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Laptop Safety

Guidance on using your laptop computer safely
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1
Introduction




An increasing number of people are using portable Display Screen Equipment (DSE) a part of their work.  While research suggests that some aspects of using portable DSE are no worse than using full-sized equipment, that is not true of every aspect.  The design of portable DSE can include features, such as smaller keyboards, or a lack of keyboard and screen separation, which may make it more difficult to achieve a comfortable working posture.  Portable DSE is also used in a wider range of environments, some of which may be poorly suited to DSE work.




2
Definition of a user or operator




The DSE Regulations are for the protection of people such as employees and self-employed persons, who use DSE for the purpose of an employers’ undertaking and is a significant part of their normal work.

It will generally be appropriate to classify the person concerned as a user or operator if they:

· normally use DSE for continuous, or near-continuous spells of an hour, or more at a time

· use DSE in this way more or less daily

· are employees who work from home, or at other locations away from their main base

The same criteria should be used to assess part-time workers and agency workers.
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Purpose of this guidance


A lot of employees within KCC are using a laptop as their main computer, despite the appalling ergonomics of its design.

An ergonomics specialist once said:

Laptop use defies most ergonomic principles… the only person a laptop would “fit” would be an anatomical mutant with arms exiting their waistband and eyes looking out from their chest level!”

This guidance contains the essential elements for Managers and Employees on their legal responsibilities, and on how to work safely when using a laptop computer.


4
Employers’ responsibilities

1

5

6
All employers have a general duty, under the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974, to ensure the health, safety and welfare at work, of all their employees.

Under the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999, employers have a duty to assess the risks of health and safety to which their employees may be exposed to at work, and to implement measures to prevent or control the risks.  This duty extends to employees working from home. 

Employees’ responsibilities

Employees have a duty to use work equipment provided by their employer, in accordance with any training or instruction given in the use of that equipment.

Employees should report any injuries that they incur relating to their work equipment.

Risk assessment

Portable DSE users must have sufficient training and information to carry out their own risk assessments, and ensure that measures are taken to control risks such as poor posture whenever they set up their laptop.  The self-risk assessment in Appendix 1 should be used.
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What are the risks from using a laptop computer?





Increased use of the laptop is leading to an upsurge of musculoskeletal symptoms such as neck ache, shoulder strain and backache.  Often employees do not associate their aches and pains with their workstation, but put it down to other reasons. 

More often than not by making a few adjustments to the work environment and posture, and by using the correct equipment, aches and pains can be reduced.

There are several problems associated with laptop use:

· the screens are fixed to the keyboards, making it impossible to position both the keyboard and the screen at the correct height.

· if the screen is positioned correctly at eye level, then the keyboard is too high and vice versa. 

· they are difficult to use in the correct posture.

· they can be used in poorly suited environments and locations, such as in a vehicle, or on a coffee table.

· If the laptop is frequently transported it can be too heavy to carry and can put stress and strain on the body, possibly causing injury.




8
Homeworking





Many employees use laptop computers to work from home, or in another location, away from their main base.

The DSE Regulations apply whether or not the workstation is provided in whole, or in part by the employer.
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A possible scenario




2
Imagine a laptop user who works at home everyday, sometimes for many hours at a time.  The user sits on a solid wood non-adjustable chair, at a small narrow desk in a cramped room, there is no one to remind him/her to take breaks, or change their posture, and they are isolated from the rest of their team. 

 At the end of each day their shoulders, wrist and lower back are aching, and as time goes on the pain takes longer to fade.

Some employees may be able to relate to this situation.
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Health Problems





The following figures are taken from a recent Trade Union study of laptop users. They show that prolonged use of laptops has the potential to cause health problems.





Some of the findings of most concern are:







Reported back pain
61%


Reported neck pain
60%


Reported pain in the arms and hands
55%


Reported eyestrain 
68%


Reported headaches
63%


Found laptops heavy
55%


Were concerned about the risk of assault
49%

      



A significant number of homework’s seem to suffer from some sort of health problem.  The high percentage of complaints may be due to a number of factors, such as the following:




· the employer has a limited amount of control over the workplace


· managers do not know what to do to improve the situation





Although the homeworker has a wonderful working environment, he or she simply does not know how to make the best of it.
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What can I do to ensure I use my laptop safely at work and at home?




Docking Stations -  should be used as a first choice.  If it is not possible to use a docking station, then a separate keyboard and mouse should be used, when using a laptop for more than an hour.  If you already suffer with an existing strain injury then you are advised to use a separate keyboard and mouse at all times.  





Position -  the laptop on a desk in front of you, so that you can see the screen without bending your neck.  

This can be done by elevating the laptop off the desk surface using a monitor raiser, or a laptop stand.  Any other suitable stable raiser such as a phone book, or paper reams will also surface.  Ensure that your eyes are at the same height as the top of the screen.




Your chair  - must be at the right height to ensure the correct posture.  The backrest height must provide adequate support for your back.




Use a separate keyboard and mouse -  you should be able to connect a keyboard and mouse, directly to the back of the laptop; a splitter cable will be needed if there is only one port, as in windows NT laptops. 

Place the keyboard and mouse in the correct position to ensure correct posture, at all times.
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Mouse grip - don’t throttle your mouse, (it’s already dead)!  Hold the mouse gently to move it over a mouse mat.





Mouse position - don’t use a mouse by stretching your arm to the desk or, out to the side of the keyboard.  Position the mouse close to the side of the keyboard so that it can be used in a neutral wrist position.  Mouse movements should be made using the elbow as the pivot point, not the wrist.





Keyboard -  the work surface in front of the keyboard should be sufficient to provide support for the hands and wrists, when not using the keyboard.





Protect your wrist: -  the wrist should be free of surface pressure contact.  When keying avoid restricting circulation, any pressure in this region will disrupt circulation into the hand and this will increase the risk of injury, such as Carpal Tunnel Syndrome.  

Wrist rests should also only be used to rest the wrists when not keying; otherwise the same problems will arise.




Aches and pains – different size, shapes and types of mice and keyboards are available, so alert your manager if you experience any discomfort.

Breaks - Remember to take regular breaks away from your screen.

[image: image5.png]



       Laptop use is a major source of musculoskeletal problems.  Using a laptop on its own for any length of time will inevitably cause poor posture, which in turn is likely to lead to head, neck and or back pain.


A separate keyboard and mouse will make a significant improvement to the layout and flexibility.  By using one of the proprietary laptop stands to tilt the computer, or a screen raiser, it is also possible to raise the screen to an acceptable height and viewing distance.

4
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Laptop accessories 





Laptop accessories can be purchased cheaply through ISG’s on-line store.

For an older type laptop, Window NT-with a PS2 port, a keyboard and mouse will cost approximately £15.00 each.  A splitter cable at approximately £5.00 will also have to be used. This can be ordered at section 8 of the order form.

Newer laptops, Windows XP with USB port will need a compatible keyboard and mouse, but these do not need a splitter cable as an there is an extra port in the keyboard and laptop for the mouse to plug in to.  These items are not advertised in the on-line store, but can be obtained by requesting them under the laptop accessories category.  

Please contact ISG if you require any further information or advice on accessories.

Schools can purchase the above accessories from EIS.
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Lifting and carrying your laptop





If laptop users have to carry their equipment around with them, they are at increased risk of manual handling injuries such as strains to the back, neck and shoulder.  The variety of computers in use is quite wide.  Staff are also likely to carry other items related to their work such as forms, books and files.

Where appropriate, always use a trolley, or wheeled case to transport your laptop, and files etc, as this will reduce the risk of injury.
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Personal safety




Thieves (muggers) may try to steal your laptop, as it is a valuable item of equipment.  Never leave it in your car where it can be seen.  Please read Insurance and Risk Management advice on Clusterweb regarding the security of your laptop. (via “policy” and “portable equipment”).

Be aware of your surroundings, especially when entering or leaving your car.  Park in busy, well lit, areas whenever possible, and check to see if there is anyone loitering who may pose a threat.


Do not, under any circumstances, fight back.  Give up the laptop; this is replaceable, and it is not worth getting injured.
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Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI) and Work Related Upper Limb Disorders (WRULDs)





The symptoms of RSI are very similar to the aches and pains of every day, especially after physical effort.  But whereas those everyday aches die away after a day or so, RSI pains linger, or come on even when you have not exercised. These lingering pains are what you should watch out for.  The  symptoms of RSI include:

5



· numbness or tingling in the arm or hand.

· aches and pains in the muscles or at the joints

· loss of strength and grip in the hand.





· occasionally, loss of sensation and even whiteness in the finger.
· crackling in the joint or muscles.
· sometimes, a cyst-like swelling near a joint or a tender swelling in the affected 
      area.
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What can I do if I think I have an RSI injury?





RSI can develop relatively rapidly, from apparently slight aches and pains, to a 

crippling and chronic condition if prompt remedial action, is not taken. If you think

that your work has caused you to develop RSI you should:

· report your symptoms to your manager 

· ensure a risk assessment is carried out 


· ensure you are sitting in the correct posture and are using equipment correctly.



if symptoms persist, consult your GP for advice and diagnosis. If necessary, ask 

for a referral to KCC’s Occupational Health Unit.

6

Where can I get further information?

This document and further information is available on Clusterweb:

 www.clusterweb.org.uk
HSE Guidance:

Free HSE leaflets can be downloaded on www.hse.gov.uk

· Working with VDU’s – INDG36

· Homeworking – INDG226 

· Understanding ergonomics at work – INDG90

For further advice and information on laptop use, please e-mail the health and safety unit for Children Families and Education on:

www.healthandsafety-cfe@kent.gov.uk
or telephone the HSU Advice Line:   01622  694476
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DISPLAY SCREEN EQUIPMENT – SELF ASSESSMENT



Name:


Tel No.


Unit or Section:



Location:
Date of completion of this form:


Line Manager’s Name:

                                                           Please select YES or NO

WORKSTATION


Yes
No

1.
Is your computer in the workplace:






a.  a standard desktop computer?




b.  a laptop on your desk




c.  a laptop in a docking station








2.
Do you use a computer at home?  if yes is it:






a.  a standard desktop computer?




b.  a laptop on your desk




c.  a laptop in a docking station








3.
WRITE HERE roughly the percentage of time you spend :

a. on a workplace computer     __

b. on a computer at home        __

c. not on the computer at all    __








4
Do you have adequate workspace for written work if required?





5
Do you have adequate storage space for all your essential work equipment i.e. work files etc?










SEATING


Yes
No

5
Can you avoid long periods of time sitting in one position in your job?





6
Is there enough clearance for your thighs, legs and feet under the working desk?





7
Is your chair stable?





8
Does it have a 5-point base with castors?





9.
Are you able to adjust the height of your chair and the back of your seat so that:






a.  The chair provides you with a good lumbar support?






b.  Your feet rest flat on the floor or on a footrest?






c. The desk or workstation is at a comfortable height for you to work?

        (Ideally with forearms level)






d. You can find a comfortable working position?

     (Ideally keep the shoulders relaxed down and back while working, not 

      hunched up or forward)





DISPLAY SCREEN


Yes
No

10.
Is the screen at a comfortable height for you?

(Ideally your eyes should be level with top of screen if touch typing, and a little below the top if not)





11
Can the screen be swivelled easily?





12..
Can you adjust the screen angle and height?





13.


Can you adjust the distance between the screen and your eyes?

( Ideally approximately 2 feet or 60 cm)





14.


Is the screen directly in front of you?

(Ideally it should be in front or a little to one side)










15.
Can you clearly see the characters displayed on the screen?

(Ideally use font size 12 and above)





16.
Is the screen image stable and free of flicker?





17.
Is the display screen easy to read with minimal reflection from the lights, windows, shining walls and surfaces?





18.
Do you clean your screen regularly?





19.
If you use a document holder can you position it close to the screen to reduce the need to move your head frequently?









KEYBOARD and MOUSE





20.
Is your keyboard straight in front of you?





21.
Is there enough desk space to rest your wrists and hands?

(Ideally between 2-4 inches or 5-10 cm)





22.
Is the keyboard parallel to the edge of the desk?





23.
Can you avoid bending your hands upwards or sideways when working?





24.
Is there enough desk space for a mouse or other input device?





25.
Do you use the mouse close towards the edge of the desk and keyboard?





26.
Does your mouse arm hang relaxed from the shoulder?





27.
Can you use the mouse with relaxed hand and fingers?









TELEPHONES





28.
Can you use your telephone without twisting your neck for long periods of time?










WORKPLACE ENVIRONMENT





29.
Is the workstation area free of tripping hazards?





30.
Is the workstation area free of electrical hazards?







Yes
No



31.
Is the lighting appropriate for the work you do?





32.
Can you work without disruption from noisy equipment?





33.
Is your area free from draughts or uncomfortable heat?










TRAINING AND INFORMATION





34.
Have you received training in the use of the following aspects of  your workstation:






a.  arranging your display screen equipment to minimise health risks?






b.  correct posture when using DSE?





35.
Do you take breaks of 5 minutes in every hour of screen work?





36.
Can you change activities so as to avoid prolonged continuous use of DSE e.g. non-screen based work such as filing or photocopying?





HEALTH





37.
Do you experience any of the following symptoms:






Stress related to the use of display screen equipment?




Fatigue?




Headache?




Sore/irritated eyes?




Difficulty focusing?




Difficulty seeing the screen or the document?




General discomfort during or after work?




Aches or pains?




Tingling feelings or numbness?




If so where?









Arms?




Legs?




Feet?




Back?




Neck?




Shoulders?




Wrists?




Hands?




Fingers?





Other health issues: (please give details)



38.
Have you had a recent eye test?





Do you have any other comments about your workstation and use of Display Screen Equipment?



Please return this form to your line manager.  Thank you.

Notes on Action required:
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