment”. 

At Gregory Terrace Rehabilitation 
we have been monitoring the Orebro 
scores of patients referred to our 
multidisciplinary Work Hardening / 
Pain Management Program.

The mean Orebro score is 131 
with a standard deviation of 37 

(n = 354).  Eighty-four percent of 
patients referred to our program 
have an Orebro score above 
the cut off score of 105 which 
classifies individuals at high risk of 
developing long term disability due 
to psychosocial factors.
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Gregory Terrace Rehabilitation is 
now offering a service to patients 
with chronic shoulder pain. 

The Shoulder Program runs for 
two weeks and is designed to help 
patients who:

•	 have not responded to 
conservative treatment

•	 have residual pain and 
restricted movement several 
months post-surgery

•	 have identified psychosocial 
problems

The emphasis of the program is 
on education, pain management 
guidance (in relation to appropriate 
exercise, posture and activity) and 
ultimately self-management.

Stephen Boyd is the consulting 
physiotherapist on the program, 
and he brings over twenty years 
of experience treating patients with 
difficult shoulder conditions.

For further information do not 
hesitate to contact Gregory Terrace 
Rehabilitation.
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