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Pre-employment Functional Assessments
A risk management strategy adopted by many Disability Service Providers is the requirement for prospective employees to undergo a pre-employment functional assessment.  The purpose of this assessment is to assess the physical capacity of the applicant and compare it to the physical demands of the proposed position.
Work related musculoskeletal injuries cost companies millions of dollars every year in the form of reduced productivity, replacement wages, medical costs, lump sum payments and performance-based workers compensation premiums.

Whilst employers are required to provide employees with a safe place of work by provision of suitable equipment and systems of work in an effort to match the task to the worker there are some situations where there are no modifications possible e.g. supporting a client who falls unexpectedly or becomes aggressive at an external location.  To reduce the risk of such situations resulting in injury and workers compensation claims the aim is often to match the worker to the task through the recruitment and selection practices which can include pre-employment functional assessments.

A pre-employment functional assessment is a series of tests that provide objective information about a prospective worker’s functional capabilities in relation to the job for which they are applying.  A pre-employment functional is different to a pre-employment medical.  It is generally conducted by a physiotherapist or occupational therapist and assesses key performance indicators such as range of movement, muscle strength, balance etc.  A pre-employment medical conducted by a medical practitioner has been found to have less predictive value in relation to an applicant’s ability to safely perform the key requirements of the proposed job.
For the pre-employment functional assessment to be of value job analysis information needs to be provided to the examiner.  This information should clearly identify the key physical demands of the job including frequency of undertaking, degree of force exerted etc.

The pre-employment functional assessment is not a clear pass/fail situation.  The information provided back to the prospective employer would indicate areas of risk.  The employer would then need to determine if they can make any reasonable adjustments to the position in order to minimise that risk sufficiently so that the applicant can be employed.

For example if an applicant for a support worker role in a day program is found to not be able to safely lift above head level the work environment and job tasks need to be reviewed to determine suitable modifications such as rearrangement of shelves, provision of a step ladder etc.  In such cases the applicant should be able to perform the essential requirements of the job with only minor modification.   However, if an applicant is applying for a role which involves providing personal care assistance including showering and dressing and is not able to squat due to bilateral knee problems the risk to the applicant may be too great as no reasonable adjustments can be identified.
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