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INTRODUCTION 
Chefs and cooks are often used interchangeably by many of us in our day to day life. Both are involved in the same 
type of work i. e cooking to a certain extend but there exists a vast difference among the two in relation to various 
factors some of them being the working environment, working hours, the tasks, stress levels and the risks that are 
associated etc. Cooking involves repetitive activity of arms and hands forcefully which also exposes one to the 
three main dimensions of mechanical work: level, repetitiveness and exposure.6 

 
Work-related musculoskeletal disorders are caused by the effects of immediate environment in which work is 
carried out. They are cumulative disorders resulting from repeated exposure to high and low intensities of work 
over  a long period of time thus causing  impairments of bodily structures such as bones, joints, muscles, tendons, 
ligaments, nerves, and the localised blood circulation system.  However they might as well cause due to any work 
related acute traumas, such as fractures, that occur during an accident.3 

 
Musculoskeletal pain and disorders particularly in the neck shoulder and low back are the major work related 
consultations in general practice. The HORECA (hotels, restaurants and catering) sector is characterised by a high 
proportion of small enterprises, young workers, women and migrant workers. Among the HORECA sector a 
widespread of work related musculoskeletal disorders (WMDs) has been reported due to the high physical work 
load. Chefs being a part of the HORECA sector, involved in an occupation with a high physical work strain, non 
neutral postures, prolonged static contractions and repetitive movements are regarded as harbouring an increased 
risk of musculoskeletal pain.3 Multiple joints and body areas may be involved due to the frequent use of upper 
limbs for doing a variety of tasks like handling different instruments at the kitchen, height of cooking surfaces, 
overhead activities, squatting activities, stoop bending, sudden twisting, flipping food preparations on a variety of 
pans with different handles, etc. All of this may cause over use, wear and tear at the shoulder, repetitive flexion 
and extension of wrist, neck flexion, and bad posture added with prolonged standing and working hours, increased 
stress level and time constraints put them in a state of apathy and make them highly susceptible to WMDs.8 

 
The risk factors and prevalence of WMDs have been shown to be very high among cooks. In one study it was 
shown to be almost as many as 85.2 per cent participants reporting at least one musculoskeletal symptom within 
the previous year. The most common musculoskeletal symptoms affected body sites like the shoulders neck and 
lower back. 2 In another survey by the Occupational Safety and Health Council of HongKong found that the most 
common work related disorder was musculoskeletal disorders with about 41.2 percent of cooks suffering from 
musculoskeletal disorders in the past 12 months. 7 

 
Taking into consideration all the above and with a need of exploring all the occupations at risk of work related 
disorders we have selected a small group of chefs in Manipal, Udupi district.  

  
MATERIAL AND METHODOLOGY 
I have used a standardised Nordic Questionnaire for enquiring the musculoskeletal symptoms among various 
restaurant chefs in and around Manipal. The questionnaire contains a well labelled body chart for the ease of the 
participant to understand and locate his/her area of pain and discomfort. First column in the questionnaire asks 
questions related to nine body segments namely the Neck, Shoulders, Elbows, Wrist/Hands, Upper back, Lower 
back, Hips/Thighs, Knees and the Ankle/Foot. I have visited all most fifteen restaurants out of which three 
restaurants had chefs. The chefs were explained about the study individually and a written consent was taken in 
order to participate in the study.  
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Risk factors were evaluation was done on observational basis. Almost a total of five chefs were observed while 
working and risk factors such as vibration, repetition, forceful contraction, awkward or sustained postures and 
temperature were noted down. 
 
RESULTS 
Questionnaires were distributed  to a total of twenty four chefs out of which sixteen chefs reported pain and 
discomfort in at least one of the above mentioned  body areas. Seven out of these sixteen have reported pain in 
two or more body areas. The most common area of pain as reported was shoulder, almost as many as eight chefs 
reported of  having shoulder pain in one or bilateral shoulders.  Next common area for pain was the elbow  
followed  by upper back and  knees.  
 
Identification of risks:  Five chefs were observed working on their respective stations. It was observed that they are 
exposed to vibrations while spinning, making dough and while using various other instruments like the food 
processor and grinder. It was noted that they work in awkward postures with a sustained neck flexion for 
prolonged period of time which may give rise to postural aches and pains. Repetitive moments are usually harmful 
when the same muscle groups and joints are involved for a prolonged period of time like in case of chefs while 
spinning, mixing, chopping causing repetitive flexion and extension of wrist, etc.  They are also involved in forceful 
contractions while using the large Chinese food preparation vessels and other large utensils, while operating the 
doors of large food storage refrigerators and while lifting heavy weight vessels which are usually kept at a lower 
height. The temperature in the room was pleasant with air conditioners except while working near to the flame or 
hot oven for prolonged periods of time. Humidity was not recorded. These findings are highly subjective based on 
individual observation, for increasing the accuracy videography and other more objective measurements are 
recommended. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The HORECA sector is one of the fastest growing industries in Europe. Chefs are an important part of the hotel 
industry. Work related musculoskeletal disorders are common among many professions and chefs have been less 
explored. 
Nordic questionnaire is an easy way to assess aches, pains and discomfort at various body segments. In a similar 
study done by Jong-Yu Adol Chyuan et al,  84% restaurant workers reported experience of WMSD in the previous 
month, with the highest prevalence rate found for the shoulder (58%). He concluded that WMDs are common 
among restaurant workers although it does not appear to affect the job performance or daily living. 1  
 
A systemic review explored the prevalence and risk factors of work related musculoskeletal disorders (WMDs) in 
catering industries with the designated search strategies in nine English medical databases, two Chinese-
dominated full-text databases and seven web sites. Results showed that physical job demands, such 
as work posture, force applied, and repeated movement were the most important risk factors. The prevalence of 
WMDs varied from 3 percent to 86 percent depending on the type of establishment and position.2  In this study it 
was seen that chefs are exposed to various risk factors thus making them one of the major group of concern. 
Though they are highly equipped but still vibrations lifting and awkward postures continue to build in discomfort 
and gives rise to aches and pain. Stress and prolonged working hours also adds to the various discomforts faced by 
the chefs. This is evident from the study that almost as many as sixteen chefs complained of aches, pains and 
discomfort which usually goes unnoticed and neglected thus giving rise to reduced working abilities and increased 
amount of stress.  
 
A variety of risk factors were identified on observation but further research is recommended in this area for 
objective assessment.  
 
RECOMMENDATION AND CONCLUSION:  
Chefs are involved  in high physical activities and stress levels so it is important to study this vulnerable population 
for the possible WMDs. In this short study done in Manipal almost as many as sixteen out of twenty four chefs 
were suffering with discomfort which is a big number and cannot be neglected.  
 
Further objective assessments and use of a greater sample might help us in a better understanding of workloads 
and disorders faced by chefs.  
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