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Print Your Handout First

Before taking this training you will need to 
have a copy of the handout, as you’ll be 
referring to it during the course.

Click here to print out handout now.

http://www.uiowa.edu/~hpo/occsafety/riskguidecomputer.pdf
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How Do I Receive Course Credit?

To obtain credit for this course:

• Read the following material.

• Complete the online exam.

About the Course
The information in this training course is not intended to be all-
inclusive.  Your medical history, as determined by your physician, 
may also require specific corrective action(s).

This training course presents practical information for individuals who 
use, plan, design, and/or furnish computer work stations.

Visit HPO’s Web site for information on other safety topics!
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Ergonomics is the science of adjusting your work environment to 
reduce physical stresses that can develop.

What Is Ergonomics?

People will be more 
comfortable, able to 
do things more 
quickly and easily, 
and may make fewer 
mistakes. 

It’s about the fit 
between people, the 
things they do, the 
objects they use, and 
the environments they 

work in.

It’s fitting the work to the individual performing the task.
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Computer-Related Injuries

Computer-related injuries can occur in the workplace.

Many computer-related injuries (musculoskeletal disorders) are 

the result of a poor “fit” attributed to awkward postures during 

typing, and/or improperly adjusted workstations and chairs, 

which can cause fatigue, inflammation of muscles and tendons, 

nerve-related problems, as well as pain or weakness in the 

upper arms and neck. 
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Assessing Your Work Station

The course will teach you how to assess risk factors related to 

using computers. The handout is a summary of key risk factors 

and a guide for assessing if your work station set up controls 

those risks. 

As you proceed through this course, use the handout to make 

notes about your own work area. 
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Personalize Your Workstation

One size does not fit all.
Ensure that your work space is comfortable. 

Proper work design and organization will 
reduce body fatigue.

Listen to your body - fatigue, stiffness, 
headaches, eyestrain, soreness, and 
numbness are its way of saying that your work 
station may not be laid out properly.
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Movement Helps Prevent Fatigue & Discomfort

Perform stretches or do exercises to improve your circulation. 
Stand up and do a stretch or two each hour while at your 
workstation.

Alternate tasks from keying to copying to making phone calls so 
that you use different muscles. 

Schedule breaks throughout the day to stretch and rest the 
hands and eyes to avoid remaining in a fixed position for long 
periods of time.
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Your Chair

Ideally, chairs should provide:

• Adjustable height

• Comfortable lower back support

• A proper seat pan depth & width

• Sturdy base with five legs and casters

To properly adjust your chair, follow the manufacturer’s instructions 
and adjust it for your specific use, including your height and lower 
back support.  If you spend extended hours at your work station, 
proper chair set-up is critical in reducing stress and promoting 
proper circulation in your arms and legs.

Chairs are now made in different sizes.  Your chair should be the 
right size for you.
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Armrests

If your chair has armrests, they should not 
interfere with you getting close to your work.  
Chair armrests should not force you to elevate 
your shoulders, wing your arms out to the side, or 
interfere with movement.

If you are typing, they should be at a height 
where they barely contact your elbows when 
your arms are resting comfortably at your side.
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Don’t Forget Your Lower Back

Good lower back (or lumbar) support 
will help maintain proper curvature to 
the lower spine and reduce upper body 
fatigue.

Adjust the back of your chair so that it 
fully supports your lower back. 

If your chair cannot be adjusted, use a 
folded towel or very small pillow to help 
support the lower back area, or obtain 
a chair that can be adjusted.
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Seat Depth

The depth of the seat is very important 
for upper body support.  It should 
provide full length support from your 
buttocks to almost the bend in your 
knee.

Ensure that there is clearance 
between the backs of your knees and 
the edge of the chair.
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Seat Height

The height of the seat should be near the 
point at which your knees bend.

From this point, you can then adjust your 
chair height slightly up or down depending 
upon what is most comfortable for you.

If you must raise your chair, make sure your 
feet remain supported so that the backs of 
your thighs are not compressed.  If your chair 
doesn’t adjust low enough, use a foot rest or 
obtain a different chair.
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Leg Room

You should have sufficient room 
underneath your work station or 
keyboard tray for your legs and knees. 
This will help prevent an unnatural 
twisting of your body as it tries to 
accommodate the keyboard.
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Shoulder Comfort

When keying, your shoulders should be relaxed 
with your elbows close to your sides.  

If your shoulders are tensed or raised, you
increase your risk of shoulder, arm, and wrist 
disorders.

The height of your keyboard and mouse should 
allow your shoulders to be in a relaxed and 
neutral posture.

If your chair’s armrests get in the way and are 
not adjustable, consider removing them.
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Use Proper Posture

Your spine and head should be upright.

Shift positions periodically to keep muscles relaxed.

Proper posture helps alleviate fatigue.

Sit up straight with good lumbar support.
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Monitor Placement

Neck discomfort or strain can occur if the monitor 
is not at a proper height.  You should view it with a straight 

neck and head posture.

Your monitor should face you, not be 
angled to the left or right.

Position the top of your monitor screen at 
or just below eye level. The topmost line 
of the screen should not be higher than 
your eyes.

Adjust color, brightness, and contrast for 
your eye comfort.
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Monitor Placement

Place your monitor 18” inches or more away from your 
eyes so that your eye focus muscles do not have to work 
too hard.

Avoid window glare and interior light glare. Face monitor 
towards a blank wall or at least at a 90 degree angle 
from windows; close curtains or blinds;direct task lamps 
toward your document instead of the screen; and/or 
install antiglare filters.
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Do You Wear Bifocals?

If you wear bifocals or trifocals, you should 
be able to look at your monitor without tilting your 
head backward. Over time, tilting your head 
backwards can cause stress to your neck.

To aid optimum neck posture:

• Try tilting the monitor downward, which will lower the viewing 
portion on the screen.

• You may need to place your monitor directly on the desk surface 
to avoid tipping your head up to view the monitor.

• You might also try raising the seat pan of your chair slightly, 
which will cause the viewing height of the screen to be lower.
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Eyestrain

Eyestrain can result from overexertion of 
the muscles that focus the eyes or 
uncorrected vision problems.

Blink frequently when viewing your 
monitor for extended periods of time.

It can be caused by:

• Placing your monitor at an incorrect viewing distance.

• Staring at the monitor for long periods of time and not allowing 
eye muscles to move, expand, or rest.

Symptoms include headaches, blurred vision, and misperception.
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Tips for Resting the Eyes

Resting the Eyes
Focus on objects that are at least 20 
feet away.  Repeat often during the day 
to rest your eyes.

While sitting, cup your hands over your 
closed eyes blocking out all light.  Hold 
this position for 30-60 seconds.
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Document Placement

Place your document holder at the same 
distance and height as your computer monitor, if 
possible.

This helps prevent fatigue caused by repeatedly 
refocusing your eyes.  However, don’t bend your 
neck or bend forward to read the print if it is too 
small.  In this case you should temporarily bring 
the document holder closer to you.

If you look at the documents more than the 
screen, put the document holder directly in front 
of you.

http://www.3m.com/office/
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Adjust Your Keyboard

Your keyboard should be placed at about your seated 
elbow height; shoulders should be relaxed.

The height of your keyboard should allow your 
upper arms to hang freely at your sides.

There should also be a gap of a few inches 
between your lap and the keyboard tray.

Position your keyboard so that you can use it with 
your hands in line with your forearms and your 
elbows vertically under your shoulders.
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Proper Wrist and Hand Position

Incorrect hand and wrist position can lead to tendonitis and other 
related strain injuries.  In some cases, it may also contribute to 

carpal tunnel syndrome.

Keep wrists straight, relaxed, and in line 
with each other.

Use a wrist rest, but do not use the wrist 
rest as a typing support.



25

Computer Mouse

Position your mouse so that you do not have to reach out or lean 
forward to use it.  Strain on your shoulder, forearm, wrist, and back 
of the hand is increased the farther away the mouse is positioned 
from your body.  Also, position your mouse as close to the 
keyboard as possible.  Avoid placing it far away from the right or left 
of the keyboard as this can cause elbow strain.

Stay relaxed and keep a straight hand, 
wrist, and forearm when using the mouse.  
Aim to have your elbow vertically under your 
shoulder.

Use your entire arm and shoulder to move 
the mouse, not just your wrist.
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Arrange your work space so the task that you look at most during 
the day is straight ahead of you.

Place frequently used items within easy reach:

Periodically do other tasks that do not require keyboarding.

Use proper posture and keyboarding techniques until they become 
a habit.

Use a phone headset if a large percentage of your time involves 
using a phone.

Additional Suggestions

• Telephone • Pens/Pencils

• References • Paper Clips

• Note Pads • Wastebasket
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VDTs and Radiation

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), the 

U.S. Army Environmental Hygiene Agency, and others have measured 

radiation emitted by video display terminals (VDTs).  Test results 

indicate that emission levels for all types of radiation are below those 

allowed by current standards.  In some instances, radiation levels 

measured were so low that they could not be distinguished from 

general environmental background radiation.

OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Administration) indicates that 

currently there is no evidence linking pregnancy and adverse effects 

from proximity to VDTs. There is no known link between VDT 

exposure and cancer.
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Carpal Tunnel Syndrome (CTS) Info

In the workplace, prevention is the best treatment:

Keep wrists straight, when possible.

Use your whole hand and all fingers to grip, grasp, or lift.

Minimize repetition.

Reduce speed and force.

Periodically rest your hands.

Perform exercises that strengthen hand and arm muscles.

CTS is one of a number of Cumulative Trauma 
Disorders caused by repeated exertions or 
movements of the body, usually appearing in the 
muscles and tendons of the upper limbs. When 
too much pressure is put on a median nerve in the 
wrist, CTS can occur.
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Contacts for Assistance

For further information or on-site assistance regarding 
ergonomics and computer work stations, contact: 

David Hackbarth, MS, CSP 
Safety Engineer & Ergonomics Specialist
Health Protection Office
#5-9547 or david-hackbarth@uiowa.edu

Report all ergonomic signs, symptoms, and concerns 
immediately to your supervisor.  If medical attention is 
needed, make an appointment at:

UIHC Worker’s Health Clinic
General Hospital
Clinic A - Boyd Tower, #3-8653



30

Congratulations!

Exam Instructions

• Click on the back button twice at the top of the screen

• Then click on the “EXAM” link

• Save each answer before continuing on to the next question.

• When all questions are answered and saved, click on the 
“Submit Quiz” button.  Your exam score and answers will 
appear automatically.

To obtain course credit, you must score 80% 
or better on the course exam.


