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In almost every office space, employees type 
away at their workstations. The computer is an 
almost universal information management tool, 
and the majority of our employees spend a good 
part of their workday at these workstations and/
or the ones at home.

With the ubiquitous workstation comes a host 
of problems brought on by stresses related to 
computer use, from musculoskeletal disorder 
(MSD) to eye strain. The way the workstation 
is managed and arranged affects the level of 
these ergonomic stresses as well as worker 
productivity and comfort. Making workstation 
adjustments, sitting with good posture, taking 
short scheduled rest periods, alternating 
tasks, and doing simple exercises will make 
a significant difference in how we feel and 
reduce such ergonomic related illnesses as 
carpal tunnel syndrome, epicondylitis and 
tenosynovitis.

This article will review the magnitude of 
ergonomic claims throughout the U.S., specific 
office ergonomic risk factors and measures for 
their prevention.

WHAT DOES THE DATA TELL US?

 �  According to the U.S. Dept. of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
387,820 MSD cases were reported in 2011. These claims 
accounted for 33% of all injury and illness cases in that year. 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/osh2.nr0.htm

 �  Carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS) median time lost was 28 days in 
2011, per a BLS report in November 2012. http://www.bls.gov/
news.release/osh2.t05.htm CTS results in one of the highest 
average work loss among all major work-related injury or illness 
categories.

 �  The average lifetime cost of CTS, including medical expenses  
and lost time from work, is $30,000 per injured worker, 
according to the National Institute of Neurological Disorders 
and Stroke. http://www.gregcolemanlaw.com/ 
carpal-tunnel-lawyers.html

 �  A 1995 study by Palmer and Hanrahan estimated that the 
economic burden of CTS to industry in the U.S. exceeded  
$2 billion per year. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/
articles/PMC3703937/
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 �  In 2008, BLS figures indicate that 3.47% of employees working in an office or 
administrative support capacity in U.S. private industry suffered from occupational 
injuries/illnesses involving days away from work while engaged in typing and key entry 
job tasks. The same study noted that 26.5% of all carpal tunnel syndrome claims resulted 
from typing and key entry.

 �  CTS is not strictly confined to office workers, however. The 2011 BLS data show that the CTS 
incidence rate is higher than average among workers engaged in manufacturing operations. 
(Bureur of Labor Statistics, New Release, November 2012) There the rate is 2.4 per 100 full-
time workers as opposed to 1.0 per 100 for all private and governmental employers.

The data shows clearly that this area of office ergonomics is worthy of a pro-active approach 
by risk managers and safety professionals, for the sake of both employee wellbeing and the 
company’s financial health.

RISK FACTORS

The primary risk factors for office-related cumulative trauma disorders (CTDs) are:

 �  Task repetition
 �  Awkward posture
 �  Excessive pressure or force

Some common examples of task repetition include:

 �  Constant keystrokes
 �  Frequent mouse use
 �  Hours of filing
 �  Stapling of papers
 �  Frequent lifting

Then we see awkward postures, such as:

 �  Leaning forward at the desk
 �  Typing with wrists at an angle (deviated from neutral position)
 �  Raising shoulders while keyboarding
 �  Reaching to use mouse
 �  Twisting neck to look at monitor or while using phone
 �  Lifting objects from below waist or above shoulders

Added to that are pressures or forces from:

 �  Typing with too much force or pounding the keys
 �  Leaning wrists against sharp desk edges
 �  Stapling too hard
 �  Using improper techniques while gripping the mouse
 �  Lifting and carrying heavy boxes of paper or office equipment

Fortunately, these risk factors can be mitigated by awareness and proper implementation of 
office ergonomics.
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CTD PREVENTION MEASURES

These may be categorized within several broad areas to include office equipment selection, 
proper workstation orientation and arrangement, and supervisory and employee training.

OFFICE EQUIPMENT SELECTION

The key principles in purchasing equipment are: equipment will be safe and ergonomically 
designed, durable, contribute to a professional work environment, and be comfortable. 
Obtain employee input during the selection process. For example, when designing a new 
location or planning a significant office reconfiguration, have vendors exhibit two or three 
office workstation arrangements and chair types at the facility. Ask employees designated 
to the new area to try out the equipment and comment on their preferences. This feedback 
should be part of the evaluation criteria in the selection of equipment.

When purchasing a particular type of equipment for the first time, or if a special 
accommodation is being made for a particular employee with CTD symptoms, arrange with 
the vendor for the equipment to be used on a trial basis prior to outright purchase. 

A variety of office ergonomic products are available, including:

 �  Chairs with various adjustment capabilities and lumbar support
 �  Adjustable keyboard trays/split keyboards
 �  Wrist rests/mouse pads
 �  Anti-glare screens
 �  Telephone head-sets
 �  Adjustable desks

ORIENTATION OF THE EMPLOYEE TO THE 
OFFICE WORKSTATION

 �  Avoid leaning forward in the chair. Maintain natural S curve of the spine. Lower back 
should be in contact with the lumbar support.

 �  Don’t type with wrists at an angle. Keep them in the neutral position, not bent up or 
down, or sideways.

 �  Keep feet supported on floor or use a footrest.
 �  The upper/lower arms should be at a comfortable angle (roughly 90 to 100 degrees) and 

not pressed against the armrests. The shoulders should remain relaxed in a lowered 
position while typing.
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OFFICE EQUIPMENT ARRANGEMENT

 �  Adjust the chair to the proper height to achieve the orientations as outlined in the 
preceding section.

 �  If the workstation is equipped with an adjustable keyboard tray, this is typically set 
slightly lower than the normal desk height.  If the keyboard is placed on the desktop, the 
chair may need to be set higher.  Prevent legs from dangling by using a footrest.

 �  Keep “home row” of keys at elbow level.
 �  Set the keyboard at a slightly negative pitch (front higher than the rear).
 �  Place monitor in line with the keyboard and not at an angle. Top of monitor should be at 

roughly eye level.
 �  To reduce eyestrain: position monitor at a comfortable distance, avoid glare by placing 

the monitor at right angles to light sources, adjust VDT brightness and contrast, keep 
screen clear of dust, and look up and away every few minutes or so.

 �  Position frequently used equipment close to minimize reach.

FINDING RESOURCES AND TRAINING

Training is about controlling risk or potential injury. A certified safety specialist (CSP) or 
a consultant specifically trained in ergonomics (i.e., certified industrial ergonomist (CIE)) 
can assist in developing training programs tailored to the employer’s needs. Managers and 
supervisors are an integral part in training employees in ergonomic concepts and ensuring 
that these concepts are implemented on an ongoing basis. The goal of ergonomics training is 
to encourage employees to take responsibility for their own wellbeing and to give them the 
necessary tools to address concerns on their own and an understanding of what to do if they 
have a problem they can’t solve alone. 

All employees should receive office ergonomics training addressing the following topics:

 �  Risk factors associated with office workstations
 �  Proper office workstation arrangement
 �  Proper working posture, work habits and exercises
 �  Common cumulative trauma disorders (CTDs) and their symptoms
 �  The importance of reporting CTDs immediately and the proper person to report to

Managers should be aware of CTD symptoms:

 �  Tingling or numbness in the hands or fingers
 �  Pain in fingers, hands and wrists, sometimes extending into the arms or forearms
 �  Loss of strength or coordination in the hands
 �  Numbness or discomfort in the hands that wakes them at night

Management should also counsel workers to:

 �  Use a light touch while typing. Do not pound the keys
 �  Use two hands to perform double key operations such as Ctrl-C or Alt-F instead of 

twisting one hand
 �  Hold the mouse lightly
 �  Take frequent breaks to stretch and relax. Ergonomic exercises are helpful
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The observations, comments and suggestions we have made in this publication are advisory and are 
not intended nor should they be taken as legal advice. Please contact your own legal adviser for an 
analysis of your specific facts and circumstances.
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CONTACT 
If you have questions or would like additional information on an ergonomics training 
program, please contact your local Willis Casualty Risk Control Representative or 

Mark V. Costello, CSP
Senior Casualty Risk Control Consultant
Risk Control and Claim Advocacy Practice
+1 516 277 9614
mark.costello@willis.com


