
Purposeful interventions can prevent work-related 
musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs).

†These numbers represent the number of nonfatal occupational injuries and illnesses involving days away from work with the U.S. and private industry.
 *The total number of MSD injuries in the Retail Trade Industry includes other industries that are subsets of this industry; BLS does not report all industries  
   at higher level of details.

DISCLAIMER: This educational Industry Spotlight was created by the National Safety Council for educational purposes only; as well as to provide general information and 
a general understanding of musculoskeletal disorders; not to replace or list the comprehensive rules and regulations relating to safety compliance and musculoskeletal 
disorders; and not to offer specific medical advice. This Industry Spotlight should not be used as a substitute for competent medical advice from a licensed health care 
professional or medical practitioner.

Industry Spotlight: Retail Trade

2020 Retail Trade MSDs
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17,530Soreness, pain
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230Carpal tunnel syndrome

Retail Trade MSD Rates*

*per 10,000 full-time, private sector workers
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Injury Trends
 
The retail trade industry has long been plagued by MSDs. In recent years, the industry 
has seen a lower number of MSD injuries – which may be attributed to consumer shifts 
to online purchasing. According to Injury Facts and BLS, despite steadily declining injury 
trends†*, in 2020 the industry still experienced 32 workers out of every 10,000 reporting a 
MSD. There were 14,770 injuries due to overexertion in lifting/lowering and 2,220 injuries 
due to repetitive motion activities in 2020. In addition, $44,000 was estimated to be spent 
in 2020 per medically consulted injury, and serious, nonfatal workplace injuries in retail 
amounted to more than $5.25 billion in 2019.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/e/2PACX-1vRhbeu5aQTFnVxifzjyvzKGUjGRxJh-EIHtFs3Cdy0umbIHUfPMI6cmliDg-OGayehdKw01JkX6kA97/pubhtml
https://www.bls.gov/iag/tgs/iag44-45.htm
https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/work/costs/work-injury-costs/
https://business.libertymutual.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/WSI-1007_2022.pdf


Potential Solutions 
 
Of all the MSD risks found within retailers, the 
most pervasive remains manual material handling. 
Recommended solutions include: 

•	 Integrate assistive-powered devices to lift/lower, 
transfer, stock and push/pull goods. Examples 
include conveyor belts, self-adjusting handcarts, 
battery powered pallet stackert or vacuum lifts. 

•	 Consider wearable devices such as 
exoskeletons/suits to reduce employee lifting/
lowering burden. 

•	 Reduce bending and reaching motions by 
keeping most commonly accessed and heaviest 
objects between knee and shoulder level; store 
items off the floor. 

•	 Robust training programs for new employees 
emphasizing safety.
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Key Takeaway  
Employers are encouraged to create tailored MSD solutions best suited for their organization. 
Manual material handling is a key risk factor and it is vital to limit this risk to protect workers. 
Technology can help assess and eliminate MSD risks through visual analytics, powered devices 
or equipment, and exoskeletons/suits, to name a few. Also, make sure risk assessments are 
up-to-date, as understanding job tasks can provide key insights into workplace/task redesign to 
reduce potential risks. 

†These numbers represent the number of nonfatal occupational injuries and illnesses involving days away from work with the U.S. and private industry.
 *The total number of MSD injuries in the Retail Trade Industry includes other industries that are subsets of this industry; BLS does not report all industries  
   at higher level of details.

DISCLAIMER: This educational Industry Spotlight was created by the National Safety Council for educational purposes only; as well as to provide general information and 
a general understanding of musculoskeletal disorders; not to replace or list the comprehensive rules and regulations relating to safety compliance and musculoskeletal 
disorders; and not to offer specific medical advice. This Industry Spotlight should not be used as a substitute for competent medical advice from a licensed health care 
professional or medical practitioner.

Potential Risks
 
Assess and understand the main risk 
factors for MSDs in your workplace. 
According to NIOSH, retailers 
experience MSDs commonly from: 

•	 Manual material handling
•	 Static posture
•	 Repetitive motion
•	 Heavy lifting

https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/2015-100/pdfs/2015-100.pdf
https://www.nsc.org/getmedia/acc87c22-3a42-4cff-bf25-c652c8c98594/poster-store-it-off-floor.pdf
https://www.nsc.org/getmedia/4fb4e775-e0ae-47aa-b138-44d0d1e2604b/poster-keep-it-close.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/programs/wrt/msd.html

