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Smaller retail outlets have a higher proportion of unreported workplace injuries and 

potentially significant near-misses as compared to larger workplaces. This is possibly 

on account of the very nature of the job; one that requires repetitive motions, constant 

lifting and lowering, long duration of standing and other related hazards. This can 

result in injury; be it the long term occupational injuries or even the potential of daily 

accidents. Ergonomic hazards can lead to musculoskeletal injuries such as sprain, 

strain or overuse injuries of muscles, tendons, ligaments, nerves and other soft tissues 

of the body. Some other hazards are related to acute injuries such as those inflicted 

when lifting something heavy and/or in an awkward manner or can be cumulative, 

such as for e.g. repetitive mechanical strain on the shoulder leading to rotator cuff 

tendonitis. Further, poor work and workplace design can result in fatigued muscles to 

chronic & disabling injuries.  

The main aim of this study is to list the jobs done by the women employees in retail 

garment stores during their work shift hours. The main tasks handled by women in 

retail stores are assisting customers in selecting garments, arranging shelves, and 

handling exchanges or returns. These tasks requires them to bend, stoop, reach and 

stand for long hours with repetitive hand movements. Prolonged standing and walking 

causes or makes worse health problems and soft tissue injuries such as swollen or 

painful feet or legs, bunions, varicose veins, low back pain, neck and shoulder 

stiffness, restricted blood flow, muscle soreness and fatigue, etc. Working long hours 

continuously without breaks causes fatigue as well as safety and health problems. 

These women have been ignoring the pains and aches felt maybe due to fear of losing 

their jobs. 
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Introduction: Retail Garment Store workers are those who sell retail merchandise, 

such as clothing and fashion accessories. They help customers find the products they 

want and process customers’ payments. There is no formal educational requirements 

for most sales and administrative support jobs; in fact, many people get their first jobs 

in the retail industry. The job titles in a small to medium sized retail garment store 

are: helpers, salesperson, supervisors, managers and cashiers.  

A salesperson’s primary job is to interest customers in the merchandise and to answer 

any questions the customers may have. In order to do this, the worker may describe 

the product’s various models, styles, and colours or demonstrate its use. To sell 

expensive and complex items, workers need extensive knowledge of the products. In 

addition to selling, most retail salespersons register the sale either electronically or in 

a cash register or terminal; receive cash, cheques, and charge payments; and give 

change and receipts. Depending on the hours they work, they may open or close the 

cash registers or terminals. Either of these operations may include counting the money 
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in the cash register; and making deposits at the cash office/bank. Salespersons may be 

responsible for handling returns and exchanges of merchandise, wrapping gifts, and 

keeping their work areas neat and organised. In addition, they may help stock shelves 

or racks, arrange for mailing or delivery of a purchase, mark price tags, take 

inventory, and prepare displays. They also must be familiar with the store’s security 

practices to help prevent theft of merchandise. Cashiers total bills, receive money, 

make change, fill out charge forms/credit notes, and give receipts. Retail salespersons 

and cashiers often have similar duties.  

Most employees in clothing and accessory stores work under clean, well-lighted 

conditions. Most employees work extra hours during peak selling times, including 

nights, weekends, and holidays. Because weekends are busy days in retailing, almost 

all employees work at least one of these days and have a weekday off. During busy 

periods, such as holidays, festivals and the back-to-school season, longer than normal 

hours may be scheduled, and vacation time is limited for most workers, including 

managers. Retail salespersons and cashiers often stand for long periods, and stock 

clerks may perform strenuous tasks, such as moving heavy loading/unloading 

cumbersome boxes.  

The incidence of work-related illnesses and injuries varies greatly among segments of 

the industry. Ergonomics is a science that focuses on designing a job for the worker. 

An ergonomically designed job would ensure that a short storekeeper would reach all 

of the products and shelves without reaching beyond a comfortable and safe range. 

The opposite of this is what typically happens in the workplace, a worker is forced to 

work within the confines of the job or workstation that is already in place. This may 

require the employee to work in awkward postures, perform the same motion over and 

over again or lift heavy loads – all of which could cause work-related musculoskeletal 

disorders (WMSD). 

Research has proved that not only do musculoskeletal injuries result in absenteeism 

from work across all industry sectors, but the data also shows that they affect workers 

in retail trade at a higher rate,” (NIOSH Director John Howard, M.D.).  He also states 

that his finding is an invaluable tool for workers in this industry and it must be used to 

help decrease injuries and increase productivity. Various studies have also reported 

that musculoskeletal injuries (also called overexertion/overuse injuries), account for 

occupational injuries that result in time away from work. These injuries often involve 

strains and sprains to the lower back, shoulders, and upper limbs. (Source: 

http://www.ishn.com retrieved on 23.05.15). 

OSHA guidelines for retail store workers, states that the presence of risk factors 

increases the potential for injuries and illnesses. It refers to a variety of injuries and 

illnesses which the retail store workers are prone to, such as:  

� Muscle strains and back injuries that occur from repeated use or overexertion; 

� Tendonitis; 

� Carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS); 

� Rotator cuff injuries;  

� Epicondylitis; and 

� Trigger finger that occurs from repeated use of a single finger. 

Many activities put workers at risk from developing MSDs. The most important risk 

factors are biomechanical and environmental. These include: manual handling, 

awkward and static postures, over exertion, repetition and contact stress. 

 

Aims and Objectives: The main aim of this study is to assess the risks faced by 

women in retail garment storekeeper jobs. The objectives is to:   
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i. list the jobs done by the women employees in retail garment stores (in 

Mumbai city and its suburbs) during their work shift hours. 

ii. Assess the prevalence of musculoskeletal disorders among the female 

employees in retail garment stores in Mumbai city and its suburbs. 

 

Methodology: The data was collected from 22 retail garment stores in Mumbai city 

and its suburbs. The convenient (permission to conduct the study) and purposive 

sampling method was employed. Participants included 102 women between 21 – 60 

years. A self-constructed questionnaire was used to collect personal as well as 

demographic data of the retail garment storekeepers. Closed ended and open ended 

question have been asked to the respondents. Since some of the research questions are 

qualitative in nature, open ended questions helped to better understand the current 

situation. Participant’s background information such as educational qualifications, 

marital status, and economic status was obtained through a proforma seeking personal 

information section. They were interviewed (self-constructed) and observations for 

each participant were made so as to obtain a comprehensive representation of the 

women storekeepers in retail garment stores in Mumbai city and its suburbs. 

Descriptive Statistical Analysis was used to analyze the primary data obtained from 

the respondents.  

 

Results and Discussions: As observed from the results (Fig 1): 

• Majority of the women employed in the garment stores were in the age group 

21 – 30 years. The average age of the sample was 25.6 years. 

• 48 (47.06%) women had high work experience of 5.1 to 10 years. The average 

work experience was 6.6 years.  

• Salary earned by 66 (61.8%) women employees was in the range of Rs. 3500 

to Rs. 7500.  

• Minimum of 10 hours at workplace was expected from women. They also 

mentioned that the working hours for their male counterparts was anywhere 

between 14 – 15 hours. 93 (91.2%) women spent a minimum of 10 -12 hours 

Job title (f) %

Sales person 45 44.1

Helper 15 14.7

Cashier 6 5.9

Job title (f) %

Sales person 9 8.8

Helper 6 5.9

Cashier 3 2.9

Supervisor 3 2.9

Job title (f) %

Sales person 6 5.9

Helper 3 2.9

Job title (f) %

Sales person 3 2.9

Job title (f) %

Sales person 3 2.9

Salary (Rs) 5001 - 7500

(f) %

Sales person 6 5.9

Helper 3 2.9

Salary (Rs) 3501 - 5000 10,001 – 15,000

(f) % (f) %

Sales person 45 44.1 0 0.0

Helper 15 14.7 0 0.0

Cashier 0 0.0 6 5.9

Salary (Rs) 3501 - 5000 5001 - 7500 7501-10,000 10,001-15,000

(f) % (f) % (f) % (f) %

Sales person 0 0.0 3 2.9 6 5.9 0 0.0

Helper 3 2.9 3 2.9 0 0.0 0 0.0

Cashier 3 2.9 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 2.9

Supervisor 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 2.9

Salary (Rs) 10,001  – 15,000

(f) %

Sales person 3 2.9

Salary (Rs) 10,001  – 15,000

(f) %

Sales person 3 2.9

Fig 1: Profile of Sample 
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at works. 99 (97.1%) reported that during festival days they often had to work 

overtime. Most of the women were married and had dual responsibility of 

managing the home as well as children. 

• With work experience of 5+ years at the same store, they were promoted and 

trusted with greater 

responsibility (Fig 2) such 

as the cashiering and 

supervisory tasks. This is 

one of the main reasons 

why these women like 

their job and were holding 

on to it despite the 

challenges it poses. 

The main tasks handled by 

women in retail stores 

were assisting customers 

in  

i. selecting garments,  

ii. arranging shelves, and  

iii. handling exchanges or 

returns.  

Women are born with the 

natural ability to sell, and 

hence are trusted by the 

employers to build a good 

relationship with the 

customer mainly because 

women are empathetic, which is an important attribute for a salesperson.  

Of the three tasks (Fig 3), assisting customers in selecting garments is the least 

physically fatiguing but on the contrary dealing with fussy clients is a frustrating 

experience. The employers/ owners of the stores deliberately chose certain women 

employees to handle 

potential conflict 

situations because 

they feel that women 

are gentle in their 

transactions making 

it the situation easier 

to deal with.  Many a 

times the transaction 

is smooth, but on 

those rare occasions 

when the argument 

heats up, it is 

mentally fatiguing 

for the employees. 

The most physically tiring tasks delegated to women employees is arranging shelves 

which involves unpacking parcel received from wholesalers/suppliers, counting the 

goods received, inspecting them for quality and quantity, update of records, sorting 

garments to store in appropriate shelves and then carrying them to the shelves for 

Career Progression

Work

Experience

Cashier Helper Sales person Supervisor Total

f % f % f % f % f %

0 - 1 year 0 0.0 0 0.0 6 5.9 0 0.0 6 5.9

1.1 - 2 years 0 0.0 3 2.9 3 2.9 0 0.0 6 5.9

2.1 - 5 years 0 0.0 9 8.8 15 14.7 0 0.0 24 23.5

5.1 - 10 years 9 8.8 12 11.8 27 26.4 0 0.0 48 47.1

<10.1 years 0 0.0 0 0.0 15 14.7 3 2.9 18 17.6

Total 9 8.8 24 23.5 66 64.7 3 2.9 102 100.0

Fig 2: Career Progression of Women storekeepers
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arranging them. These tasks 

requires them to bend, stoop, 

reach and stand for long hours 

with repetitive hand movements. 

Prolonged standing (to deal with 

customers) and walking (to 

select/choose appropriate 

garment) causes or makes worse 

health problems. These women 

are also prone to  and soft tissue 

injuries such as swollen or 

painful feet or legs, bunions, 

varicose veins, low back pain, 

neck and shoulder stiffness, 

restricted blood flow, muscle 

soreness and fatigue, etc. 

Arranging shelves requires 

repetitive actions for folding the 

garments and stretching to place 

the garment in appropriate 

shelves, mostly above shoulder level which increases the risks. In most stores visited, 

the design of shelves forced women into awkward positions to reach across wide 

surfaces or to do things repetitively without adequate breaks.  

The permitted rest period (Table 1)was for lunch, tea and in some stores for rest.  9 

(8.8%) employees were granted break from work for lunch and rest, whereas 93 

(91.2%) for lunch and tea break (Fig 4).  

Working long hours continuously without breaks causes fatigue as well as safety and 

health problems. Fatigue impairs an employee’s ability to perform. (Source: 

http://www.labour.gov.hk/ booklet on ‘Guide on Rest Breaks accessed on 24.06.15). 

Appropriate rest breaks are important. No single pattern of rest break arrangement can 

suit the divergent needs of a wide variety of trades or businesses. Research on 

adequate duration and number of rest breaks to be included for manual work 

recommends three breaks of varying duration, for example a mid-morning (around 

10.30 – 11.00 a.m.) and mid-afternoon break (around 4.00 – 4.30 p.m.) of 10 – 15 

mins (maybe for tea and snacks) and lunch break for 30 – 45 mins depending on the 

extend of physical/mental efforts to do the task. 90 (88%) women employees got 45 

mins break whereas only 3 (2.9%) women got the recommended rest period.  

 

Summary and Conclusion: Women are born with the natural ability to sell, and 

hence are trusted by the employers to build a good relationship with the customer 

mainly because women are empathetic, but on the contrary dealing with fussy clients 

is stressful.  The most physically tiring tasks were arranging shelves which involves 

unpacking parcel received from wholesalers/suppliers, counting the goods received, 

inspecting them for quality and quantity, update of records, sorting garments to store 

in appropriate shelves and then carrying them to the shelves for arranging them. 

Working long hours continuously without breaks causes fatigue as well as safety and 

health problems. Fatigue impairs an employee’s ability to perform. Adequate rest 

breaks is required to recuperate. 

Low wages, unpredictable hours and poor benefits are hallmarks of retail jobs. 

Fig 4: Duration of Rest period

Table 1: Duration Vs. Number of Rest periods

Duration 

(Mins) Lunch and Rest

Lunch and Tea 

Break Total

f % f % f %

75 - 90 mins 3 2.9 0 0.0 3 2.9

120 - 150 mins 6 5.9 0 0.0 6 5.9

60 mins 0 0.0 3 2.9 3 2.9

45 mins 0 0.0 90 88.3 90 88.3

Total 9 8.8 93 91.1 102 100.0
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• Some of the more common types of injury in the retail garment industry 

include musculoskeletal disorders, which often are discounted not only by 

management but by the workers themselves.   

• Employers should make it clear to workers that safety should not take a 

backseat to achieve higher sales volume.  

• Training is only one component of a safety and health program. Employers 

should work with employees to mitigate hazards  

 

Suggestions/Recommendations: Correlating the findings to the risk factors of 

musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) such as force applied, duration, awkward postures 

and repetition of tasks performed, the women in the retail garment stores are at a high 

risk of MSDs. Immediate corrective measures were suggested at three levels - 

Administrative level, Engineering controls and Personal/individual level. 

In order to minimize the risk of MSDs, employers should: 

• Understand issues relating to MSDs and take action to minimize these risks in 

the workplace. 

• Provide training and information to the employees about the importance of 

maintaining good postures and safe material handling techniques. 

• Identify and assess ergonomic risks, by enforcing strict evaluation procedures. 

 

Suggestions to re-design workspace to ensure good fit between the worker and 

workspace: 

• Fully-adjustable work surfaces, equipment and work stations which permits: 

o keeping things within easy reach; 

o allow workers to face the task (to avoid awkward and twisted 

postures); 

o circulation  space to move and sit comfortably (eg. Leg space below 

counters); 

o foot clearance so that standing workers are in a balanced position; and 

• Provision of adjustable chairs and/or stand- sit stools  

• Adequate seating for all workers in rest areas and lunch rooms 

• Use of anti-fatigue mats. 

 

Corrective measures to be implemented at individual level:  

• Health problems must be reported to the employer.  

• Work space should be rearranged.  

• Sit and move as much as possible.  

• Work with one foot slightly raised (request for low foot stool if required). 

• Wear comfortable low heel/flat footwear.  

 

Way forward: These women have been ignoring the pains and aches felt maybe due 

to fear of losing their jobs. The very nature of women workers, their lack of 

awareness and education, indifferent attitude of the employers, government and the 

general status of women in society is the cause of being vulnerable. It is the urgent 

need of the hour that government, Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) and 

Voluntary Organisations must intervene and efficiently deal with the plight of these 

women. These organizations must play a vital role in making the women conscious of 

health related issues, education and above all their rights. Women should be provided 
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adequate and appropriate education and training to enhance their sense of self-worth 

and self-esteem and to enlighten them regarding their right to good health. 

 

The researcher plans to expand the study to identify specific musculoskeletal 

discomfort and correlate the findings to existing or probable MSDs in future.  
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