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Health and Safety in the workplace has always been a concern to both employees and employers. With more people using computers at work now, and for a greater proportion of their working day, it is very important that the correct working environment is provided for computer users to avoid the potential health risks that surround their use.





Much has been said about the potential risks that computers pose to general health, in particular eyes and vision, stress, and Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI). In recent years, new regulations have been introduced in an attempt to provide safer working environments for computer users. This factsheet does not attempt to discuss the various regulations and their implications on the work environment. Rather, it has been produced to provide advice for  computer operators on how to create a comfortable working environment and  to avoid the risks.


The environment


Your working environment should consist of: a comfortable, controlled temperature; good lighting that gives an even, overall light without glare or shadows; and appropriate desks and chairs that are suitable for your needs. 


The user


All computer users need to understand the importance of correct posture when working at a computer and how to adjust the furniture in order to achieve this. You need to ensure that you take regular breaks away from the screen (five minutes every 45 minutes is recommended by health and safety experts). It is also worth remembering simple exercises that can be carried out to prevent tired eyes, aches and pains.


Good working postures


There is no such thing as one correct sitting posture. A good working posture is one that you feel comfortable in and that bears in mind certain factors, both concerning your own position in relation to your surroundings and also the positioning of the items that you use to work. In addition to changing the way you sit, it is important to adjust your seat and screen correctly as well.


Adjustments


There are a number of adjustments that you can make and it is well worth spending a few minutes setting the workstation up for yourself before you start work.





1. Adjust your seat height


Adjust your seat height so that your head is in a comfortable position to read the screen. The height and angle of your screen will influence the position of your head and neck. If the viewing angle is wrong you may suffer from neck and shoulder pain. Usually the most comfortable position is looking down at an angle of about 15 degrees. You can also adjust the angle of the screen tilt.





If the seat is too high for you to reach the floor comfortably, use a footrest, or tilt the screen towards you slightly and lower your chair. 





2. Adjust your keyboard position


If your computer is on a special computer table with adjustable shelves then you can adjust the height of the keyboard. Once you have established a comfortable sitting height, adjust the keyboard shelf so that your forearms are horizontal and your wrists are fairly straight. If the height of your desk is not adjustable then you can use keyboard rests to raise the height of the keyboard. If your keyboard is too high or too low, you will be forced to use it with bent wrists or in a hunched or stooped position. This can cause discomfort in your wrists, arms, shoulders, neck or back and may lead to RSI. You can also alter the angle of the keyboard by using the feet underneath.





If you like to use chair arms, adjust their height so that they are at the height of your elbows when your shoulders are relaxed. If you prefer not to use these arms, lower or remove them so that they are not in your way.





3. Adjust your backrest


Adjust the height and angle of your seat and backrest so that your lower back is supported. Try changing the angle of your backrest to vary your sitting position. Avoid slouching or perching on the edge of your seat.


Reading the screen


Tired eyes and headaches at the end of the day may be the result of difficulty in reading the screen. This may in turn mean that you have to sit in awkward positions which could cause other aches and pains. Difficulty in reading the screen could be due to a number of factors. 





1. Vision


You can request an eye test if you are having problems with your eyes that you think may be related to your work. The new law states that employers are obliged to pay for regular eye tests for computer operators.





2. Reflection and glare


Always try to minimise problems of reflection and glare. This is considered to be the most significant factor causing eyestrain. You can purchase anti-glare screens that sit over the front of the monitor. However some people find these inconvenient. Other methods to reduce the glare include:


Close the blinds if there are reflections of windows on your screen or if bright windows are in your field of view


Alter the angle of your screen to avoid reflections


Adjust the contrast and brightness on your screen


Move any lamps from in front or behind your screen





3. Dirty screens


Screens quickly attract dust and become difficult to read, so it is important that they are cleaned regularly with a screen cleaner. Most consumable supply companies will have a variety of PC cleaning items. It may also be worth investing in dust covers for the screen when it is not in use.


Making the most of your breaks


How you use your rest breaks becomes particularly important if you spend a significant part of your day in front of a screen. You should avoid activities that use the computer or involve typing. Some people spend their breaks catching up with their reading. However, we would not recommend that you read small print if your eyes are tired. It is a good idea to spend your breaks away from the computer. If you are busy and have to do some work then choose something that is completely different.





If you suffer from muscle stiffness after working, try some simple exercises to relieve the problem. When you do any exercises they should not be painful. Health and safety experts recommend particular exercises that stretch and move the head, neck, back, shoulders, wrists and fingers.


Further Information


For more information on health and safety risks that computer operators face you can contact:


	London Hazards Centre: 


		Free advice line: 	020 7794 5999 


		Web:			http://www.lhc.org.uk/





	Health and Safety Executive:


		Info line:	 	08701 545500


		Web:			http://www.hse.gov.uk/


 





The London Hazards Centre run regular training courses in Health and Safety.





The Health and Safety Executive has a freely downloadable publication called “Working with VDUs” (http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg36.pdf).











  Health and Safety Questionnaire





	Can You Improve Your Working Environment? Answer the following questions. Unless 


	you answer “yes” to all of them then you can improve your working environment?





  	Do you have a good working posture?


		1. Are your wrists straight and your shoulders relaxed?


	 	2. Are your feet comfortably on the floor or on a footrest?


	 	3. Is your lower back supported?


	 	4. Is your screen at a comfortable angle?





	Can you read the screen?


	 	5. Is your screen clean?


	 	6. Is your screen free from reflections and glare?


	 	7. Have you adjusted the contrast and brightness of your screen?


	 	8. Do you need an eye test?





	Do you use your work breaks effectively?


	 	9. Do you give yourself time to stretch and change posture?


		10. Do you take time to relax tensed muscles?
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