Nagoya J. Med. Sci. 57 (Suppl.). 147 - 164, 1994

FOUNDATIONS OF HAND-TRANSMITfED
VIBRATION STANDARDS
MICHAEL

J. GRIFFIN

Human Factors Research Unit, Institute of Sound and Vibration Research,
University of Southampton, Southampton, England.

ABSTRACT
Standards for hand-transmitted vibration predict dependent variables (e.g. finger blanching) from
measurements of a few independent variables (e.g. vibration magnitude, vibration frequency, exposure duration). This paper illustrates the assumptions in the current International Standard guidelines for the evaluation of hand-transmitted vibration and compares research methods which may provide information to improve the guidance. Subjective assessments of vibration discomfort have influenced the frequency weighting
used in current standards, but the data have been modified greatly for this purpose. Subjective and biodynamic data suggest that the severity of vibration may not be similar for vibration occurring in different axes.
Physiological and pathological studies seek to uncover the mechanisms involved in the temporary and permanent changes caused by vibration, but they have yet to contribute to the guidance in standards. Future experimental studies in humans are unlikely to be sufficient to determine how injury depends on the characteristics of vibration exposures at work. Epidemiological studies are required to uncover the effects of occupational exposures, but the complexity of occupational exposures will prevent the formulation of standards
based solely on the results of epidemiological studies. Standards for hand-transmitted vibration include unproven assumptions but, for those assessing the severity of occupational exposures, they offer the most reasonable method for predicting the likely effects of vibration. A combination of subjective, biodynamic,
physiological, pathological and epidemiological studies is required to improve current guidance.
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INTRODUCfION
A foundation is a support upon which to build. The function, significance and beauty of a
construction are at the mercy of its foundations. A standard for hand-transmitted vibration will
not endure the tests of time if its foundations are not secure. As builders may aspire to dazzle
their contemporaries or endow future generations, so standards may be supported on the quick
sands of current opinion or upon the repeatable observations of scientists.
Standards encourage uniformity so as to assist communication and the comparison of information. This paper seeks to identify the foundations required for hand-transmitted vibration
standards to achieve this objective.
Identifying the problem
A standard for the measurement and evaluation of hand-transmitted vibration must define
how to quantify the relevant independent variables (vibration magnitude, vibration frequency,
exposure duration, etc.). The measurement and evaluation of the relevant dependent variables
(e.g. finger blanching) might also be standardised. A standardised dose-effect relationship could
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then define a method of predicting the dependent variables from measurements of the independent variables.
In the fields of acoustics and vibration it is common to use a 'frequency weighting' to allow
for the differing sensitivity of the body to different frequencies of oscillation. An exposure to
any frequency of vibration may then be expressed in terms of the magnitude at a chosen frequency which is thought to produce an equivalent effect. The concept can be extended to also
define a weighting for the duration of exposure so that any exposure duration can be expressed
in terms of the magnitude of vibration required at a chosen duration which is thought to produce an equivalent effect.
If weightings can be specified for all of the variables which contribute to the effect (i.e. all independent variables), the dose-effect relationship can be expressed mathematically (see Table
1). Such formulations assume that the effect of each variable is known, that the effect is a continuous function, and that there are no interactions between variables. The equations in Table 1
also assume that each independent variable can be represented by only one value. It is unlikely
that these assumptions are valid, but the formulation shown in Table 1 will be sufficient for the
present purposes.
Table 1.

Concept of 'weighted acceleration'.

prevalence of finger blanching = K. (weighted acceleration)'

weighted acceleration

= a x HI X H

m

x Hy x H. x

HI X

Hp x H.

X

Hi

where:
a = magnitude of the acceleration;

H, = weighting for frequency of vibration;
Hm

=

weighting for minutes exposure per day;

Hv = weighting for years of exposure;
H. = weighting for axis of vibration;

H, = weighting for force of grip and push;
H, = weighting for posture of fingers. hands and arm;
H. = weighting to allow for environmental conditions;
H, = weighting to allow for individual susceptibility.

In ISO 5349 (1986):

prevalence of finger blanching = K. (weighted acceleration)'
and,
weighted acceleration = a x H, x Hm x Hv•
where:
K = 0.0111

a = r.m.s. acceleration (ms")
H, = frequency weighting (i.e. W h )
Hm = WT",)". where the daily exposure duration. t. and reference duration T'4J are in the
same units;

Hv = years of regular daily vibration exposure.
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Ways of building the foundations
The relative importance of different independent variables might be discovered by the study
of subjective responses, biodynamic responses, or physiological and pathological responses to vibration. The studies may involve experimental exposures to vibration in the laboratory or the
examination of the hands of those exposed to vibration in their occupations (i.e. epidemiological
studies).
Objective ofpaper
The identification of variables shown in Table 1 is used to consider the state of knowledge
supporting the development of standards for evaluating hand-transmitted vibration and predicting its effects. After illustrating the form of the current International Standard, the methods
which are being used to discover the effects of hand-transmitted vibration are reviewed.

INTERNATIONAL STANDARD 5349 (1986)
International Standard 5349 (1986)1) provides a frequency weighting, called Wh in the equivalent British Standard2) (i.e. BS 6842, 1987). International Standard 5349 (1986) expresses the
daily exposure in terms of the 'energy-equivalent' frequency-weighted acceleration for a period
of 4 hours. This 'energy-equivalence' defines the time-dependency of human response to vibration of differing daily exposure durations. Annex A to ISO 5349 (1986) implies a different
weighting for years of exposure. The weightings for vibration frequency, daily exposure duration
and years of exposure as implied in ISO 5349 (1986) are illustrated in Fig. 1 with linear scales
on the abscissae and ordinates.
In International Standard 5349 (1986),1) all directions of vibration are considered to be of
equal importance, and so there is no 'axis weighting'. Only the directional component with the
largest weighted acceleration is used in the assessment of the exposure.
In International Standard 5349 (1986) there is no weighting for grip force, push force,
Frequency weighting
Weighting, S(f)
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Weightings for vibration frequency, exposure time during the day and years of exposure as implied by ISO
5349 (1986).1) All three figures on linear scales.
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posture or intermittency in vibration exposure, or any other variable. The severity of the vibration exposure is therefore solely dependent on the magnitude and frequency of vibration and the
daily and yearly exposure durations.
Annex A to ISO 5349 (1986) defines a procedure for predicting the duration of vibration exposure necessary before the onset of vascular symptoms (i.e. finger blanching). A formula is
given which can be used to evolve other expressions (as in Table 2) and determine the implied
weightings for both minutes of exposure per day and years of exposure (see Table 1).
Fig. 2 shows how the years of exposure required for 10% to 50% of persons to develop
finger blanching depend on the 4-hour energy-equivalent acceleration. Fig. 2 is presented with
linear axes: the same data are presented with logarithmic axes in the standard. Fig. 3 shows how
the incidence of finger blanching is assumed to depend on the 4-hour energy-equivalent acceleration for exposure durations from 1 to 25 years. Fig. 4 shows how the incidence of finger
blanching depends on the frequency-weighted acceleration for daily exposure durations from 10
minutes to 480 minutes if the exposure lasts for 8 years. In both cases, the incidence of finger
blanching increases in proportion to the square of the acceleration. Consequently, with low
magnitudes of vibration there appears to be little problem unless there is a long duration of exposure, while with high magnitudes of vibration, finger blanching is predicted unless the exposure duration is brief.
Fig. 5 shows how the years of exposure required for 10% of exposed persons to develop
finger blanching depend on the vibration magnitude, for daily exposure durations between 10
minutes and 8 hours. As presented in ISO 5349 (1986), the years of exposure shown in Fig. 4
are not the average of the latent periods before the development of finger blanching among the
first 10% of the exposed population to develop banching. The values are said to be the 'years of
regular vibration exposure before episodes of finger blanching occur in 10% of exposed persons'.
Table 2.

Dose-effect formulae derived from ISO 5349.
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where:

a hw

frequency-weighted acceleration (ms" r.m.s.)

E

years of regular exposure to vibration;

C

prevalence of VWF (expressed as a percentage);

Tl41

4 hours (in same units as I);
daily exposure duration.

ahw1oq,4hl

4-hour ener9y-equivalent frequency-weighted acceleration
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Fig. 2.

Exposure time before finger blanching for different percentiles (10% to 50%) of a population group exposed to hand-transmitted vibration. Figure presented on linear scales.
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Incidence of finger blanching as a function of vibration magnitude for lifetime exposures from 1 to 25
years. Acceleration assumes 4 hour exposures per day (i.e. a hw(CQ,4h»)
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Fig. 4.

Incidence of finger blanching after 8 years as a function of vibration magnitude for daily exposure durations from 10 minutes to 8 hours.
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Lifetime exposure required for 10% incidence of finger blanching as a function of vibration magnitude for
daily exposures from 10 minutes to 8 hours.
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Fig. 6 shows how the 4-hour energy-equivalent magnitude of vibration required to produce
finger blanching in 10% of persons depends on the frequency of vibration for exposure periods
between 1 and 25 years. Fig. 7 shows how the Lm.S. magnitude of vibration required to produce
finger blanching in 10% of exposed persons after 8 years of exposure depends on the frequency
of vibration for daily exposure durations from 1 minute to 8 hours.
The equations in Table 2 define the form of the relationships illustrated in Fig. 1 to 7. These
figures summarise the implications of International Standard 5349 (1986) and many equivalent
National Standards. Some older standards and some newer proposals differ from the above
guidance. Nevertheless, any standard which allows the prediction of the occurrence of vibrationinduced white finger from the measurement of vibration requires these, or alternative relationships. The following sections summarise the foundations on which ISO 5349 (1986) was constructed.
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Vibration magnitude required to produce 10% incidence of finger blanching for exposure periods from 1
year to 25 years as a function of vibration frequency. Assumes 4 hour exposures per day (i.e. acceleration
magnitude is a hW(oq,4h»)
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Vibration magnitude required to produce 10% incidence of finger blanching after 8 years as a function of
vibration frequency for daily exposure durations from 1 minute to 8 hours.

SUBJECTIVE FOUNDATIONS
Studies of the effects of the frequency of vibration show that higher magnitudes of acceleration are required to cause discomfort at higher frequencies of vibration. 3- 5 ) see Fig. 8. There are
insufficient data to suggest that there is a consensus of opinion as to how discomfort changes
with frequency. This is partly because rather few investigations have been performed and partly
because discomfort also depends on other variables (e.g. force of contact and hand posture).
Fig. 8 shows that the discomfort caused by the vibration of a handle can depend on the axis
of vibration in addition to the frequency of vibration. For the data shown there is as much as
about 5: 1 difference between axes at some frequencies. It is likely that the relative sensitivity between axes will depend on the grip force, the orientation of the hand and the posture of the arm.
Fig. 8 strongly suggests that it may not be appropriate to assume that all three axes of vibration
are equally severe, as implied in ISO 5349 (1986).
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Equivalent comfort contours for vibration transmitted from a horizontal handle; contours correspond to
'would not want to clasp the handle for an extended period of time'. Adapted from Reynolds et aJ.5)

The subjective data obtained by Miwa 3,4) have been very influential in the evolution of standards for the evaluation of hand-transmitted vibration. With 10 subjects, he determined 'equal
sensation' contours for vertical and horizontal vibration of the hand pressed on a flat horizontal
surface. He investigated the frequency range 3 to 300 Hz and concluded that there was no difference in the response to the two directions of vibration. In the range 6 to 60 Hz Miwa found
that his mean contour could be approximated by a line of constant velocity, below 6 Hz he suggested a line of constant acceleration and above 60 Hz a line of constant displacement (see Fig.
9). The Japanese Association of Industrial Health6 ) 'adjusted' this contour to constant acceleration from 2 to 16 Hz and constant velocity from 16 Hz to 300 Hz. This changed the weighting
at 300 Hz by a factor of 5 from that proposed by Miwa. International Standard 5349 (1986)
employs the weighting proposed by the Japanese Association of Industrial Health with constant
acceleration from 8 to 16 Hz and the range of constant velocity above 16 Hz extrapolated to
1000 Hz. This produces a limit at 1000 Hz which is a factor of 16 lower than it would have
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The 'tolerance limit' and 'unpleasant limit' determined by Miwa4 ) compared with contours having the same
frequency-dependence as ISO 5349 (1986).

been if the extrapolation was based on Miwa's constant displacement approximation to his data!
Although the work ofMiwa provided the starting point for the frequency weighting in ISO 5349
(1986) it cannot be said to have defined the frequency dependence used in the standard: the
weighting in ISO 5349 (1986) is influenced by convenience and undocumented compromise
within committees.
Subjective data had some influence on the vibration 'limits' proposed in early standards. In
the absence of other information, it might seem reasonable that an injury limit should take into
account sensations, such as 'unpleasantness'. However, this leads to limits with an undefined
meaning (e.g. in Draft International Standard 5349 (1979rl the number of persons protected by
proposed limits was not stated). Dose-effect information is required to formulate satisfactory
limits: the extent of discomfort caused by vibration is not the relevant dependent variable when
formulating dose-effect relationships for vibration-induced injuries.
Perception thresholds might contribute to the provision of guidance on the effects of
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hand-transmitted vibration. However, the tactile perception of vibration is highly dependent on
the geometry of the contact with the source of vibration: this affects the sensitivity of the different end-organs and the manner in which thresholds for vibrotactile perception depend on vibration frequency. There is insufficient evidence to conclude that the simple reflection of anyone
vibrotactile sensitivity contour would be appropriate for defining the manner in which injury depends on vibration frequency. However, perception threshold data may be particularly useful
when considering the neurological effects of hand-transmitted vibration. For example, studies
show that the method of evaluation proposed in ISO 5349 (1986) does not provide a good prediction of the temporary threshold shifts produced by time-varying exposures to hand-transmitted vibration. 8)

BIODYNAMIC FOUNDATIONS
Studies of the mechanical impedance 9- 11 ) and the transmissibility12-14) of the fingers and hand
show that at low frequencies the hand and arm are closely coupled but that, as the frequency
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Apparent mass of the hand in three axes for a horizontal hand and forearm and a palm grip around a
horizontal handle. Adapted from Reynolds et a1. 9 )
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increases, the affected part is increasingly located nearer to the source of excitation. Again, the
manner in which the response depends on frequency is affected by the axis of vibration and the
grip and push force in addition to the posture of the arm. There are attempts to produce a standardised model of the biodynamic response of the hand-arm system. However, the effects of
major variables contributing to this response are inadequately identified for such a model to be
generally useful for the prediction of injury. The data shown in Fig. 10 indicate that there can be
a large difference in mechanical impedance between axes. This may be expected to correspond
to a differing energy absorption in each axis and is not consistent with the use of the same frequency weighting for all axes, as in current standards.

PHYSIOLOGICAL AND PATHOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS
It might seem that physiological and pathological studies would provide the best foundation

for hand-transmitted vibration standards. However, this presupposes that the mechanisms of
damage are known and that useful studies are ethical and safe. Current standards for evaluating
hand-transmitted vibration have not been influenced by experiments in which physiological or
pathological mechanisms have been investigated.
A major role for this type of study would appear to be the uncovering of the mechanisms involved in the temporary and permanent changes caused by hand-transmitted vibration. This
presents a significant challenge in view of the complex physiology and the varied signs and
symptoms associated with hand-transmitted vibration. Although models of the mechanisms of
injury exist, they are primarily the subject of scientific study rather than the support for new
standardisation.
When the relevant physiological and pathological changes and have been uncovered it will remain to determine how they are related to the physical conditions which caused them. It is not
certain that experimental studies with humans could be used to determine how the changes depend on the frequency, direction, duration, grip force, temperature etc. of vibration exposures.
Even if ethical, such studies would take a great deal of time. It seems likely that the effects of
some of these variables will be suggested by other means (e.g. biodynamic studies) and the results used to predict the physiological or pathological effects. So, for example, biodynamic and
subjective data may contribute to a model which predicts the relative effects of different physical
variables and the predictions may be tested by physiological or pathological studies. By this
means, the value of the physiological and pathological studies may be extended to a wider range
of conditions.

EPIDEMIOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS
Laboratory studies do not come close to replicating the conditions which cause vibration injury in occupations: it can be difficult to reproduce both the complex and constantly varying vibration conditions and the complex and variable contact with the source of vibration. It is impractical to reproduce a full day's exposure to vibration in the laboratory and impossible to reproduce the years of exposure often necessary to cause the injury or disease.
Laboratory studies have the advantage that they can control the causal conditions so as to
allow more precise study of cause-effect relationships. However, they have a major disadvantage
in that they cannot produce the effect (i.e. the disorder) which is of greatest interest. Epidemiological studies have the advantage of being able to study the disorder but the disadvantage of
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being unable to control the causal conditions. The two types of study are complementary.
Many epidemiological studies of the effects of hand-transmitted vibration have been reported. IS ) The relevant research includes simple summaries of symptoms claimed by exposed
persons and both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies in which clinical examinations or
scientific tests have been conducted.
There is both agreement and disagreement among the findings of epidemiological studies. It
is clear that hand-transmitted vibration from many sources can cause a range of disorders. It is
not clear which exposure conditions cause each type of disorder.
Epidemiological studies cannot be expected to provide all the information necessary to establish standards for the evaluation of hand-transmitted vibration. Even the evolution of a frequency-weighting is impossible using epidemiological data alone. In the laboratory, each frequency can be studied separately and the magnitude required to produce an effect can be determined. In the field, tools produce complex vibration spectra and the hand is exposed to motion
in all three axes. Suppose two tools (A and B) are evaluated by the frequency weighting in ISO
5349 (1986) and tool A is associated with a higher incidence of a disorder than would be expected by this standard. The difference might be attributed to the presence of, say, more high
frequency vibration on tool A. This is only one of several possible hypotheses: the additional
high frequency vibration can only be accepted as the explanation if all other causal variables
(exposure duration, grip, etc.) are the same for both tools, but this is most unlikely. Only when
several other studies with different conditions yield similar hypotheses as to the importance of
high frequency vibration, and this becomes the only reasonable explanation for all findings, can
the hypothesis become a belief. Even then, the data are not sufficient to define how the frequency weighting should be changed: at most, the data will suggest a change in the relative importance of vibration at two frequencies.
It might be thought that by studying the incidence of a disorder in large numbers of persons
using a variety of tools a statistical procedure could be used to evolve the frequency weighting
which best predicts the observed effects. In practice, it is not possible to measure the true vibration exposure of all persons over their full duration of exposure: substantial assumptions have to
be made as to the vibration spectra to which each person has been exposed. It will also be found
that tools which have a high magnitude of vibration at one frequency also tend to have high
magnitudes at other frequencies and in other directions. 16) In consequence, statistical procedures
applied to epidemiological data are unlikely to establish the full form of the appropriate frequency weighting.
Few recent epidemiological studies have been conducted to evolve methods of evaluating
hand-transmitted vibration: studies have mostly tested the predictions of the currently recommended evaluation procedures. Several studies have suggested that the prediction procedure in
ISO 5349 (1986) overstimates or understimates the prevalence of finger blanching. 17-19) At least
one study has found that the correlations between vibration magnitudes and the extent of vibration-induced white finger is not increased by the use of the frequency weighting in ISO 5349. 20 )
The data from epidemiological studies were used to evolve the dose-effect relationships in the
current International Standard but they had little influence on the vibration evaluation procedure.
A detailed analysis of latency data has been reported by Brammer. 21 •22) Using the Taylor-Pelmear system of staging VWF, he concluded that the interval before stage 3 symptoms develop is
3.2 times the latent interval and that the distribution of latent intervals in a group is normally
distributed with a standard deviation proportional to 0.46 times the average latent interval of
the group. (In this context the latent interval is the period of employment before the initial appearance of a white fingertip.) Both of these relations are reported to be indepeI1 dent of the
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vibration magnitude. Brammer then proposed various 'rules' on which only some of the published data should be used to formulate dose-effect data - these primarily exclude data from
small groups and restrict considerations to groups with a prevalence greater than 50%. Using
the same frequency-weighting as in International Standard 5349 (1986) and the results from
seven studies having weighted accelerations between about 12 and 28 m/s 2 r.m.s. and latencies
between 2 and 5.7 years, he concluded that the average latent interval, L, is given by:
L, = 78.7/ahw
Assuming a normal distribution and the above relation between stage 3 symptoms and latency,
various predictions can be made of the percentage of persons affected. This method of analysis
does not necessarily give accurate predictions for the many cases where the weighted vibration
magnitudes are below 10 m/s 2 r.m.s., the average latency is long or the prevalence is below
50%. Although the use of the ISO 5349 (1986) frequency weighting yielded a high correlation
between average latent interval and weighted acceleration, it cannot be concluded that these
data substantiate its form: there was probably little high frequency or low frequency energy on
the tools concerned.
Considering the problem of predicting the effects when the prevalence is low, Brammer argued that in a group having any given prevalence, P, the average latent interval will be the duration of exposure when the prevalence was 0.5 P. He suggests that the concept of normal distribution mentioned above can be used to find the exposure duration corresponding to any selected prevalence. The weighted acceleration corresponding to this latent interval was then obtained from the above equation.
Brammer illustrates his relation between prevalence and latent interval using unpublished information from a study of a group of chain sawyers having a mean latency of about 3 years. The
relation between latency and prevalence predicted from measurements of tool vibration is in apparent agreement with values obtained in the study. A second example uses data obtained from
a group of 54 men working with hand-held grinders having a weighted acceleration of 3 m/s 2
r.m.s. The group had 20 men (37%) with symptoms of blanching and a reported mean latent interval of 13.7 years. He shows that, as expected, the mean latent interval is lower than would be
predicted from the measured vibration using the relation between vibration magnitude and acceleration determined with groups having somewhat higher prevalence rates. Brammer points
out that the prediction required considerable extrapolation of the previous data and concludes
that such extrapolation is justified by the agreement obtained in this case. He then used the
method to construct a table showing the predicted latencies (from 2 to 35 years) as a function of
weighted acceleration (from 1 to 25 m/s 2 r.m.s.) and prevalence (from 10 to 50%). He illustrated latencies for a 5% prevalence at about one-quarter the weighted acceleration required to
produce 50% prevalence. The values assume that the basic relation between latency and vibration magnitude applies to a prevalence of 50% and that the method can be further extrapolated
to prevalence rates below 37%. The data used for this analysis were thought to be from tools for
which vibration entered the hands throughout the day so do not apply if vibration exposure occurs for a shorter period. If the numbers of persons entering or leaving a vibration-exposed
group differ from those for the groups upon which the formulae are based there will be additional discrepancies. (From an analysis of Japanese data, Futatsuka et al. 23) also found that the
prevalence increased with duration of vibration exposure but, for the same vibration conditions,
their prevalence rates were lower: 4, 8 and 15% corresponding to 10, 20 and 40% suggested by
Brammer.)
From the above relations, Brammer suggests a threshold weighted acceleration for the production of vibration-induced white finger in the range 1.0 m/s 2 r.m.s. (10% prevalence after 30
years) to 2.9. m/s 2 r.m.s. (50% prevalence after 25 years). As a threshold for the occurrence of
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vascular symptoms, this range is roughly consistent with data from other studies 23 - 25 ) and earlier
vibration standards. Brammer has subsequently investigated the applicability of his various doseeffect relationships which were used to formulate the 1986 version of Annex A to ISO
5349. 26 ,27)
Individual studies will sometimes find significant differences between the predictions from
any standard and the occurrence of blanching in the exposed population. A cause for this difference may then be hypothesised. This must be recognised as an hypothesis, to be tested in a
wider range of conditions, rather than a sufficient basis to difine a new evaluation procedure.
When it is deemed appropriate to propose a revised evaluation procedure it is necessary to consider the wider implications of the change. A proposal for revising a standardised evaluation
procedure should contain:
(i) a precise definition of the proposed change;
(ii) evidence supporting the change;
(iii) a consideration of the effects of the change on previously reported data;
(iv) an estimate of the improvement in accuracy of predictions arising from the adoption of
the proposed change.
For example, it is easy to suggest that the frequency range of current standards should be extended to frequencies above 1000 Hz. However, this requires the definition of the appropriate
frequency weighting for the higher frequencies. In many cases, an extrapolation of the current
frequency weighting (or weightings implied by equivalent comfort contours) would attenuate the
high frequencies such that they would contribute very little to the measurements, yet the required signal-to-noise ratio of instrumentation and the rigidity of the coupling of accelerometers
to tools would be severely tested.
It may be concluded that epidemiological data alone will not be sufficient to evolve the vibration evaluation procedures required for hand-transmitted vibration standards. Epidemiological
data may make an essential contribution to the procedures and epidemiological studies are required to test the predictions of alternative vibration evaluation procedures.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Hand-transmitted vibration standards may define the measurement of 'dose', the measurement of the 'effect', or a 'dose-effect' relationship. In each case it is necessary to consider several
variables and, with current understanding, make assumptions as to its importance. Users of standards should be informed as to the basis of the assumptions.
The different methods of studying the effects of hand-transmitted vibration yield complimentary data. No single method will yield all the desired information. Table 3 suggests how understanding of the effects of vibration on the various dependent variables has influenced the current
International Standard for evaluating hand-transmitted vibration. It is suggested that practical
'convenience' has contributed as much as knowledge of the subjective, biodynamic, physiological, pathological and epidemiological responses to vibration.
Subjective and biodynamic responses to vibration will influence future standards. Laboratory
investigations will define how the transmission of vibration to the hand and the sensations it produces depend on the characteristics of the vibration (frequency, direction, magnitude, etc.), and
how they vary with the characteristics of the contact with vibration (handle size, shape and
orientation etc.), the posture of the body and other aspects of the individual.
Physiological and pathological experimental studies may contribute to understanding the
mechanisms of the changes caused by vibration and investigate how they depend on some of the
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Table 3.

Relationships between dependent and independent variable influencing the form of International Standard 5349 (1986).1) (The dependent variables represent areas of study and may, in some cases, involve
the measurement of the same variable).

VARIABLES

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES (i.e. dosel

DEPENDENT

axis

frequency

duration

grip

VARIABLES

Environmental

Dose-effect

conditions

hours

Ii.e. effect!
comfort

years

susceptibility

Magnitude

*

*

*

*

biodynamics
physiology.
pathology
epidemiology

convenience

I

*

CJ

*

~

I

*

I

*

I

* contributed to form of current standard
characteristics of the vibration and other variables.
Epidemiological studies will help to uncover the effects of some independent variables (especially exposure duration) and contribute to the testing of proposed dose-effect relationships.
The writers of standards containing dose-effect guidance should consider the accuracy that
will be obtained when making predictions using the recommended guidance. The expected accuracy should be specified in the standard, or it should be stated that the accuracy cannot be specified. With current standards the accuracy cannot be specified. This is not solely a consequence
of inadequate information on the relationship between the frequency-weighted energy-equivalent acceleration and the occurrence of finger blanching. It is primarily a consequence of insufficient understanding of the effects of the independent variables (vibration frequency, direction
and duration, contact force, etc.) which are assumed within the evaluation procedure.
Standards for hand-transmitted vibration can be useful even if they have an unknown accuracy. The unification of measurement and evaluation techniques can help to communicate information about vibration magnitudes. The categorisation of the effects of vibration may increase
awareness of the hazards of vibration. Even imperfect dose-effect guidance indicates that the hazards may be lessened by reductions in vibration magnitude or reductions in exposure duration.
It is possible that current dose-effect guidance may suggest reductions in vibration severity
where this is not necessary - but health monitoring will often be used to establish whether a
problem really exists. It is possible that current dose-effect guidance may have suggested that
some vibration exposures are less severe than is really the case - but the guidance is unlikely to
imply zero risk and an under-estimated risk should be detected when problems appear. This is
similar to the situation with no dose-effect guidance - except that the existence of the guidance
has increased awareness of the possible outcome and increased the ability to predict the outcome.
The accuracy of the dose-effect information in current and future standards could be greatly
improved if it were restricted to the conditions (e.g. tool types) from which it was obtained. The
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interpolation and extrapolation of data so that the measurement and evaluation methods can be
applied to all types of vibration is a major source of uncertainty. By restricting guidance to specific tool types it may be possible to specify its accuracy: the uncertainty surrounding the effects
of vibration frequency and other variables then become less important because similar tool types
have similar vibration spectra, grip forces, etc. The user of a standard might tentatively use doseeffect guidance derived from chain saws to predict the effect of chipping hammer vibration, but
the assumption being made will then be apparent to the user. At present, the interpolation and
extrapolation made by the authors of standards are not known to those who apply their recommendations.
Incorrect guidance in hand-transmitted vibration standards may give significant problems in
the design or selection of tools. For example, if the frequency weighting is incorrect it may lead
to replacing a vibratory tool with another having a lower frequency-weighted acceleration but
carrying a higher risk of injury. The assumptions in the measurement and evaluation procedure
should therefore be considered in standards concerned with the 'type testing' of tools and not
merely in standards defining dose-effect relationships.
It is not appropriate to limit the discussion of standards to the accuracy of the guidance they
contain. The omission of guidance can also be important. The absence of any differential effect
for different axes of vibration, or an effect of contact force, contact location, posture, interruptions in exposure periods or temperature may have a large influence on the accuracy of dose-effect predictions. Current standards also fail to provide any indication of the likely severity of the
disorder. Further, they are restricted to the prediction of finger blanching and do not predict
neurological, articular or other effects of hand-transmitted vibration.
Standards for hand-transmitted vibration make many unproven assumptions, but they define
the most reasonable current method for predicting the severity of vibration exposures. So, while
scientists work to improve their foundations, others should make use of the guidance they cur-'
rently contatin.
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