
Understanding Non-Physical Factors in Cannabis
MSD Prevention

As the cannabis industry grows, so too does the need for a comprehensive approach to worker safety,
particularly in preventing musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). Traditionally, MSDs in labor-intensive
industries like cannabis cultivation, processing, and distribution are attributed to physical factors such as
repetitive motions, awkward postures, and manual handling of heavy loads. However, emerging research
indicates that non-physical or “psychosocial” factors—like job stress, workload, and organizational
support—also play a critical role in MSD development and prevention. Addressing these factors can be
transformative, contributing to safer workplaces, better worker well-being, and a more productive cannabis
industry.

This article explores the impact of non-physical factors on MSD prevention in cannabis operations,
identifying key psychosocial contributors, and offering actionable strategies to help companies reduce risks
associated with these complex and often overlooked influences.

The Role of Non-Physical Factors in MSD Prevention

Non-physical factors, also known as psychosocial risk factors, encompass aspects of the work environment
that influence an employee’s mental and emotional well-being, and in turn, can affect physical health. In the
context of cannabis MSD prevention, these factors include job demands, control over work, social support,
job security, and work-life balance. When these elements are unbalanced, they can lead to increased stress,
fatigue, and overall strain on the body, which can intensify physical risks associated with repetitive tasks and
strenuous labor.

In cannabis operations, where many roles are physically demanding and the industry itself is fast-paced, non-
physical risk factors can exacerbate MSD risks in surprising ways. Understanding and addressing these
psychosocial factors is essential to developing comprehensive MSD prevention strategies that go beyond
ergonomic solutions.

Key Non-Physical Factors Contributing to MSDs in the Cannabis Industry

High Job Demands and Workload Pressure

High job demands are one of the leading psychosocial factors linked to MSD risk. In cannabis cultivation and
processing, employees often face tight deadlines, fast-paced work, and high production demands. This
pressure can lead to physical fatigue, increased muscle tension, and greater exposure to awkward postures as
workers try to keep up. Over time, these physical consequences can lead to MSDs, especially in the back,
neck, and shoulders.

Low Job Control and Lack of Autonomy



Low job control, or limited influence over one’s work tasks, can lead to a heightened risk of MSDs. Workers
who feel they cannot control the pace or process of their work are more likely to experience tension, physical
discomfort, and dissatisfaction. For example, cannabis trimmers or packagers who lack flexibility in
adjusting their workflow may feel trapped in repetitive tasks, leading to increased muscle strain and MSD
susceptibility.

Insufficient Social Support

Social support from colleagues and supervisors can act as a buffer against stress, reducing the risk of MSDs.
However, a lack of social support can lead to feelings of isolation and mental fatigue, making workers less
likely to voice discomfort or request ergonomic adjustments. When employees feel unsupported, they may
ignore early signs of MSDs, which can result in prolonged strain and injury.

Job Insecurity

The cannabis industry is relatively young, and regulatory challenges can make job stability uncertain.
Workers who feel their job is at risk often experience higher stress levels, leading to physical tension and
strain. Chronic stress can amplify the risk of MSDs by increasing muscle tightness and decreasing the body’s
resilience to physical workloads.

Monotony and Repetition in Tasks

Many jobs within cannabis operations, such as trimming, sorting, or packaging, are highly repetitive.
Monotonous tasks can lead to mental disengagement, making workers less aware of their body posture and
less likely to adjust ergonomics. The combination of mental fatigue and physical repetition increases the
likelihood of developing MSDs over time.

Long Working Hours and Fatigue

Extended working hours without sufficient breaks contribute significantly to fatigue, both mentally and
physically. In cannabis facilities, workers are often required to stand for prolonged periods, lift heavy trays,
or bend repetitively. Without adequate recovery time, the risk of muscle strain and MSDs increases.

Psychosocial Factors and Their Impact on Physical Health

Psychosocial factors influence physical health in several ways, often by triggering physiological and
behavioral responses to stress. When exposed to high levels of stress and pressure, the body undergoes
changes such as muscle tension, reduced blood flow, and heightened vigilance. These changes, while
intended as short-term responses, can become chronic in high-stress environments, leading to muscle fatigue,
stiffness, and ultimately, MSDs.

Behaviorally, high-stress levels can cause workers to neglect ergonomics, skip breaks, and disregard signs of
discomfort. For example, an employee feeling pressured to meet production targets may continue working in
awkward positions without adjusting posture or taking rest breaks. Over time, these behaviors can compound
the physical demands of the job, increasing the risk of MSDs.

Prevention Strategies: Addressing Non-Physical MSD Risk Factors in Cannabis Workplaces

A successful MSD prevention strategy should include not only ergonomic interventions but also measures to
address psychosocial factors. Here are several effective approaches for the cannabis industry:



Balancing Job Demands with Realistic Expectations

To reduce stress related to high job demands, employers can review production goals and workflows to
ensure that workloads are manageable and achievable. Setting realistic expectations for output, scheduling
adequate breaks, and rotating tasks can reduce physical and mental strain, allowing workers to maintain
better posture and take breaks as needed.

Increasing Employee Autonomy and Decision-Making Power

Providing employees with some control over their work allows them to make ergonomic adjustments and
prevent physical discomfort. Offering flexible work schedules, allowing workers to adjust the order of tasks,
and giving them input on workflow processes can improve job satisfaction and reduce strain associated with
rigid, repetitive tasks.

Encouraging Social Support and Team Collaboration

Creating a supportive work environment is essential for both morale and safety. Encouraging open
communication between workers and supervisors, setting up regular check-ins, and establishing a buddy
system can foster a sense of belonging and teamwork. When workers feel supported, they are more likely to
report discomfort and request ergonomic adjustments, reducing the risk of long-term injury.

Promoting Job Security and Stability

Job insecurity can have a profound effect on stress levels. Providing clear communication about company
stability and job roles can alleviate this stress, helping workers feel more secure and focused. When
employees feel that their jobs are secure, they are more likely to invest in long-term practices for their health
and well-being, reducing the risk of MSDs.

Introducing Task Variation and Job Rotation

To combat monotony and reduce repetitive strain, job rotation can be highly effective. Rotating employees
through different tasks reduces the strain on specific muscle groups, allowing for physical recovery. In
cannabis facilities, this could involve alternating between trimming, packaging, and inventory roles,
providing both mental engagement and physical relief.

Implementing Fatigue Management Programs

Fatigue management strategies, such as scheduling regular breaks, setting maximum work hours, and
providing resources for rest and recovery, can help reduce physical and mental exhaustion. Encouraging a
culture of self-care, where employees feel comfortable taking breaks when needed, can greatly reduce the
risk of MSDs associated with prolonged work periods.

Offering Stress Management Resources

Providing resources like stress management workshops, mental health support, and relaxation techniques can
equip employees to manage work-related stress effectively. Techniques like mindfulness training, breathing
exercises, and even short physical stretches can alleviate tension and prevent the long-term buildup of muscle
strain associated with stress.



Creating a Comprehensive MSD Prevention Program

To create a safe and healthy workplace, it’s essential for cannabis companies to integrate both ergonomic and
psychosocial elements into their MSD prevention programs. A comprehensive approach might include:

Workplace Assessments: Regular assessments of both physical and psychosocial environments can help
identify MSD risk factors, allowing employers to take targeted actions.

Training Programs: Employee training that includes both ergonomic best practices and strategies for
managing job stress can be highly effective. Employees should be educated on posture, lifting techniques,
and stress management.

Communication Channels: Establishing open lines of communication for employees to report discomfort,
suggest ergonomic adjustments, or express job-related concerns can improve early intervention efforts.

Monitoring and Evaluation: Regularly monitoring MSD incidence rates, collecting feedback from
employees, and evaluating the effectiveness of preventive measures can ensure continuous improvement and
adaptability to evolving risks.

Preventing MSDs in the cannabis industry requires a multi-faceted approach that addresses both physical and
non-physical factors. By understanding the impact of psychosocial factors—such as job demands, social
support, and job security—companies can create safer workplaces where employees feel valued and engaged.
When organizations prioritize worker well-being and implement strategies that consider both body and mind,
they contribute to a healthier, more sustainable cannabis industry.
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