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Goals and Objectives

1. To define what a PDD is, and what it is NOT

2. To understand how PDD’s are completed from the Ergonomist’s perspective

3. To understand the many uses of PDD’s 

4. Differentiate between good PDD vs. Not so good PDD information
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PDD Definition

Physical

Cognitive

Environmental

What is a Physical Demands Description?

• A detailed, objective description of the 
required physical demands 

• Tied to the essential and non-essential 
tasks of a job

• Systematically quantifies and evaluates 
physical, cognitive, environmental 
demands

Physical
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PDD Definition

▪ What a Physical Demands Description is NOT?

Not a risk assessment

Not an ergonomics assessment

Not an assessment of a worker’s abilities
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Physical Demands Descriptions: Why?

Decisions based on subjective info 

Unclear picture of job requirements

Unsuccessful RTW attempts

Increased administrative time

Increased RTW costs/penalties

Poor workplace culture (union relations, worker perceptions, etc.)

Because, not having PDDs costs 

time, money, and stress!

Photo credits: Pixabay
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Physical Demands Descriptions: Why?

Decisions based on quantitative objective info 

Clear picture of job requirements

Successful RTW attempts

Decreased administrative time

Decreased RTW costs/penalties

Improved workplace culture (union relations, worker perceptions, etc.)

Photo credits: Pixabay
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Types of PDDs

Checklist/Chart Format

Good for repeatable, cyclical jobs

Sufficient for most jobs

Encompasses all tasks into same 
chart

Task Based

Good for complicated, non-cyclical jobs

More in depth and specific to the task

Separates tasks and details demands for 
that task

I.e. Maintenance jobs, 

AI / Technology
Beginning to see use of AI motion 

capture software, wearable 
devises, and more web-based 

report technology 
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Data Collection ‘Toolkit’

Scale – weigh parts, tools, etc.

Tape Measure – heights, 
reaches, distances 

Force Gauge – weigh items, 
collect push/pull forces, 
control activation force

Camera – video, still images 
of process, tools, equipment 

Clip board / tablet – taking notes, data 
collection

Stopwatch – cycle times, frequencies

Interview – job details, process 
flow, production
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PDD COMPONENTS
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Components of a PDD

Title Page

▪ Job Data: hours/shifts/breaks, PPE

▪ Production requirements 

▪ Purpose/ job details

▪ Essential and non-essential tasks

▪ Tools, equipment used

Collection Methods
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PDD Frequency Categories

Not Required

• Item not 
required/ or 
performed

Rare

• <2% of shift

Occasional

• 3-33% of 
shift

Frequent

• 34-66% of 
shift

Constant

• >66% of 
shift

Determine frequencies – may require some calculations, production data, video analysis

May come across other frequency categories (i.e. never, seldom, minor, major) 
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Components of a PDD

Mobility Demands
Indicates applicable tasks, frequency, relevant details for:

▪ floor surface, distance

▪ floor surface, duration

▪ type of seat, duration

▪ distance, duration

▪ vehicle, duration

Collection Methods:
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Components of a PDD

Postural Demands
Indicates applicable tasks, frequency, range of 
motion, relevant posture details for:
▪ Back
▪ Neck
▪ Shoulders
▪ Elbows/forearm/wrist
▪ Hip/knee/ankle
▪ Reaching parameters

Collection Methods:
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Components of a PDD

Strength Demands
Indicates weight, frequency, parameters (height, reach), 
and relevant details about the lift (items lifted, type of lift)

Lifting/Carrying

Pushing/Pulling

Note: best to use frequency units such as lifts/min, lifts/hr, 
or lifts/shift instead of rare, occasional, frequent, constant.

Collection Methods:
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Components of a PDD

Hand Activity

Detail forces, frequency, type and activity 
description 

▪ Gripping/Grasping/Pinching

▪ Pushing (palm/finger press)

▪ Fine finger movement

▪ Writing/ Keying 

Collection Methods:
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Components of a PDD

Environmental Conditions

Collection Methods: 
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Components of a PDD

Cognitive Demands
Indicates generally what cognitive demands 
are present such as:
▪ Attention to detail
▪ Adaptability / flexibility
▪ Time pressures
▪ Problem solving / analysis
▪ Memory recall
▪ Technology / literacy

Collection Methods:
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Components of a PDD

Sensory Demands

Indicates demands on the senses

Collection Methods: 
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Components of a PDD

Important Considerations: The 
Worker

▪ Differentiate between required and 
worker habit 

▪ Consider workers of varying 
statures

▪ Experienced vs. new workers

▪ Take video and photos from various 
angles and distances P

h
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Components of a PDD

Important Considerations: The Work

▪ Be aware of the normal vs. abnormal 
conditions

▪ Various times of day, shifts, seasonal

▪ Surrounding/adjacent workstations 

Photo credit: Getty Images
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HOW CAN A PDD BE USED?
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Uses of PDDs

Reactively

for rehabilitation 
and return to work 

purposes 

Proactively

to prevent injury and 
improve working 

conditions
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Uses of PDDs (cont’d)

Reactive:

Communicate

Communicate the 
requirements of a job to 
the WSIB and health 
care providers to assist 
with decisions and rehab

Clarify

Clarify benefit 
entitlement

Identify

Identify suitable 
alternate work or 
modified work
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P
SW

: W
ill

 P
o

w
er

• Works in Long-
Term Care

• Sustained a low 
back injury from 
performing 
patient care 
duties (i.e. 
transfers, turning 
patient)
A

ss
e

m
b

le
r:

 A
n

it
a 

K
n

ap
p • Works in 

repetitive 
automotive 
assembly plant on 
line

• Sustained a 
rotator cuff injury 
from above 
shoulder work

Sa
n

it
at

io
n

 W
o

rk
e

r:
 M

o
 D

eg
ra

ss • Works as a 
garbage truck 
driver

• Sustained a knee 
injury, reporting 
cause to be 
getting in and out 
of the truck

Case Scenarios

Photo credits: Pixabay
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P
SW

: W
ill

 P
o

w
er

• Provide WSIB w/ PSW PDD

• ID modified duties/ jobs/ 
tasks within restrictions/ 
functional abilities (FAF,FAE)

• Assist in creating RTW plan

• Focus on:

• bending

• twisting

• lifting

• push/pull

• reaching

Case Scenarios
Reactive PDD use:
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A
ss

e
m

b
le

r:
 A

n
it

a 
K

n
ap

p • Provide WSIB w/ Assembler PDD

• ID modified duties/ jobs/ tasks 
within restrictions/ functional 
abilities (FAF,FAE)

• Assist in creating RTW plan

• Focus on:

• above shoulder work

• reaching

• repetitive waist to shoulder 
work

• lifting

• push/pull

Case Scenarios
Reactive PDD use:
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Sa
n

it
at

io
n

 W
o

rk
e

r:
 

M
o

 D
eg

ra
ss

• Provide WSIB with Sanitation Worker 
PDD

• ID modified duties/ jobs/ tasks within 
restrictions/ functional abilities (FAF, 
FAE)

• Assist in creating RTW plan

• Focus on:

• climbing stairs/ ladders/ steps

• walking

• lifting

• push/pull

Case Scenarios
Reactive PDD use:
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Uses of PDDs (cont’d)

Proactive:

Identify

• ID jobs/tasks 
/equipment 
for further 
ergonomic 
assessment/ 
intervention

Prioritize

• Assist in ID 
and 
prioritization 
of concerns

Modify

• Help discover 
ways to 
modify jobs 
and tasks

Rotation

• Use to help 
with job 
rotation 
planning

Hiring / 
Training

• Provide 
information 
for hiring / 
training

• Post-Offer 
Employment 
Testing 
(POET)
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P
SW

: W
ill

 P
o

w
er • Preliminary MSD hazard ID

• Back bending - dressing

• Force / awkward back 
postures - transfer patients

• Force - push/pull patients 
in wheelchair / commode

Case Scenarios
Proactive PDD use:

• Build a job rotation plan for 
all PSWs 

• alternate light / heavy care

• Use to develop POET: lift, 
carry, push/pull, bending, 
reaching tasks

Prioritize tasks for 
improvement OR in-depth 
ergo assessment
• Is the bending, reaching a 

problem/ likely to cause an 
MSD?

• Invest in lift assists/ 
equipment 
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A
ss

e
m

b
le

r:
 A

n
it

a 
K

n
ap

p • Preliminary MSD hazard ID

• Frequent above shoulder 
work with cordless gun up 
to 185 cm

• Forward reaching up to 
70 cm

• Tool weighing 4.5 kg

Case Scenarios
Proactive PDD use:

• Prioritize tasks for 
improvement OR in-depth 
assessment

• How much above shoulder 
work is tolerable?

• Reduce above shoulder 
work (rebalance, assist arm, 
automate, etc.)

• Move items closer

• Substitute for lighter tool

• Build a job rotation plan for all 
assemblers:

• Rotate jobs with diff demands 
for diff body areas 

• Use to develop POET: above 
shoulder reaching tasks



32

Sa
n

it
at

io
n

 W
o

rk
e

r:
 

M
o

 D
eg

ra
ss • Preliminary MSD hazard ID

• Frequent climbing up and 
down steps

• Frequent lifting / throwing 
garbage bags 5-23 kg

• Potential for twisting/ 
pivoting of the knee while 
getting up/down and 
collecting garbage

Case Scenarios
Proactive PDD use:

• Prioritize tasks for 
improvement OR in-depth 
assessment

• Assess steps for 
improvement

• Investigate process 
improvements 

• Training for 
mount/dismount

• Stretching/warm-up 
program

• Build a job rotation plan:

• Consider alternating 
routes with higher vs. 
lower collection density

• Consider routes of heavy 
single family home area vs. 
townhouse complex areas

• Use to develop POET protocol: 
including lifting, climbing steps
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Good Vs. Not So Good PDD

Good Not so good

Qualitative, subjective, 
minimal information

Completed by unqualified/ 
incompetent person

Unverified / Out of date

Difficult to read and 
understand

Quantitative, objective data 

Detailed & specific 

Completed by qualified/ 
competent person

Verified / Up to date

Easy to read and understand
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Summary

1. A PDD is detailed, objective description of the required physical demands of a job,  
quantifying physical, cognitive, environmental demands.

2. PDD is an important part of the RTW toolbox, but there are many uses of PDD’s in 

both the reactive and proactive realms

3. PDD’s done right can reduce costs, time, and stress!
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Question and Answer

https://www.wsps.ca/ergonomics-consulting
https://www.wsps.ca/ergonomics

https://www.wsps.ca/ergonomics-consulting
https://www.wsps.ca/ergonomics

