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AIRPORT BAGGED 
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IN USE OF MANUAL 
HANDLING AIDS.

ViSafe  
COMPARATIVE 
ASSESSMENT  
CASE STUDY



THE LEGACY OF BACKBREAKING WORK

Some 8.8 million workdays are lost due to work-related musculoskeletal 
disorders (WRMSDs) every year; this is 34% of all days lost due to work 
related ill health*. 

Work duties that involve continuous bending, twisting and lifting are particularly prevalent in these statistics; 
together upper limb disorders and back disorders account for 75% (some 6.6 million work days)*. The average 
duration of absence is 16 days per year, which is second only to stress, depression and anxiety, and the amounts 
paid for chronic musculoskeletal injuries are the most expensive of all workers’ compensation claims.* 

BAGGAGE HANDLERS

Airport baggage handlers provide a textbook 
example of a profession with a relatively high risk of 
injury. Moving luggage from conveyor belts into flight 
containers for departures and reversing the procedure 
for arrivals requires constant manual handling. More 
than 100,000 bags are handled at Heathrow every 
day – that’s around 36.5 million every year!

This work involves a considerable amount of 
bending, twisting and lifting, the cumulative effect 
of which can be hard to assess without objective 
data. Furthermore, occasional unlabelled overweight 
bags increase the risk of traumatic injury. It’s an 
environment where manual handling aids (MHAs)  
can make all the difference. 

HEATHROW’S QUESTIONS

Having invested in advanced Manual Handling Aids, Heathrow wanted 
answers to two key questions: 

1. Did the MHAs actually provide significant relief, 
lowering the risk of musculoskeletal injuries?

2. With staff use of MHAs low, could objective data 
help engage the workforce in correct use of the 
equipment?

The traditional method of baggage handling involved manually 
lifting and carrying the bags between the conveyor belts and 
flight containers.

Vaculex employs suction to aid handlers in shifting baggage 
from flight containers to conveyor belts on arrival.

* http://www.hse.gov.uk/Statistics/causdis/musculoskeletal/msd.pdf 
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OUTCOMES

dorsaVi is the only supplier of wearable technology that enables unobtrusive 
field studies of ergonomics, and was thus chosen by Heathrow to carry out a 
detailed study. 

Over the course of three days, eight subjects had ViSafe sensors placed on their lower backs and shoulders, 
measuring range of movement, quality of movement and muscle activity as the staff alternated between 
working with and without the Manual Handling Aids of Stack@Ease and Vaculex. 

VISAFE STUDY APPROACH

67% 88% 60%
Vaculex was proven to 
reduce strain on shoulder 
muscles by up to 

Strain on back muscles 
reduced by up to a staggering

Use of Manual Handling Aids 
increased by

* http://www.hse.gov.uk/Statistics/causdis/musculoskeletal/msd.pdf 
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Providing precise and highly detailed data, the ViSafe study 
returned unequivocal results. The answer to both key questions 
posed by Heathrow was a resounding yes with both studies 
uncovering some important differences in technique between 
the handlers and the expert trainer that could be played back, 
discussed and corrected. 

“We were delighted with the insights we gained from our 
initial ViSafe investment. This data gave us the confidence to 
persuade our colleagues to use the manual handling aids – and 
the results have exceeded our expectations. Using dorsaVi to 
inform our equipment selection, improve training and assist 
with ongoing monitoring was one of the easiest decisions I’ve 
had to make.” – Dave Newcombe, Head of Process Engineering, 
Baggage Programme, Heathrow.

Overall, the ViSafe data proved invaluable in encouraging 
worker use of the equipment; just three months after the 
study, use of MHAs had risen by 60%. Studies with ViSafe will 
now be implemented by Heathrow Airport prior to all future 
investments in MHAs.

“Using dorsaVi to 
inform our equipment 
selection, improve 
training and assist 
with ongoing 
monitoring was  
one of the easiest 
decisions I’ve had  
to make.”– Dave Newcombe, Head of Process 

Engineering, Baggage Programme, 
Heathrow. 
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