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Abstract: Work-related low-back disorders (WLBDs) can be caused by manual lifting tasks. Wearable
devices used to monitor these tasks can be one possible way to assess the main risk factors for WLBDs.
This study aims at analyzing the sensitivity of kinematic data to the risk level changes, and to define
an instrument-based tool for risk classification by using kinematic data and artificial neural networks
(ANNSs). Twenty workers performed lifting tasks, designed by following the rules of the revised
NIOSH lifting equation, with an increasing lifting index (LI). From the acquired kinematic data, we
computed smoothness parameters together with kinetic, potential and mechanical energy. We used
ANN s for mapping different set of features on LI levels to obtain an automatic risk estimation during
these tasks. The results show that most of the calculated kinematic indexes are significantly affected
by changes in LI and that all the lifting condition pairs can be correctly distinguished. Furthermore,
using specific set of features, different topologies of ANNs can lead to a reliable classification of the
biomechanical risk related to lifting tasks. In particular, the training sets and numbers of neurons in
each hidden layer influence the ANNSs performance, which is instead independent from the numbers
of hidden layers. Reliable biomechanical risk estimation can be obtained by using training sets
combining body and load kinematic features.

Keywords: work-related low-back disorders; biomechanical risk; kinematic; artificial neural networks

1. Introduction

Manual lifting tasks are very common in a variety of workplaces [1] and have been demonstrated
to influence the occurrence of musculoskeletal problems such as work-related low-back disorders
(WLBDs) [2-4]. Over the past three decades, a growing effort has been made to evaluate the effectiveness
of ergonomic interventions in preventing and reducing the risk of developing WLBDs. Among the
proposed quantitative methods, the revised National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH) lifting equation (RNLE) [3,5-9] is an established means to assess risk of low back pain (LBP)
due to manual lifting. More recently, in order to overcome equation and parameter restrictions [10-17],
to increase the accuracy and minimize job misidentification [10,18] and to improve the identification
of the relationship between WLBDs and risk factors [19], wearable monitoring devices have been
proposed for biomechanical risk assessment [20,21]. Among these, inertial measurement units (IMUs),
instrumented gloves, surface electromyography (sEMG) sensors, smart footwear-based wearable
systems [22-25] and vision-based tracking systems [26] can monitor workers” motor behavior if
individually placed on the body segments or embedded in elastic suits.
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The use of these instrumental techniques has been facilitated by the enormous technological
advances that led to increased measurement accuracy, device miniaturization, and more efficient
connections via wireless protocols (i.e., WiFi and Bluetooth).

Among the instrumental and quantitative approaches proposed to evaluate different tasks and
classify the biomechanical risk, those based on artificial neural networks (ANNSs) are particularly
promising [27-30]. An ANN is a model, constituted by elementary processing units (neurons)
interconnected in different topologies, mimicking the behavior of real neuronal networks. In layered
ANNS, the neurons are arranged in several layers through which information is transmitted in a
single direction. The characteristics of each neuron behavior are modified based on the presentation
of a number of examples as inputs, through different learning methods. This makes thus ANNs
able to respond effectively to generalization, classification and clustering problems, if a sufficient
number of examples is provided. For this reason, ANNs’ impact spread over many fields of research,
including robotics, biology, psychology, computer science, and ergonomics. For the WLBD problem
the predictive capacity of this model has been proven to be greater than that achieved by statistical
methods [31]. ANNs with different topologies have been tested to predict the risk of developing
WLBDs: Zurada et al. [27] and Chen et al. [28,29] used ANNSs to classify the risk (low-risk and high-risk)
according to the associated probability of causing WLBDs, by using as input signals some mechanical
parameters associated with risk factors (e.g., sagittal angle, lift rate, peak, peak twist velocity average,
peak lateral velocity maximum, peak moment).

Not only mechanical features, but also surface electromyography (SEMG) signals recorded from
trunk muscles during the performance of lifting tasks can provide risk-related information. Amplitude
and coordination parameters calculated from sEMG data (maximum, average rectified value, root
mean square, muscle coactivation, [32,33] have been shown to be correlated to the compression and
shear forces and moments at L5-51 joint, and able to detect the risk levels. Recently, Varrecchia
and colleagues [30] used ANNSs for mapping surface sSEMG features on lifting index (LI) levels for
biomechanical risk estimation, defined based on the RNLE. They have shown that LI levels during
lifting tasks can be reliably estimated through multi-layered ANNSs by using a set of combined sEMG
time and frequency features obtained only from the erector spinae muscle.

Recently, besides sSEMG parameters, kinematic data have been used to calculate indices dealing
with mechanical lifting energy consumption; those indices have been proven to be proportional to the
LI and also correlated with forces that determine injuries at the L5-51 joint, so showing an ability in
discriminating all the risk condition pairs [34].

Supported by this last study, here we hypothesize that kinematic features as ANN inputs could
predict the risk levels while performing controlled lifting tasks with different LI values identified by
the NIOSH equation [7,8] in a controlled environment.

The aims of this study were to verify the sensitivity of kinematic data to the risk level and to test
the ability of machine-learning techniques (ANNSs) to map kinematic features on LI levels so leading to
a reliable biomechanical risk estimation.

2. Materials and Methods

In this study we have used data acquired during the experimental procedures detailed in Ranavolo
and colleagues [34], briefly described in Sections 2.1-2.5.

2.1. Participants

Twenty male subjects participated to this study. They had the following anthropometric
characteristics: age 33.30 + 7.39 years, body mass index 24.37 + 2.67 kg/m?. Inclusion criteria
were: no history of the following disorders: musculoskeletal disorders; orthopedic or neurological
diseases; limbs or trunk surgery; back pain. All participants provided an informed consent that
complied with the Declaration of Helsinki.
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2.2. Data Recordings

The movement of 33 spherical reflective markers (15 mm in diameter) placed over the cutaneous
projections of the spinous processes as in Ranavolo and colleagues [34] were tracked by a optoelectronic
system (SMART-DX 6000 System, BTS, Milan, Italy) equipped with eight infrared cameras (sampling
frequency, 340 Hz). Four markers were also placed over the four vertexes of a load consisting of a
plastic crate [34].

2.3. Experimental Procedures

The calibration procedure was carried on by using a global reference system defined as in the
recommendations of the International Society of Biomechanics [35]. Spatial accuracy was 0.2 mm.
Before recording the measurement session, each participant underwent a familiarization session with
the lifting tasks. The manual material lifting task was performed in a quiet room (humidity 40.60 +
5.03% and temperature 23.30 + 0.95 °C) by asking the participants to stand in a neutral posture and
lift with both hands a plastic crate with handles; three different lifting conditions, according to the
RNLE [8], were recorded for each participant.

Three lifting conditions were included in the protocol each characterized by the values reported in
Table 1 [34] for the parameters—load weight (L), horizontal location (H), vertical location (V), vertical
travel distance (D), asymmetry angle (A), lifting frequency (F)—and the corresponding multipliers.
Nine trials (three repetitions of each of the three lifting conditions) were executed by each participant.

Table 1. NIOSH protocol values for each lifting task are reported.

(tfg:) (:;In) HM (c‘rln) VM (c?n) DM (?) AM (i ft/I:nin) FM C CM (kLg ) RWL LI
23 kg 25 1 75 1 25 1 0 1 <2 1 good 1 23 23 1
23 kg 50 0.5 75 1 25 1 0 1 <2 1 good 1 23 11.5 2
23 kg 63 0.4 30 087 45 092 0 1 <2 1 good 1 22.09 7.36 3

L: load weight; H and HM: horizontal location and corresponding value of the multiplier; V and VM: vertical
locations and corresponding value of the multiplier; D and DM: vertical travel distance and corresponding value of
the multiplier; A and AM: asymmetry angle and corresponding value of the multiplier; F and FM: lifting frequency
and corresponding value of the multiplier; C and CM: hand-to-object coupling and corresponding value of the
multiplier; RWL: recommended weight limit. LC: load constant (defined as 23 kg in RNLE).

2.4. Definition of Lifting Cycle

After acquisition, Smart Analyzer (BTS) and Matlab (version 8.0.0.783; MathWorks, Natick, MA,
USA) were used to process the data. The vertical displacement and velocity of one of the four markers
placed over the vertexes of the crate (right side in anterior position) were evaluated. By differentiating
the marker’s position after a 4-Hz low-pass filter (Butterworth 3rd order), the velocities were obtained.
The onset and the end point of the lifting task were defined, respectively, as the time point at which
the velocity of the crate marker on the vertical axis exceeded the value of 0.025 m/s [30] and as the
time point when the crate marker velocity fell below the same velocity threshold. Kinematic and
kinetic data underwent a time normalization procedure so as to be reduced to 101 samples using a
polynomial procedure.

2.5. Center of Mass and Lifting Enerqy Consumption (Lec)

From kinematic data, we calculated CoM values for three different complexes: the load alone
(CoMy,); the complex of the load together with the multi-segment upper body model (hands, forearms,
upper arms, trunk, head) defined as CoMypyp+1; the complex of the load together with the whole body
model (pelvis, thighs, shanks, feet and multi-segment upper body model) defined as (CoMrtyt) [29].
The barycentre of the crate was considered the CoMy.



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 1989 40f13

For each of the calculated CoMs, the kinetic energy (Ej), the potential energy (Ep) and the
mechanical energy (Eyj) during the lifting tasks were calculated as in [34]. For each CoM, Lifting energy
consumption (LEC) values were calculated as the difference between maximum and minimum values
of each Ey (LECy), Ep, (LECp) and Epy; (LECyy) within the lifting cycle. In particular, we calculated these
parameters for the three complexes: LECy 1, LEC,, 1, and LECy_ 1 for CoMy, LECy_tot, LEC}, 1ot and
LECM_Tot for COMTot and LECk_Upp+L, LECp_Upp+L and LECM_Upp+L for COMUpp+L-

2.6. Jerk

The flexion-extension angles of trunk, elbow and knee were evaluated using the kinematic data.
The angular jerk, that is the third derivative over time of the angle displacement [degrees/s3]) [36], was
calculated for the trunk (Jyrunk), €lbow (Jeipow) and knee (Jynee) angles ([degrees/s3]).

For each repetition, we computed the jerk square mean (JSM) values for the trunk (JSMyunk), the
elbow (JSMgppow) and the knee (JSMyee), defined as follows:

1 n
JsM= 3" M
i=1
where J; is the instantaneous value of the jerk, and n is the total number of data points (101). The JSM
is an index of smoothness of movement: the lower the Jerk is, the smoother the movements are [36].

2.7. Neural Networks Design and Mapping Functions

A neural network model (ANNSs) was used to estimate the biomechanical risk in terms of LI on
the basis of kinematic features, as schematically described in Figure 1.

Artificial Neural Networks

Lifting Task with LI=1, 2 and 3

= Kinematic Features Extraction
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the study. The three boxes of the flowchart represent the lifting task,
the feature extraction from recorded data, and the ANN architecture to map kinetic features on the
Lifting Index (1, 2, and 3) levels. L: load weight; H: horizontal location; V: vertical location; D: vertical
travel distance; C: hand-to-object coupling; N: number of nodes in the first hidden layer (HL).

Particularly, we used a set of feedforwards ANNSs trained using different feature combinations,
and different network topologies: the latter were implemented by varying the number of Hidden
Layers (HL) and the number of Neurons (N) populating each HL. The output set (OS) provided an
orthogonal coding of the three LI levels: (100), (010) and (00 1) representing LI =1, LI=2and LI =3,
respectively. Different features were combined into the eight training sets (SET;, I =1, ..., 8) (Figure 1)
constituted as in the following:

e SET; contained energy data derived from the CoM of the whole body-load complex (LECy o,
LECprot and LECMﬁTot)/'
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e  SET contained energy data derived from the CoM of the upper body-load complex (LECy_ypp+L,
LEC,_upp+L and LECy_upp+L);

e SET; contained jerk data derived from lower limbs (Jynee);

e  SET, contained jerk data derived from upper limbs (Jeibow);

e  SETs contained jerk data derived from trunk (Jirunk);

e  SET, contained all jerk data (Jxnee, Jelbow Jtrunk);

e SET7 contained both energy and jerk data derived from upper body and load (LECk ypp+L,

LECprpp+L/ LECMfUpp+L/ Jelbow and Jtrunk);
e  SETjg contained all energy and jerk data (all extracted features).

In terms of network architecture, we tested nine different network architectures defined by the
combination of number of HL and number of N in each layer. Particularly, we tested ANNs with one,
two or three HL and different number of neurons in each HL: N was set to 12, 20 and 50 for the first HL
(Nqr.1) and, in the other HL, if defined, was N/2 for the second (Ny») and N/3 (Nyy 3) for the third [30].

A Levenberg-Marquardt back-propagation algorithm [37] was used to train the ANNSs; the
stopping criterion was defined as the occurrence of at least one of the following conditions: number of
iterations = 1000, number of consecutive fails on the validation set = 6, mean square error <107° [25].

We trained a total of 720 ANNSs (10 times X 9 network topologies X 8 training sets) using for
each training a random of 80% samples as the training test and 20% as the testing set. A confusion
matrix 3 X 3 was calculated for each ANNSs considering the actual LI and the one estimated by the
ANN on the randomly extracted testing set. Then, the mean confusion matrix was obtained for each
network topology and each SET and a performance parameter (P) was calculated as the mean (%)
of the elements on the diagonal of these confusion matrices, where 100% indicates the absence of
misclassifications [30].

2.8. Statistical Analysis

SPSS 17.0 software (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) was used to perform all the statistical analyses.
Normality of data distribution was checked using the Shapiro-Walk test. For each LEC and for each J,
a one-way repeated-measures ANOVA was performed to check for significant differences between
the three risk levels. When significant differences were observed in the ANOVA, post-hoc analyses
were performed using a paired t test with Bonferroni’s corrections. A three-way ANOVA test, with
SET, L, N as factors, was used to assess the effect of these factors on performance; a post-hoc analysis
with Bonferroni’s corrections was performed for ANOVA results showing significant differences. The
statistical significance was set for p values at 0.05.

3. Results

3.1. Kinematic Feature Analysis

Figure 2 shows the mean and standard deviation for each lifting condition of each extracted JSM
(Figure 2). As reported in [34], the repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant effect of the lifting
condition on LEC. Furthermore, statistically significant effects were also detected for Jyynk (df =2, F
=712, p =0.05), Jeow (df =2, F =9.39, p = 0.002) and Jinee (df =2, F = 15.62, p = 0.001). Post hoc
analysis showed significant differences (all p < 0.001) between each pair of lifting conditions for LECp
and LECy for all the CoMs considered and also for LECy_ypp+L (see [29]). Furthermore, as regard
LECx Tot, significant differences were found between each pair of lifting conditions (LI =1 vs. LI = 2:
p=0.001; LI =1 vs. LI =3: p =0.005; LI = 2 vs. LI = 3: p = 0.021; see [34]). As regards ], the following
significant differences were found (see Figure 2):

e LI=1vs.LI=2andLI=vs. LI=3 (p < 0.05) for Ji;unk
e ILI=1vs.LI=3andLI=2vs. LI =3 (p <0.05) for Jeibow
o ILI=1vs.LI=2andLI=2vs. LI=3(p <0.05); LI=1vs. LI =3 (p < 0.001) for Jxnee
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Figure 2.
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Jerk square mean (JSM) values. Mean and standard deviation values of the JSM values

evaluated considering angles of trunk, elbow and knee while performing manual material lifting tasks

in the three different conditions (LI = 1, LI = 2 and LI = 3) and statistical significance (* means p-value <
0.05; ** means p-value < 0.001).

3.2. Mapping of Kinematic Features on Li Levels

performance.

The detection performances are reported in Figure 3; they are expressed as the detection percentage
P (mean + SD) obtained by using the nine different network topologies (in terms of HL and N) when
using the eight different training sets. Furthermore, Figure 3 shows also the best confusion matrix for
each SET (confusion matrix with highest value of P).

The training set, as in the outcome of the three-way ANOVA, (df =7; F =174.01; p < 0.001), N (df =
2;F=6.07;p = 0.002) and HL (df = 2; F = 5.2; p = 0.01) resulted to have a significant effect on the ANN

SET] vs.
SET)5 vs.
SETj vs.
SETy vs.
SETs vs.
SET¢ vs.
SET7 vs.
SETg vs.

Particularly, post-hoc analysis outlined the following significant differences (p < 0.05):

all SET;;

SETj3, SETy, SET5, SETg;
SETq, SET,, SETy, SETg;
SETl, SETz, SET7, SETg,‘
SET4, SET,, SETy, SETg;
SETq, SET,, SETy, SETg;
all SET; excepted SET5;
all SET; excepted SET».

As regards N, from post-hoc analysis the following significant differences (p < 0.05) showed up:
N=12vs. N=50and N =20vs. N =50.

As regards HL, post-hoc analysis didn’t show significant differences (p > 0.05). In general, SET»,
SET7 and SETg showed higher mean values of performance with lower standard deviations (Figure 3).
Table 2 shows the sensitivity and specificity (mean + SD) values obtained when the nine
architectures of the ANNSs and the different training sets.
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N=12L=1 1 2 3

1 98.8% 0.2% 0%

2 19.8% 80.2% 0%

3 0% 19.9% 90.1%
N=12L=1 1 2 3

1 100% 0% 0%

2 0% 100% 0%

3 %o 0% 100%
N=50 L=1 1 2 3

1 79.3% 20.7% 0%

2 9.9% 79.8% 10.3%

3 10.3% 38.9% 50.8%
N=50 L=1 1 2 3

1 100% 0% 0%

2 9.8% 70% 20.2%

3 9.6% 10.2% 80.2%
N=50 L=1 1 2 3

1 90.1% 9.9% 0%

2 9.8% 90.2% 0%

3 10.3% 9.7% 80%
N=20L=2 1 2 3

1 90.2% 9.8% 0%

2 10.1% 89.9% 0%

3 0% 9.6% 90.4%
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2 0% 100% 0%
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Figure 3. ANNs performance. The performance are reported on the basis of the different training

sets (SET;,i=1, ..., 8) and the nine different architectures (see Section 2.7 for details). The best mean

confusion matrix was reported for each SET;.
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Table 2. Sensitivity and specificity of artificial neural networks (ANNSs) considering different features (SET;,i=1, ..., 8) and nine different architectures (see Section 2.7

for details) of ANNs were represented.

SET, SET, SET;3 SET4 SET5 SET, SETy SETjg
N=12L=1 7039 + 2105 9659 =+ 253 5662 <+ 1057 6335 + 9.02 5510 =+ 1027 6816 + 1204 9093 =+ 374 9605 =+ 3.35
N=12L=2 7343 + 952 9711 + 254 5799 <+ 906 5342 =+ 2275 6000 =+ 1122 5685 + 2088 9337 <+ 481 91.19 + 14.39
~. N=12L=3 7927 =+ 641 999 =+ 398 6412 =+ 1024 5555 =+ 938 5544 + 1277 4589 <+ 1773 9066 + 1374 9742 + 3.58
T N=20L=1 7219 + 1802 9324 =+ 329 5690 =+ 1351 6099 =+ 969 5976 =+ 1293 59.10 =+ 2268 9219 =+ 722 8165 =+ 1842
:‘g N=20L=2 6762 <+ 1162 9581 + 252 5617 =+ 1736 5214 <+ 1520 6038 + 1420 6321 <+ 21.01 8965 + 999 9272 <+ 567
§ N=20L=3 6942 + 2304 9626 =+ 302 5061 =+ 1879 5921 =+ 1582 6491 =+ 1893 5574 =+ 2269 9327 =+ 6.61 85.84 + 2246
@ N=50L=1 7246 =+ 1145 9352 =+ 519 6633 =+ 1802 6554 =+ 1584 6801 =+ 1614 7368 =+ 900 9211 + 718 8942 =+ 475
N=50L=2 7138 + 1015 9464 + 360 6455 =+ 1264 6251 <+ 1532 5321 + 1873 7034 <+ 1477 9018 =+ 776 9000 <+ 6.27
N=50L=3 6567 <+ 2814 9577 + 402 6285 + 1743 7027 =+ 1627 5774 + 595 6257 + 2018 9161 =+ 6.71 9140 + 11.74
N=12L=1 8843 + 468 9683 + 423 7521 + 952 7906 =+ 445 7774 + 768 8011 + 758 9636 =+ 225 9803 + 140
N=12L=2 8882 + 475 9855 + 143 7491 <+ 826 7589 =+ 697 7866 <+ 691 7409 + 1833 9569 + 354 9644 <+ 3.89
>, N=12L=3 8892 =+ 610 913 =+ 195 7952 + 206 7083 <+ 1109 7951 <+ 662 7023 =+ 1505 9619 =+ 536 9892 =+ 126
T N=20L=1 814 =+ 630 9749 =+ 173 7645 <+ 845 7898 <+ 584 8150 =+ 477 816 =+ 775 9637 =+ 277 9157 =+ 726
% N=20L=2 8308 + 855 9859 =+ 087 7305 + 1337 7319 <+ 1362 8165 =+ 693 7500 =+ 1770 9630 =+ 406 9699 =+ 161
;S; N=20L=3 8690 + 697 9697 + 516 7484 + 994 7292 + 1368 8265 =+ 715 7529 + 1091 9653 + 334 8972 + 1794
N=50L=1 8876 <+ 530 9732 =+ 211 81.11 <+ 1468 8057 + 917 8313 + 1342 8240 + 732 9534 <+ 415 9550 £ 1.69
N=50L=2 8778 + 347 9790 + 193 8021 <+ 780 7747 + 1159 7632 + 744 8355 + 1040 9567 + 285 9459 <+ 416
N=50L=3 8961 + 465 9821 + 200 7601 <+ 962 7981 <+ 1239 7853 =+ 516 7852 + 1171 9554 + 405 9680 =+ 3.52
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4. Discussion

In this study, we have used ANNs and kinematic data to classify the biomechanical risk associated
with freely performed dynamic lifting tasks with an increasing LI values (LI =1, LI = 2, and LI = 3)
designed using the RNLE [7,8]. The used feed-forward ANNs were trained with different training sets,
on different network topologies (numbers of neurons in each hidden layer, numbers of hidden layers,),
and different combinations of kinematic features as inputs (from lifting energy consumption and jerk),
taken by considering different combinations of the body segments necessary to extract them (i.e., only
upper body, only upper limb, total body;, etc.).

A proper combination of kinematic features and network architectures can lead to a good
classification. Indeed, a machine-learning approach based on ANNs was proven able to predict
the biomechanical risk in lifting activities [27-30] and kinematic data (i.e., mechanical lifting energy
consumption) have been proven to be sensitive to the risk level (the higher the risk, the more these
parameters increase) and also correlated with forces that determine injuries at the L5-51 joint [34].

In particular, the training sets, numbers of hidden layers, and numbers of neurons in each
hidden layer influence the ANNs performance: the best performances were obtained by using energy
consumption data derived from upper body and load, energy and smoothness data derived from the
upper body-load complex, and, as expected, by considering all the energy and smoothness features.

ANN s trained by using the configuration of the upper body-load complex and energy data alone,
show a high performance. However, this configuration takes into account the kinematic behavior of
the multi-segment upper body (head, trunk, upper arms, forearms and hands) and load altogether,
and it could thus fail in presence of human-robot collaboration (HRC) technologies, such as wearable
assistive devices worn by the workers. For instance, the use of a spinal exoskeleton [38] could strongly
reduce the muscle effort without modifying the lifting kinematics, thus implying a misclassification.

This limit linked with the use of HRC technologies could be completely eliminated, or at least
greatly reduced, if the other two configurations are used. Both allow the best performance with the
advantage of taking into account also information about the smoothness, the only index that could
be sensitive to the use of assistive devices. Among these, SET 7 shows a reliable performance also in
terms of variability, meaning that biomechanical risk estimation using this specific SET is reliable and
repeatable at the same time.

Furthermore, it is worth highlighting that misclassifications between LI = 1 and LI = 3, that
represent the lowest and the highest risk classes respectively, are missing. This is a desired and
acceptable behavior of an LI classifier.

While complex network architectures (i.e., more than 2 hidden layers) were needed in order to
reach suitable performances using ANNs to map sEMG features onto LI levels [30], in this study we
have shown that increasing the network complexity does not lead to an increased risk estimation.
Indeed, the best performance is almost always obtained with only one hidden layer (see Figure 3 and
Table 2). This aspect is of importance when dealing with applications in real scenarios using wearable
sensors, since the reduced network complexity lowers the overall computational cost needed to train
the ANNS.

Limitations and Future Developments

The results obtained in this study can be applied to the experimental conditions that have been
tested but little can be said regarding the applicability of the approach to composite and/or sequential
manual lifting jobs characterized by significantly different lifting tasks [8,39].

Possible future developments of this study may be: (i) including, in the range of lifting task
types those having the same LI but different multiplier values; (ii) testing also lifting conditions with
LI values that are outside the quantized set (i.e., lower than 1, between 1 and 2, and between 2 and
3); (iii) analyzing how environment- and subject-related factors (i.e., temperature and humidity, sex,
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age, work experience, etc.) affect the results; moreover, while the current sample size was chosen
to obtain an appropriate statistical power [40] and to adhere to the requirements given by artificial
neural network training [41] increase the sample size to include analysis of gender effects. As regards
this latter aspect, women and men show different risks of developing these disorders due to their
physiological differences in perception of pain [42], fatigability [43], tendon properties [44], hormonal
differences [44], anthropometry and muscular entities [45].

It would be also interesting to test the performance of alternative measuring devices such as
wearable inertial sensors and to compare them to the traditional measurements provided by the
optoelectronic systems. This evaluation would make it possible to verify the validity of the method,
which appears to be much more easily applicable in both indoor and outdoor work environments.

5. Conclusions

In this study, ANNs were used for the prediction of biomechanical risk level from kinematic
features during lifting tasks, which are agreed as key determinants of work-related low-back disorders.
This approach has been shown able to improve the biomechanical risk estimation, suggesting the
use of kinematic features in association with sEMG and kinetic features to evaluate biomechanical
risk associated with work activities. These instrumental methods could be a valid integration to
the established means to assess biomechanical risk (i.e., NIOSH lifting equation; [7,8]), and they can
represent a viable alternative when the standardized methods cannot be used due to the equation and
parameters restrictions.
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