Shoulder Injuries from Overhead Work in Electrical and HVAC Jobs

If You’ve Been Hurt on the Job in NYC, Our Workers’ Compensation Attorneys
Can Help

Shoulder pain has a way of creeping into an electrician’s or HVAC tech’s life until it overshadows
everything else. This type of repetitive stress injury can turn simple overhead work into a

constant reminder that something has gone very wrong. When you make a living with your
hands, losing the ability to lift your arm without sharp pain is more than an inconvenience, it’s a
threat to your paycheck, your independence, and your future.

At Pasternack Tilker Ziegler Walsh Stanton & Romano LLP, we’ve seen how quickly a “nagging

ache” from overhead work can spiral into a serious shoulder injury that sidelines a skilled
worker and triggers a fight with the insurance company over medical care and lost wages.

Why Shoulder Injuries Hit Electrical and HVAC Workers So Hard

Electrical and HVAC work almost always means looking up, reaching up, and working above your
head. Long ceiling runs, overhead ductwork, and high-mounted units aren’t rare tasks, they’re
part of a normal day. The problem is that your shoulder joint isn’t built for hours of load-bearing
overhead activity. When every shift involves lifting tools, holding materials in place, and working
at awkward angles, the structures in your shoulder can wear down much like a repeatedly
overused hinge.

Over time, that repeated strain can turn into inflamed tendons, irritated bursae, and torn soft
tissues that no amount of “toughing it out” can fix. When that happens, you’re dealing with a
medical condition that can require time off work, treatment, and, in some cases, surgery and
permanent restrictions.

Electrical and HVAC workers often face three overlapping problems:

e their work is physically demanding
e their projects are deadline-driven
e there’s a strong culture of pushing through pain

How the Shoulder Works and Why Overhead Tasks Break It Down

The shoulder has a remarkable range of motion, but that freedom comes at a cost. The ball of
the upper arm sits in a relatively shallow socket, and it relies on a group of muscles and tendons
called the rotator cuff, along with ligaments and a capsule, to keep everything centered as you
move. Thin, fluid-filled sacs called bursae act like cushions between moving parts.


https://www.workerslaw.com/workers-compensation-lawyers-nyc/repetitive-stress-injuries-lawyers-ny/
https://www.workerslaw.com/
https://www.workerslaw.com/legal-articles/what-happens-when-workers-comp-delays-or-denies-surgery-in-new-york/
https://www.workerslaw.com/legal-articles/what-happens-when-workers-comp-delays-or-denies-surgery-in-new-york/

When your arm is at your side, these structures have room to move comfortably. As soon as you
lift your arm out to the side or overhead, that space narrows. If you add weight, like a drill or a
length of duct, the rotator cuff has to work even harder to keep the joint stable. If you repeat
that motion all day, the tissues can become irritated, inflamed, and eventually damaged.

Many tradespeople also develop muscle imbalances over time. The front of the shoulder and
chest may be overdeveloped from years of pushing, lifting, and bracing, while the smaller
stabilizing muscles in the rotator cuff and upper back don’t keep up. That imbalance pulls the
shoulder into a rounded position and changes the way the joint moves, increasing the chance of
pinching and friction during overhead tasks.

What Overhead Work Really Looks Like on the Job

When we talk about overhead work, we’re not just talking about someone standing flat-footed
and reaching straight up. In the real world, electrical and HVAC overhead tasks are often
performed while:

¢ Standing on a ladder and reaching up and away to secure conduit to ceiling joists.
e Working on a lift, arms extended, to hang a large air handler or run duct across a span.

e Crawling or crouching in a ceiling cavity, with the shoulders flexed and rotated while
fishing wires or adjusting dampers.

o Holding a light fixture, vent, or duct section in position above shoulder level while
another worker fastens it.

Why Overhead Work Overloads the Shoulder

Once your arm is elevated, your rotator cuff has to fire constantly just to keep the ball of your
upper arm centered in the socket. That effort increases dramatically when:

¢ You’'re holding something steady overhead, such as a fixture or duct section, without
moving.

e You’re using vibrating tools like hammer drills or impact drivers in a ceiling or overhead
junction box.

e You’'re twisting or leaning from a ladder or scaffold instead of facing the work directly.

Muscles fatigue faster in raised positions, and when they tire out, your body unconsciously
shifts more of the load to tendons and other passive tissues that aren’t designed to carry it for
long. Micro-tears can form in those tendons, and if you do the same work the next day, and the
next, without time to fully recover, the damage can accumulate. Over weeks and months, that
progression can turn an occasional ache into constant pain and functional loss.



Common Shoulder Injuries from Electrical and HVAC Overhead Work

Several distinct injuries tend to show up in this type of work. Understanding them can help you

make sense of your symptoms and your options.

Rotator Cuff Strains and Tears: These injuries start when the rotator cuff tendons
become overloaded and develop small tears.

Shoulder Impingement and Tendinitis: Impingement happens when the tendons and
bursa get pinched in the narrowed space between bones as you raise your arm,
especially if your arm is rotated inward, like when drilling overhead.

Bursitis: When the cushion-like bursa becomes inflamed, it can cause sharp pain with
movement and a dull ache at rest.

Frozen Shoulder and Stiffness: After an injury, some workers instinctively limit use of the
painful arm. If that continues, the capsule around the joint can tighten and thicken,
leading to a frozen shoulder.

Sprains, Strains, and Labral or Joint Damage: Not every shoulder injury builds slowly. A
slip from a ladder, a sudden jerk while pulling cable, or catching a falling unit overhead
can sprain the ligaments, strain muscles, or tear the labrum, which is the rim of cartilage

that deepens the shoulder socket.

Risk Factors That Make Shoulder Injuries More Likely

Not every worker exposed to overhead activity will develop a serious shoulder injury, but

certain conditions make it much more likely.

Physical Risk Factors: Repetitive arm elevation above shoulder height, especially while
holding tools or materials, dramatically increases strain. Using heavy or awkward tools
overhead, working with vibration, and operating in cramped or poorly lit spaces add to
the challenge.

Work Organization and Scheduling: Tight deadlines, short staffing, and production
pressure can push workers to skip breaks, rush tasks, or overreach rather than reposition
a ladder or platform.

Worker History and Culture: Prior shoulder injuries, long years in the trades, and health
factors like diabetes or smoking can all slow healing and lower the threshold for injury.

Warning Signs You Should Never Ignore

Shoulder injuries rarely appear out of nowhere. Your body usually gives early signals that

something’s wrong. You might notice:

A dull ache in the shoulder after shifts that gradually starts to appear earlier in the day.
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e Sharp pain when lifting your arm to the side or overhead, particularly when holding a
tool.

¢ A sense of weakness or fatigue in the arm, as if it “gives out” faster than it used to.
e Clicking, catching, or grinding sensations inside the shoulder during movement.
e Trouble sleeping on the affected side or being woken up by shoulder pain at night.

You might also start to struggle with everyday activities that never gave you trouble before, such
as reaching into upper cabinets, putting on or taking off a shirt, or lifting a child. Those changes
are telling you that your shoulder is no longer handling everyday loads, let alone the heavy
demands of overhead work.

When Does a Shoulder Injury Become a Workers’ Compensation Case?

In New York, shoulder injuries related to your job duties can become valid workers’
compensation claims even if there’s no single dramatic work accident. If repetitive overhead
work in an electrical or HVAC job causes or significantly worsens a shoulder condition, that
connection can form the basis of a claim.

Legally, the key questions often include:

o Did your overhead work duties play a significant role in causing your shoulder condition

or making a prior problem worse?

e Does your medical documentation clearly describe what you do at work and link those
tasks to your diagnosis?

¢ Did you report your symptoms in a timely and consistent way to your employer and your
doctor?

If the answer to those questions is yes, workers’ compensation can provide several forms of
relief. That may include coverage of medical treatment, partial wage replacement while you’re
out of work or on reduced duty, and benefits if you're left with a permanent loss of function in
your shoulder. In some cases, vocational support may be available if you can’t safely return to
your prior overhead-heavy role.

How Our New York Law Firm Helps Injured Electrical and HVAC Workers

When your shoulder becomes a constant problem, you shouldn’t have to fight alone to prove
that years of overhead work did this to you. At Pasternack Tilker Ziegler Walsh Stanton &
Romano, LLP, we know how physically demanding electrical and HVAC work is, and we
understand how overhead tasks, tight deadlines, and jobsite realities combine to put your
shoulders at risk.
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Our law firm serves electricians, HVAC techs, and other trades workers across New York who
feel caught between financial pressure and serious shoulder pain. You don’t have to choose
between your body and your paycheck. We can walk you through your options, deal with the
paperwork and the insurance company, and help you pursue the medical care and wage
protection you need so you can focus on healing and planning what comes next.

If overhead work has taken away the strong shoulder you rely on to do your job, contact us for a
free consultation to discuss your situation. A conversation with us can be the first step toward
reclaiming control over your health and your future.
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