	


Repetitive Strain Injuries

Prevention's and treatment

Have you wondered why you keep getting headaches or that you seemed to have permanent pain in the middle of your back. 
Have you consider that it well maybe from using your computer? In the work place employers have to make assessments of DSE workstations/equipment; 

To reduce the risk of injury to DSE users by maintaining good ergonomic standards; 

To inform users of potential ill health associated with DSE; 

To provide eye examination and testing on request for DSE users; 

The reason for this is because there are health risks associated with using computers for a long time period. This is covered under the Displayed Screen Equipment code of practice, DSE. Now why would this apply to you? Well have you checked that you are a user? (User being someone that "uses" a computer a lot).
Who are DSE Users? 

If all or most of the points below apply, then it is appropriate to consider the person to be a user: - 

The individual is dependent on or has no choice as to the use of DSE; 

Significant training and/or particular skills are needed in the use of the equipment; 

Use is for continuous spells of an hour or more, possibly on a daily basis; 

Fast transfer of information between the user and the screen is an important requirement of the job (high levels of concentration). 

So if you feel that this applies to you, what should you be checking:

Computers and Your Vision

According to the World Health Organization, while it appears that VDT's do not lead to permanent damage to the eyes, visual discomfort is so widespread among operators that it must be regarded as a health problem and should be addressed.

In a study of 38 female data-acquisition clerks using Video Display Terminals, most experienced some sort of vision-related fatigue. After VDT use, almost 3/4 had one or more types of eye discomfort. Two-thirds had "ocular eyestrain symptoms," half had "visual eyestrain symptoms". Also reported were headaches and musculoskeletal pain.

VDT type or calibration has been found to not be as important to visual fatigue as the very nature of the work, which is close-up, repetitive, long-lasting visual work, although one study concludes that the VDT places an "added demand on the visual system". VDT work, as opposed to simple paper-based close-up work, does seem to require more effort, is more difficult, and increases the visual load. 

Eyestrain, visual impairment and visual fatigue can come from a variety of sources including: lighting conditions, glare, dirty screens, improper screen contrast and improper screen placement. 

In a study conducted in 1974, task lighting, general lighting and screen lighting were all tested for impact on the visual comfort of computer users. The study found that the design of light sources in an office environment could greatly aid or hinder visual comfort. 

The choice of background and character colour can greatly influence eye comfort or discomfort. Choosing colours that do not have a high level of contrast can lead to blurry vision, burning eyes, dry eyes, and even neck, back and shoulder discomfort. 

Visual Impairment (fatigue or irritation) can persist during off-work hours and, in cases of extremely heavy VDT use such as data entry, can last until the next morning. It is generally understood, however, that VDT-associated eyestrain is only temporary. 

Arms, Wrists and Fingers

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome. Knowledge about its symptoms and causes has almost become commonplace in the work world. According to the US Department of Health and Human Services, there is a strong association between a Cumulative Trauma Disorder (CTD) like Carpal Tunnel Syndrome in the wrist and keyboard use.

Position the arms, wrists and fingers incorrectly and then perform a repetitive task and you could be headed for trouble. According to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, perhaps as many as one-half of secretaries and over one-third of word processors experience some sort of symptoms associated with carpal tunnel syndrome.

Many people assume that the aches and pains associated with repetitive tasks over time are merely natural by products of hard work. According to a 1990 study of Cumulative Trauma Disorders (CTD's), the aches and pains may be primarily the result of the repetitive tasks. Measures should be taken to make these tasks, such as typing on a keyboard, as naturally positioned and least harmful as possible.

By moving your arms and wrists into a neutral position, you can reduce the effects of long periods of computer use. Adjust your chair height and/or keyboard height such that your forearms are parallel to the floor and your wrists are straight.

Aids like wrist pads, mouse pads or wrist supports will straighten adverse angles, allowing more natural and comfortable movement. According to the American Journal of Industrial Medicine, to reduce adverse effects of repetitive motion, like Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, "job modification or redesign may be required".

Your Back & Neck

As many as 80% of the population complain of some kind of back pain in their lifetime. Long periods in front of a computer without proper lower back support can aggravate or heighten back pain. 

Improper keyboard and table height can be associated with shoulder, arm and neck pain. Additionally, if work is not placed in comfortable viewing range with something like a copyholder, one can experience shoulder, arm and neck pain. 

One-study points out that with all the focus on the lumbar region of the back, the backward sloping chair has emerged in an attempt to support the lumbar region of the back. The backward slope can put pressure on the knees. In a 1986 study, subjects with back pain found relief by raising table and chairs by 7 cm. 

Your desk or table should be about two inches lower than your elbow. If your chair is not ergonomically designed, with adjustable armrests, height control, and lumbar support, an add-on lumbar roll is a simple, inexpensive correction to the problem. The roll does two things: it helps both the outward curve of the spine in the thorax and the inward curve of the spine in the lumbar, the more natural weight-supporting body position. 

According to a 1986 study, no one posture is best for all VDT work. People need to lean forward for copy work and back for VDT work. An ergonomically designed chair can support the body in the multiple positions required. A chair's seat should adjust forward and back, the backrest angle should be adjustable, the backrest height should be adjustable and the seat height should be adjustable. 

Care for Feet 

Most computer users do not realise that correct placement of feet while seated in front of a computer primarily helps to relieve back problems. Feet that are crossed do not help to support the body. Your back, in turn, bears all the weight incorrectly which can lead to discomfort after even a short period. 

Raise or lower your chair until your forearms are parallel to the floor, your wrists are straight and your fingers are resting on the keyboard. Your feet should then be flat on the floor and the angle between your thighs and your calves should be 90 degrees or more. Adjustable footrests can aid in making your workstation more comfortable, particularly if, after adjusting your seat height, your feet do not sit flat on the floor. 

Ergonomics Checklist for Computer Users

To ensure that you minimise risks to yourself you should insure that you have your computer set up correctly so that you have a workstation, which is set up as efficiently and ergonomically soundly as possible.

Work Station Set-Up
Adequate Lighting. 

Safe guards on machines should conform to standards required. 

The chair should have five castors as any less could make it unstable. 

If there are windows there should be no easily. 

You should be able to swivel and move the screen easily and freely. 

The keyboard must be tiltable and separate from the computer, thus avoiding fatigue in the hands and wrists (wrists supports should be supplied if needed). 

The work surface needs to be of a standard size (not smaller than 600 mm deep and 1200 mm long). It should have a low reflective top but if it has a polished top than it needs to be covered with a card or some other non-reflective material. 

The chair should allow freedom of movement. 

A footrest should be supplied if needed.

The information provided is the consensus of many ergonomics sources. Studies have shown, though, that an individual's preferred settings can deviate from usual recommendations. What is important is finding settings that are comfortable for you. Single distances or angles are not given; rather, ranges are, since finding what works for you is most important.

Prevention

If you can get into good habits when working on your computer this will cut down on risks to your health.

Lumbar region of the spine: Inward curve. 

Thorax: outward curve. 

Chair swivels so operators can move periodically. 

Legs straight 

Feet firmly on the floor, footrest used if needed. 

Bottom of monitor no lower than 40 degrees. 

Elbows parallel to middle of keyboard. Forearms parallel to floor. 

Monitor 18-24" from eyes Centre of monitor at 15 degrees. 

Eyes parallel with top of monitor. Top of monitor no higher than 0 degrees. 

Wrists straight.

What else can be done?

The first is proper workstation design with respect to characteristics such as screen height, desk and screen placement, and glare management. The next is a proper eye care regime. This includes eye rest, exercise, and medical examination. Ensure that you take frequently breaks away from the computer. In the work place breaks should be taken every hour for at least five minutes. 

What should you do if you show signs of RSI 

Ensure that you take immediate rest, even if you have to meet deadlines

Identify the cause - keyboard, chair, desk, size etc

When the cause is identified is there a way to of limiting exposure to the risk - e.g. can they use voice recognition software to avoid keyboard use?

Evaluate the workplace, and then assess the changes necessary.

Seek medical treatment from a GP
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