Utilising Ergonomics Can Reduce Accidents In The Workplace

 By Malcolm Jeary, Managing Director, Spaceway South Ltd

Ergonomics is concerned with the “fit” between individuals and their work.  Applying ergonomics to the workplace reduces the potential for accidents, injury and ill health and improves performance and productivity.  Failure to observe ergonomic principles may have serious repercussions, not only for individuals but whole organisations.  

Ergonomics is typically known for solving physical problems and reducing the potential for ill health at work, such as aches and pains of the wrists, shoulders and back.  Consider the layout of controls and equipment.  These should be positioned in relation to how they are used.  Those used most often should be placed where they are easy to reach without the need for stooping, stretching or hunching.  

When assessing ergonomics in the workplace, it is important to consider the following aspects.

· The job being done and the demands on the worker

· The equipment being used (its size, shape and how appropriate it is for the task).

· The information used (how it is presented, accessed and changed)

· The physical environment (temperature, humidity, lighting, noise and vibration.

· Body size and shape including fitness and posture

· The stresses and strains on muscles, joints and nerves.

What Kind of Workplace Problems Can Ergonomics Solve?

The following highlight some ‘typical’ ergonomic problems found in the workplace:

Display Screen Equipment (DSE)

Nowadays, IT equipment is used in every aspect of industry and commerce.  Such has been in impact of IT equipment on health and safety in the workplace that The “Display Screen Equipment Regulation” (DSE), is the most common day-to-day regulation affecting office space.  It requires all workstations to be designed to prescribed, environmental and ergonomic parameters. Since 2003, DSE regulations apply to all workstations not just those used by ‘users’ or ‘operators’.

The principle risks for DSE users are the onset of muscular skeletal problems i.e. RSI, back pain, resulting from prolonged static or awkward postures, visual fatigue and mental stress.

Furniture: 

The schedule outlines furniture, hardware, and software requirements. ISO 

9241/EN 29241 and EN 527 are the current definitive documents.

Employers must be able to answer these basic questions:


a) Work Chair:  Is it stable, comfortable, fully adjustable and correctly

proportioned for the user in question?

b) Desk:  Is there enough space to correctly position the DSE?  In practice the minimum organisational depth of desk required to correctly position a modern PC and keyboard is between 900mm and 1150mm.  A standard rectangular desk width is nominally 800mm and is, therefore, unsuitable for the job.  For this reason a range of crescent and corner work surfaced desks have been developed specifically to satisfy this requirement.   It is this style of desk that should be specified wherever continual DSE equipment is in use. The advent of flat screen technology will no doubt influence this. The desk surface reflectivity e.g. desk edge shape, leg arrangements (to allow clear movement of knees), are also important factors to be considered:

c) Hardware:  The ergonomics of the keyboard arrangement must be considered - a document holder may be useful for certain types of jobs. The holder should ideally be placed in the same level as the screen.

d) Wrist rest: space is required (suggested to be 100mm); a wrist rest may be helpful. (Forearm should be horizontal to the desk and approximately level). 

e) Foot rest: should be used if the floor is too low and the feet cannot be placed flat on the floor) when using the keyboard. Using a footrest when the user is at the correct height may cause postural problems.

f) Screens: the screen should be clear with well-defined characters that are easy to read. Reflection/glare, tilt ability and adjustability of the screen should all be considered. Modern software has solved most of the old common screen problems but glare is still an issue.

g) Screen Filters: are not readily recommended and should only be used as a last resort when all other methods of reducing glare and reflections have been exhausted (i.e. better office planning, defused blinds over windows, cat 2 lighting, light intensity of wall colour).

h) Lighting:  In most DSE situations a minimum of Category 2 lighting is necessary which will take care of all reasonably arduous applications including word processing, data processing or order processing which can take place for long periods.  Very arduous applications such as financial dealing rooms and CAD areas require Category 1.  
Manual Handling

Manual handling problems may result in physical injuries such as low back pain or injury to the arms, hands or fingers.  The problems may also contribute to the risk of slips, trips and falls.

It is not only in employers’ legal interests to make sure their employees are handling goods and loads safely, it is also in their economic interests – millions of working hours are lost every year through injury, and personal injury compensation claims are on the increase.  Lifting something by hand is hard work.

· Avoid/reduce reaching and stooping – find ways of reducing the extent to which either of the workers have to handle goods above shoulder level or below knuckle level. 
· Ensure there is room in storage aisles for personnel to work.  Create a picking corridor for workers using adjustable pallet racking.
· If loads are heavy consider using handling equipment such as pallet trucks and pallet stackers.
· Consider the installation of conveyors.
· Ensure lifting is carried out on even floors.
· Incorporate regular rest breaks into the working day.
An understanding of ergonomics in the workplace can improve the daily work routine.  It is possible to eliminate aches, pains and stresses at work and improve job satisfaction.  Ergonomic solutions can be simple and straightforward to make – even small changes such as altering the height of a chair can make a considerable difference.  Ends 
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