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The role of gender on the
physical work capacity profile
of workers in an electricity
supply company

ABSTRACT

Female workers are increasingly entering traditlonally ‘male occupations’, yat they are
more likely to experience a musculoskeletal problem in physlcally demanding jobs than
male workers. The alm of this cross-sectional study In an electricity supply company was
to determlne 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 exceaded that of females by 22.3% There were practically significant differences
between male and female workers for elght of the ten inherently required essential physi-
cal abilitles. Male workers were more llkely to meet the physical work capacity proflle than
famale workers (OR 7.04). The fact that many of the female electricity utility workers did not
meet the minimum physical abllity task requirements of their Job could explain their high
injury rate and poor performance reported in other studies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The lack of suffictent physical work capacily of
famales entering physically demanding jobs in
Increasing numbers is of global concern,'® The World

Health Organizatlon estimates that approximately
42% of lhe global working population are females and
lhey are sxpanding into male-dominated lrade and
cralt occupatlons.' In South Africa, labour legistation
has accelerated this increase by forcing organisa-
lions to employ more females even in physically
demanding Jobs, without considaring the impacl on
the overall productivity.® Both the Employment Equity
Act’ and the Promollon of Equality and Prevenlion
of Unfalr Discrimination Act® aim to prevent unfair
discrimination and promote a more representalive
workforce. Most of thesa physically demanding jobs
are usually deslgned with the male physlqua in mind,
thus making them more suilad to male workers,"*1®
Some Industries where the manual labour has tradl-
{ionally been performed by male workers are mining,
construction, fire fighting and timber. In South Afrlca,
most of these Induslries are experiencing a large
influx of female workers.? As a resull, lhare are now
more females in jobs that historically experienced
higher injury rates due lo tha physically demanding
nature and manuat labour Invalved In these ]nbs.m
This also places additional physical demands on
famale workers and can lhus conlribule lo inc reased
injury rates and other musculoskeletal aliments." 1n
general, the literalure on musculoskelatal Involve-
ment in the workplace reveals thal female workers
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