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I n d u s t r i a l  H e a l t h
A Non-Technical Symposium for Physicians and Laymen

The Medical Control of 
Occupational Diseases
B y  W. IRVING CLARK, M.D.*

OCCUPATIONAL disease is wide­
spread through industry, but is 
relatively infrequent as compared 

with industrial accidents. Although 
there are a few occupational diseases 
not due to the materials used in manu­
facturing, the majority of diseases due 
to occupation result from the effects of 
some irritating or toxic substance which 
enters into the formula or is a by­
product of production.

The list alone of toxic products would 
require some time to read and Johann 
Mueller has published a table (quoted 
by Koh-er j giving 44 industries in which 
toxic products are used or produced.

In addition to such chemical sub­
stances, there are the dusts, and various 
¡vizards such as infection'^rom anthrax 
and the danger of electric shock or burn 
which must be considered. Obviously, 
in manufacturing plants where toxic 
other harmful substances are present, 
some form nf medical supervision of 
both the workers and of the hazard to 
which they are exposed must be pro­
vided. The method of this control is the 
subject of this paper.

Each manufacturing plant has its 
own hazard. It is, therefore, not neces­
sary for the industrial physician to be 
versed :n the action of every form of 
toxic or injurious substance known, but 
only of the action and danger of those 
present La the plain or plams'ot’er'whiciT 
be has stqv.rviijon.

'V-.’.V -d c" ! disease differ* greatly 
from ucrtipnrionai injury in that it is 
slow in its onset, vague in its symptoms, 
dimeuit '■-> diagnose, and frequently dif­
ficult or even impossible to cure unless 
early discovered. Thus occupational ac­
cident consists of industrial accidents 
and an :;: conditions resulting from the

• ;*l r e c to r . N o r tu n  C o m p a n y .•A'm*- •.••»i.t , Vn**. » a i* tr**T ai•«•«» t'v u'

contact with toxic substances, while oc­
cupational disease is the reaction of the 
body cells to a toxic or harmful sub­
stance entering into the manufacturing 
process.

The work of the industrial physician 
should be divided between the factory 
and the shop dispensary. Let us consider 
in detail the medical check up against a 
hazard. The industrial physician must 
know every chemical and physical health 
hazard, in his factory. He obtains this 
knowledge by conference with the pro­
duction departments, by personal in­
spection and by conference with the fac­
tory laboratories if such are maintained.

Having located all possible hazards, 
his next step is to check the mechanical 
devices in operation upon which the pro­
tection of the worker depends. Such de­
vices would be hoods and fume removal 
apparatus, dust collecting systems, etc. 
Next he must determine the efficiency 
of these devices, as inefficient mechani­
cal devices may be more dangerous than 
no protection at all. because of the feel­
ing of safety which their presence pro­
duces.

Personal Protection

Following this, a careful review of the 
various production operations will show 
certain operations where no mechanical 
protection is possible, but where danger- 
uus exposure can r.+ nvevte<l by ‘he 
wearing of respirators, gloves, or other 
methods of personal protection. Thus 
workers in bakelite. who frequently de­
velop an irritating rash, may tw protect­
ed by requiring them to wear one piece 
overalls with a snug swathe about 'he 
neck, gauntlet rubber gloves, and gog­
gles.

The overalls and swadies must be
laundered vi-iuv-vlv -.rid :iv  v,.<rl:*-i -

obliged to take a shower after workin 
Such rules must be enforced by ti 
foreman, but it is the duty of the indu 
trial physician to detect the hazard ar 
to devise the preventive measures.

Next in the program is the importanc 
of knowing the physical condition ; 
each worker who is exposed to the ha: 
ard of industrial disease. To obtain th 
information, a complete physical ex 
amination • of each exposed workma 
must l>e made and the result fully re 
corded. This examination is a supple 
ment to the entrance examination whicl 
is more general in character. The speck: 
examination should lie directed at> am 
part of the body likely to be affected b> 
the special work the man or woman i: 
doing. Thus, in persons exposed to % 
dust hazard, a careful chest examination 
including X-ray, is necessary, and any 
suspicious signs followed up with care, 
while in those exposed to such a hazard 
as lead, examinations of the blood for 
anaemia and stipj —g,- as- well as an 
occasional urinanaiysis for lead, are in­
dicated.

The industrial physician has now de­
termined the hazard or hazards, has de­
cided whether any workers are suffering 
from the beginning of occupational di­
sease. and has instituted a program of 
personal protection for those who are 
exposed. His next step is to maintain 
medical supervision over those exposed. 
This is done by visiting the depart­
ments and watching the men at work, 
by checking up with the foreman that 
rules are observed, and by a periodic 
physical examination of workers ex­
posed.

If possible, a yearly examination of 
al! workers is desirable, whether or not 
they are exposed to a physical hazarc. 
in cases of men exposed to harrr.tu- 
products of manufacturing, re-exanuna- 
tion at suitable intervals is imperative 
if one hopes to prevent industrial di­
sease. Even under the most careful me­
chanical protection and medical super­
vision. cases of occupational disease wid 
develop, but they may be discoverro 
early anil prevented from becoming a 
danger to the worker by the work of trie



In carrying out this program, the 
greatest care must be taken to introduce 
examinations, especially X-ray examina­
tions, slowly and tactfully. If entrance 
examinations are in force and have been 
for several years, the subsequent exami­
nations are usually taken as a matter of 
course. Inasmuch as re-examinations are 
done on cases having physical defects, 
and as many of those working in haz­
ardous departments have such defects, 
the re-examination of all should be un­
derstood and not cause apprehension.

In my experience, workers like physi­
cal examinations, ask intelligent ques­
tions, and accept advice. While routine 
X -rays may occasionally be desirable, 
the first examinations of this type 
should be made of cases in which physi­
c a l examination suggests some patho­
logical condition. If a  pathological con­
dition is found which may be attributed 
directly or indirectly to the process, the 
worker should be transferred to a  non- 
hazardous department and paid as high 
a wage as he was receiving at his old 
work. N ot only should the worker be 
removed from the harmful influence but 
specific treatment, if there be such, 
should be directed at the disease.

Susceptibility Varies

Industrial diseases are peculiar in that 
h ey  affect only a few of those’exposed. 
One man may work safely when another 
w ill have ill effects.

T he industrial physician must be on., 
the watch for the insidious effect of. 
small quantities o f some harmful product 
to  which the worker may be^xposed for 
years before symptoms of general poor 
health call attention to an abnormal con­
dition. Workers exposed to a  dust haz­
ard, to some o f the less harmful gases, or . 
to  sm all amounts of carbon monoxide, 
belong in this group.

Some individuals appear to have an 
inherited immunity to harmful products,^ 
w hile others appear peculiarly susceptfv 
hie. I t is  toward finding and em ploying' 
workers of the first type and in  trams-?. 
Íerring to  other kinds-of, work those‘of'" 
the secon d . type, that the industrial 
physician must use his knowledge and . 
his experience. .

Even.with the most careful plan, con­
tinual vigilance is necessary. Cases of 
industrial disease spring up in a very 
surprising way due to individual idio- 

-nerasy. Furthermore it must always 
remembered that workers who are in 

poor physical condition may be affected

physical condition. Worry, sleepless­
ness, poorly selected fbod, poor living 
conditions may also contribute in bring­
ing about a susceptibility not normally 
present.

Industrial disease is deceptive and 
may be extremely difficult to diagnose 
when the exposure is to several different 
substances. During the present dis­
astrous period, when fear and appre­
hension are affecting every one, there are 
a number of w orken.in  every factory 
who develop vague symptoms, neurotic 
in character, which aré very deceptive. 
In these cases very careful diagnosis is 
necessary , to determine whether or not 
industrial disease is present.

A program for thé protection of the 
worker from occupational disease may 
be summarized, therefore, as follows:

1. Physical of all woeieer* before
employment in order to «apply hazardous 
department» with those best physically fitted 
for tbe work and in order to protect the 
sub-standard worker by employing bint else­
where in the faetoty- . •

2. Periodic re-cxarainatian. of workers in de­
partments in which there is an occupational. 
disease hazard, gpring special attention to 
the effects of any hazardous condition on 
the worker. Such exammatiom sbenld be 
made as fiteqocntly as the type of hazard 
requires.

3. Periodic examination of the working con­
ditions ef the departments of tbe pUot in 
which hazards exist.

4. Transfer to ooo-hazudons work of any 
worker showing signs of industrial disease.

These four points form the basis o f 
the medical control o f occupational 
disease.

Improved Street lighting 
Better« Safety Record

riPROVED s tr e e t lig h tin g  has 
emphatically b etttn d  the safety  
record at Oakland, California, according 

to the East Bay Safety Council. During 
the first 10 months after the street light­

ning was improved there were only half 
'‘as many night accidents involving deaths 
- and injuries as during the corresponding 
.jacinths of the previous year.
[C, Between March lk n d  December 31, 

1932, there were nine accidents after 
^.duk; during the corresponding months 
of ;-193l, before the-lighting was im­
proved, there were 18 such accidents. 
Daytime accidents showed a slight de­
crease, from 16 to 14, in the same tim e. 
Assuming that decreased traffic or some 
other cause would have shown a corre­
sponding decrease in night accidents, the 
1932 figure still would have been 16 in

Financing the Fight 
Against Accidents
TV/TANY people are making provision 
1 V 1  ¡a their w ills to continue their sup­
port of philanthropic, educational and 
scientific causes. Such support (or the 
Safety Movement will make possible a 
greater extension of activities than its 
present financial structure will perm it 
Gifts may be made for general activities 
or to establish specific projects, such as 
scientific research or awards for out­
standing safety accomplishments.

Public safety activities cannot be 
made self-supporting. The vast amount 
of educational effort and the numerous 
research projects involved in this com­
plex and many sided problem must be 
financed by public spirited individuals 
and organizations..

The following alternative forms axe 
suggested for those who desire to provide 
by will for their continued support of the 
National Safety Council:

FDR GUT OF MONEY OR OTHER 
PERSONAL PROPERTY

I grire. devise tod bequeath ante National 
Safety Council, t  corporation organised sod ex­
isting sader tbe laws of tbe State of Illinois, 
tbe ssm n(- —
dollars, alternative provision: tbe following 
described personal property______________  * I

to be disposed of sad used by tbe National 
Safety Carnal io tbe furtherance trad carrying 
oat ef its wesk in the cuise of accident ptevers-

FOR GIFT OP REAL ESTATE

I give, devise and bequeath onto N ational. 
Safety Cnaacil. a caspoeation organised and ex­
isting under the laws of tbe State of Illinois, 
tbe following described ceri estate, together 
with all holdings or other property nriiting 
thereon: (here insert legal description of the 
lead to be g iv a ), to  bave sad to hold tbe 
same, onto the said corporation, its cacca» 
sad assigna, forever. And it is my desire sad 
intent ion that the National Safety Council shall 
have unlimited right of disposal of (be said teal : 
estate, for tbe furtherance aad carrying out of 
its work in the cause of strident prevention.

Fo r  c r e a t io n  o f  e n d o w m e n t  f u n d

1 give, devise and bequeath to National 
Safety Council, a ■ corporation organised rod 
rristing under the lairs of the State of Minors,, 
the sum of__ — . ...—
dollars, the principal of this bequest to be 
safely kept, invested aad re-invested by tbe 
Finance Committee of the National Safety’ 
Council, as aad for a part or the wboie of a 
permanent Endowment Fuad, the income of 
this fund to be used by the National Safety 
Council in Che cause of accident prevention. 
Provided that if in the judgment of the Execu­
tive Committee of the National Safety Counal 
the best interests of the National Safety Council
riwwttm pw»w«*tisri.»r r>( « row»* n» tM


