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The APTS provincial Occupational health and safety / Sustainable development committee has chosen to focus on the impact of work optimization
projects (and the ensuing changes introduced in certain departments and
services) on employees’ health and safety. It is important to note that these
projects are backed by a ministerial policy direction aimed at extending
them to all institutions in the health and social services system.
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Optimizing

at what human cost?

What is an

optimization plan?

The annual campaign "Optimizing at what human cost?" is part of our follow-up to the 2012 APTS
Convention resolution to take part in optimization projects while defending, promoting and improving
employees’ working conditions and protecting their professional autonomy. The APTS intends to take
steps with the key actors involved to avoid possible negative ramifications.
In specifying the aspects of occupational health and safety that should be considered in an approach
centred on changing the work processes and methods, we hope that employees’ psychological and physical
health will become a constant concern in optimization projects, with a view to long-term prevention.

An optimization plan, such as one based on the Lean approach, involves:
"a set of principles, instruments and techniques to improve performance and eliminate waste that
in interferes with the flow of the service delivery processes. This is an optimization process aimed at
do doing more with less or, to put it more positively, doing the best with what you’ve got”. 1

1

Demystifying the Lean method: a management approach to keep an eye on, document prepared by the APTS Professional Groups sector
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The human factor
at the heart of the matter

It is fascinating to note that the human factor is rarely at the heart of optimization projects. Experts in
optimization generally concentrate on value added processes. Eﬃcacy, eﬃciency, intensification of work
and continuous improvement are the usual concerns. These projects may nonetheless turn out to be
detrimental or hazardous to employees’ health and safety. In a nutshell, the human factor is considered
to be an input and the so-called experts all too often ignore the heightened strains caused by such
reorganization projects. These strains then become contributing factors to "poor social performance"2 or
a poor quality of life at work. In our view, alternative ideas should be considered that are inspired by other
reorganization models based on more innovative and long-term approaches.3
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A comprehensive
approach in OHS
and work
reorganization
processes

The people who are at the heart of OHS issues
perform tasks in an environment, with equipment, within a given period of time, all of which
are determined by organizational practices in
an optimization process.
(Adapted from the model proposed by ASSTSAS)
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Term used by Jean-Noël Grenier in the workshop on optimization, at the 2012 APTS Convention
For more information on innovative approaches, consult the April 2012 issue of The APTS Review, page 10
(see the APTS home page / Nos publications).

An approach that considers the human factor when implementing an optimization project may have
three stages:

1 | Pre-implementation
The groups or sectors concerned must notify their local executive at the outset of an optimization
process, in order to be informed of the possible health risks and hazards. We suggest that you consult
the various information-awareness documents prepared by the Professional Groups sector.

For an approach
that considers OHS

2| During implementation
Union representatives are involved at every stage of the process, which gives them an opportunity to
monitor occupational health and safety issues with the necessary vigilance.4
Following the proposals for changes, the union representatives attend various discussions and meet
m with employees to make them aware of the possible eﬀects on their health and safety.

3| Post-implementation
The union representatives monitor the implementation process to make sure that the employees
involved do not suﬀer any negative eﬀects. An assessment based on a questionnaire may be required
to meet the OHS prevention objectives.

4

On-line reference consulted on May 3, 2013:
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/publications.html?refINRS=ED%206144
Lean manufacturing – Quelle place pour la santé et la sécurité au travail? Institut national de recherche et de sécurité (INRS).
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IMPACT OF OPTIMIZATION

Psychological health
hazards at work

When optimization projects are set up, special attention must be given to the following factors:
• stress and psychological distress resulting from changes being introduced5 and poor control of
co confounding negative factors;
• possible erosion of professional autonomy (professional latitude) in terms of:
- ways of performing one’s work;
- performing repetitive tasks;
- reducing employees’ influence on how things are done at work.
• increased psychological demands due to an increased work pace and workload, an excessive amount
of work, insuﬃcient time to perform it, conflicting demands, or frequent interruptions or
disturbances;
• climate6 or social support at work aﬀected by either a corporate culture of conflict based on whether
or not objectives are met, or by management practices creating unnecessary pressure or stress;
• motivation at work;
• job satisfaction.

5
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6

On-line reference consulted on May 6, 2013: https://osha.europa.eu/en/safety-health-in-figures/eu-poll-press-kit2013.pdf?utm_source=oshmail&utm_medium =email&utm _campaign=oshmail-131. For the majority of countries in the study,
the main occupational stressors were associated with job reorganization and job insecurity.
On-line reference consulted on May 8, 2013: http://criso.ca/CMS/Media/102_14_fr-CA_0_124.pdf. See Tableau 5 on good practices
for continuous improvement of the work climate.

Today, it is a proven fact that work-related psychological distress has a direct impact on employees’ physical
capacities and endurance.7

Hazards associated with

musculoskeletal disorders
(MSDs)

Depending on the work constraints involved, employees may experience various types of discomfort or
musculoskeletal disorders:
• work-related fatigue or strain caused by insuﬃcient break time (mini-breaks or no breaks at all).
theg The disappearance of informal occasions for discussing things reduces employees’ opportunities to
organize the work and make the necessary changes to ensure that everything goes smoothly;8
• painful or restrictive positions or posture due to an intensification of repetitive movements.9
With the intensification of work, fewer safety measures and precautions are taken, and this in turn
increases the risk of:

Safety hazards

•
•
•
•

falls;
exposure to viruses or bacteria;
exposure to chemical substances;
exposure to radiation or radioactive materials.

The following indicators shed further light on the negative eﬀects of optimization:

Indicators

• work-related incidents and injuries associated with uncontrolled risks;
• absenteeism;
• staﬀ turnover.
7

8

9

On-line source consulted on May 17, 2013: http://www.irsst.qc.ca/media/documents/pubirsst/r-472.pdf. See pages 57 and 58.
Also see http://www.ttl.fi/en/publications/Electronic_publications/Documents/Ache_and_melancholy.pdf.
On-line source consulted on May 17, 2013: http://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/docs/00/54/77/26/PDF/LEMNA_WP_201038.pdf,
page 19.
See the APTS brochure prepared by the OHS and sustainable development sector, on preventing musculoskeletal disorders:
"The ball is in your court – be proactive", page 5, on the APTS web site (À votre service / Campagne annuelle SST).
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Here are a few instruments for assessing the impact of an optimization project on employees:
• Concise Karasek test10 on work-related psychological distress in a given sector
This brief questionnaire with six sub-questions makes it possible to summarily determine the level of
stress and psychological distress in a given sector. It is available in the members-only section of the
AP APTS web site under Outils / Documents par secteur / SST-DD.

AvAIlAble

INSTruMeNTS

After completing this quick questionnaire, employees from a given sector whose questionnaire results
are cause for concern are invited to contact the labour relations counsellor or the political liaison oﬃcer
assigned to their institution to ensure follow-up action.
• Questionnaire on psycho-social risks at work / Optimization processes
This questionnaire assesses the dimensions associated with work duties, decision-making latitude,
de professional autonomy and work overload. It also contains a section on the impact of optimization
pr projects on employees. Sectors interested in filling out this questionnaire are invited to contact the
un union counsellor or political liaison oﬃcer assigned to their institution.
• National Standard of Canada for Psychological Health and Safety in the Workplace
Thirteen factors that have repercussions for psychological health and safety in the workplace are set
ou out in "Psychological Health and Safety in the Workplace – Prevention, Promotion and Guidance to
st Staged Implementation", Annex A, A.4. It should be noted that this standard is available free of charge
in English on the CSA Group website and in French on the Bureau de normalisation du Québec website.
(For the English version, go to: http://goo.gl/9C0xE)

10
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An American sociologist and psychologist specialized in stress assessment

Optimization projects have to take into account the realities of our health
and social services system. And whatever the scenario, occupational health
and safety must be at the heart of the matter when implementing such an
approach.
For further information, please contact the APTS occupational health and
safety and sustainable development sector or your local APTS team.
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Head office:

1111, rue Saint-Charles O, bur. 1050, Longueuil, Qc., J4K 5G4
Tel.: 450 670-2411 or 1 866 521-2411 Fax: 450 679-0107

Québec City office:

1305, boul. Lebourgneuf, bur. 200, Québec, Qc., G2K 2E4
Tel.: 418 622-2541 or 1 800 463-4617 Fax: 418 622-0274
www.aptsq.com | info@aptsq.com

