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TABLE 4

DISTRIBUTION OF 51 CustoMs OFFICERS ACCORDING
TO NUMBER OF SPELLS OF INCAPACITY FOR WORK
AND PHYSICAL WORKING CAPACITY. 390 SPELLS
OF ONE DAY OR MORE DURING 1960-65

Absence from work and physical fitness 51

TABLE 5

DISTRIBUTION OF 62 MALE OFFICE WORKERS
ACCORDING TO SPELLS OF INCAPACITY FOR WORK
AND PHYSICAL WORKING CAPACITY. 290 SPELLS

OF ONE DAY OR MORE DURING 1960-65

Spells Spells

0 1-3 4-8 9+ 0 1-3 4-8 9+
No. of men 4 16 15 16 No. of men 12 20 17 13
Average figures Average figures
Age ) 40 40 43 39 Age 34 36 39 39
Max. 0, (I./min.) 29 29 25 22 Max. 0, (1./min.) 29 2-7 27 27
Max. 0, (ml./min./kg.) 38 40 33 31 Max. 0, (ml./min./kg.) 41 37 36 35
% work capacity 96 99 83 76 % work capacity 97 90 87 89

.

The number of days lost in absences was not likely
to influence the observed pattern. Nineteen spells
lasting more than 20 days were equally distributed
among the men and thus not especially linked to
those with many absences or with low physical
fitness.

For each man a record was kept of how he occu-
pied his time outside normal working hours. This
included the method of travel to work. It also
included recreational activities such as sport,
gardening, and housebuilding. In the first group
(men who had had no absence from work) all had
some physical leisure time activity. In group 2
(men having had one to three absences (average
figures for performance were the same as in group
1)), four were inactive during leisure time, occupy-
ing themselves mainly with reading, television, etc.
In the last two groups, few of the men undertook
any physical activity during leisure time. They
numbered 6 out of 16 and 3 out of 15 respectively.

Office workers For male and female office workers
no relationship was found between the maximal
oxygen uptake per cent of normal and number of
absences, the correlation coefficient being —0-21 for
the men and —0-12 for the women, and the standard
error being 0-13 and 0-22 respectively. It will,
however, be seen from Tables 5 and 6 that the highest
figures for maximal oxygen uptake were recorded
in the groups of men and women who had had no
spell of absence. Information was collected about
the men’s leisure time activity. The men who were
more active during leisure time generally had higher
figures for maximal oxygen uptake.

A comparison was made between two selected
groups of individuals. One group covered seven
repeaters who were selected by study of absence
registers. Men having had more than 15 absences
from work for minor and unrelated conditions
during the years 1961-65 were chosen. The other

TABLE 6

DiSTRIBUTION OF 13 FEMALE OFFICE WORKERS
ACCORDING TO NUMBER OF SPELLS OF INCAPACITY
FOR WORK AND PHYSICAL WORKING CAPACITY.
60 SPELLS DURING 1960-65

Spells

0 1-3 4-8 9+
No. of women 6 3 3 1
Average figures
Age 25 21 33 34
Max. 0, (1./min.) 23 25 21 19
Max. 0, (ml./min./kg.) 38 44 33 30
% work capacity 91 120 94 88

group covered men from the same occupations at
similar ages, who had had no or very few absences
from work during the same period of time. All the
men had been employed by the same employer for
most of their working lives. All were occupied in
semi-sedentary work. The group of repeaters
accounted for 120 absences. The other group
accounted for seven absences. The figures for max.
0, litres/min. and max. 0, ml./min./kg. and maximal
oxygen uptake per cent of normal were significantly
lower for the first group.

Discussion
Karpovich (1959) stresses the fact that men and
women with higher vital capacity are more physically
fit than those with lower vital capacity. This is also
related to body weight and skin surface area. On
the other hand, says Karpovich, ‘a large vital
capacity does not make a champion’. In the present
study no relationship was found between lung
function (vital capacity and forced expiratory
volume), maximal oxygen uptake or number of
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absences. The capacity of the lungs will usually
not limit the physical fitness because the respiratory
system is not normally used to its full extent.

The morphological recordings made in this study
are rough. No relationship was found between the
findings for height, weight or skinfold thickness and
maximal oxygen uptake or number of absences.
Repeaters do not differ from other workers so far
as morphological characteristics are concerned.

It is not possible to ascertain whether the differ-
ences with regard to physical fitness are due to
constitutional or environmental factors. The indi-
viduals concerned do not differ so far as morpho-
logical characteristics are concerned, which might
suggest that environmental factors are of greater
importance than inborn characteristics. Psycho-
logical factors are likely to be operating. Repeaters
do not feel comfortable under the rules of the group;
frustrated, they react by withdrawal, which may
weaken their motivation for physical activity.

The repeaters studied here came from families of
low social standing, offering little or no incentive
for physical activity. Four out of seven of these
families had been supported by poor relief through-
out the whole of the subjects’ childhoods. Will
insufficient nourishment throughout childhood re-
duce an individual’s adaptability so as to reduce his
capacity for ghysical work in later life? It is known
that early protein deficiency may cause permanent
brain damage. Height and weight do not go
unharmed (Randal, 1966; Khan, 1966).

In the course of their daily work, are repeaters
exposed to physical efforts which are beyond their
inferior physical fitness? How much of their energy
do they dissipate in the course of their daily work?
These questions have been approached by means
of studies on 10 employees in non-sedentary
occupations. They were chosen at random through
absence registers. Five were repeaters and five stable
workers. Maximal oxygen uptake was measured for
all by both the direct and the indirect methods. The
repeaters were found to have subnormal figures for
maximal oxygen uptake; the latter group had
normal or high ratings for physical fitness. Each of
the 10 men carried, during a whole working day,
a miniature radio transmitter connected to electrodes
which were fixed to the chest. They were accom-
panied during the whole day, and, by means of a
portable radio, continuous telemetric heart rate
recordings were made. When thermal factors are
not interfering, continuous heart rate recordings
indicate roughly the level of oxygen uptake.

The heart rate recordings for the repeaters were
much higher than for the non-repeaters. The first
thus make higher demands on their vital systems
than the latter. These recordings confirm that the
repeaters have poor physical fitness and that they
are liable to be physically overtaxed by their daily

work. No investigation has been made in this study
regarding the extent to which these men may be
trained physically. They are so stressed in the course
of their daily work and have so little motivation
that they probably will benefit very little from
medical physical training. Three of the repeaters
studied here were postmen who have been following
that occupation for more than 20 years. They carry
about 30 Ib. (13-6 kg.) of mail and walk about
2 km. twice a day, but the repeaters involved did
not seem to benefit from the physical training
apparently involved in this sort of work.

The results of the heart rate recordings for four
postmen are shown in Figure 3.

L}

Figure 3 (bottom left) relates to a postman who had
a working capacity of 118 % of normal (max. 0, ml./min./
kg. measured by direct and indirect methods 54). He
was followed throughout a whole working day and he
showed no difficulties in performing his work. The
peaks up to 130 were caused by his running up two steep
hills; he obviously demonstrated that effort did not
affect his breath. The graph has an open space because
the man delivered the mail so quickly that his lunch-break
lasted nearly two hours. He, therefore, went home for
lunch as was his custom. He showed no signs of fatigue
at the end of the working day.

Figure 3 (top left) is concerned with a postman with
74 % working capacity (max. 0, ml./min./kg. 34), who
was found to have heart-rates between 115 and 125
during mail delivery; he had a much easier route with
no hills to climb. He used much more time in delivering
the mail and got a shorter lunch-break than normal. He
hardly had time to sit down for his meal and a rest; the
heart rate did not decrease during this period of time.
At the end of his working day he complained of fatigue.
He was pale and looked exhausted.

A similar pattern was found for two other postmen
(Fig. 3, top right, bottom right) with low figures (max.
0, ml./min./kg. 34 and 26 respectively). The heart rate
recordings showed even higher figures (for one of them
mostly between 120 and 140) and they appeared to be
highly strained at the end of the working day.

The first of these four men had only few absences
throughout his 20 years of service. The three others were
repeaters having had more than 30 absences each during
an equal number of years, and all for minor ailments.

Repeaters having subnormal physical fitness will
probably never be able to cope with strenuous
physical work. They make, in the course of their
daily work, higher demands on their vital systems
than non-repeaters. People with normal or high
physical fitness will, in the course of their daily
work, draw on their energy to a smaller extent, and
will generally not overtax their respiratory and
circulatory systems. The many absences, year in
and year out, of the repeaters frustrate them, and
impair their motivation and capacity for group
affiliation. They do not feel comfortable under the
rules of their groups. Preventive measures such as
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FIG. 3. See text.

physical training programmes could be taken early
in their lives. Vocational guidance at the start of
their working career is also necessary.

In occupational medicine the evaluation of
physical working capacity is of great importance.
This study should be looked upon as a pilot study
pointing to a method in which physiology plays an
important part.
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