
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This material is provided as general information and is not a substitute for legal advice. 

 Consult your attorney for advice concerning specific situations. 

RISK MANAGEMENT INFORMATION 

OFFICE ERGONOMICS 

DESIGNING WORKSPACE TO FIT EMPLOYEES 
 
Proactively designing or redesigning jobs with significant risk factors before anyone is injured 

has a positive effect in workers productivity, quality and attitude towards the job. 

When jobs are not designed to fit the capabilities of most 

workers, there is a higher risk of developing work-related 

musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). MSDs are injuries and 

illnesses that affect muscles, nerves, tendons, ligaments, 

joints, or spinal discs.  MSDs may be caused by medical 

conditions, non-work related activities, and/or work related 

activities. These injuries and illnesses continue to impact 

on-the-job injury rates and workers’ compensation costs. 

 

Office Ergonomics Program 
Office ergonomics and office safety should be addressed as part of an organizations overall safety 

program. Each organization should determine what makes the most sense depending on the 

number of office employees and the resources available. The office ergonomics program can be 

part of the safety committees’ responsibilities or it may be a separate function coordinated by one 

person and supported by other functions as needed. 

 

Overall, it’s better to proactively design or redesign jobs with significant risk factors before 

anyone is injured rather than only after a reported injury. 

 

Office Ergonomics Guidelines 

The basis of ergonomics is to try to accommodate employees 

of various sizes and shapes.  Selecting equipment for the 

average sized person is not the best approach. 

 

Chairs 
The first step in office workstation design is to provide the user with a chair that fits. One style or 

type of chair usually cannot ergonomically accommodate the wide variety of workers in a typical 

work environment. Ideally, an organization may need three different sized chairs to accommodate 

different sized employees although you may be able to do a satisfactory job with two chairs. 

 

 

Definition 

Workplace ergonomics means to 
design jobs to fit the capabilities of 
workers rather than forcing 
workers to fit jobs. 

Something to Think About 

About 95 percent of the US adult 
population ranges in height from 5-
feet to 6-feet 1-inch tall. 
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Some general features that ergonomic chairs should have include: 

 

¶ A seat pan that adjusts for height, depth, and tilt. 

¶ Lumbar support. 

¶ A backrest that reclines. 

¶ Casters appropriate for the flooring.   

 

Adjustable armrests are also generally recommended.  Ergonomic office chairs generally cost at 

least $400 although significant discounts are available on large quantity purchases. 

 

Sitting still for long periods can cause discomfort and muscle fatigue. Changing postures is good 

for many parts of our body including our spine, joints, muscles, lungs and circulatory system. 

 

If provided, chair armrests should have enough clearance to allow the user to sit or stand without 

interference, be adjustable in height, allow adjustment of the clearance width between the armrests, 

and be detachable. 

 

Support for the arms reduces the loading of the spinal and shoulder muscles and assists in entering 

or leaving the chair. Armrests that are too widely separated force the user to spread their elbows 

apart, which then causes the user to bend their wrists while keying. 

 

From the Ground Up 

How should optimum work surface heights be determined? In general if the work surface heights 

can be adjusted, it is better to start from the ground up. Work surface heights can be adjusted with: 

 

¶ Surfaces that move with the touch of a button or the turning of a crank. 

¶ The raising or lowering of a work surface to a different slot on an upright with some help 

from maintenance. 

¶ Installing an adjustable pullout keyboard platform to a stationary work surface. 

¶ Placing blocks under the feet of a desk or table to raise it or maybe even. 

¶ Cutting off the legs of a desk or table to lower it. 

 

Determining work surface height starts with the chair. Seat height should be set so the user is able 

to plant his or her feet firmly on the floor. Seat height should be at least as high as the height of the 

user’s lower leg to the back of the knee with shoes. If the seat is slightly higher, the lower back 

will be exposed to less stress. 

 

The benchmark keyboard height is initially determined by establishing the users seated elbow 

height. Keyboard home row keys and the pointing device should be set near the users elbow height 

when the users upper arms are relaxed, elbows are within a few inches of the torso and the wrists 

are straight. 
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Optional but recommended chair arm rests should be 

located under the elbow or forearm when the elbow and 

forearm are in the position described above. 

 

Computer users may choose to have the angle between 

the upper arm and the forearm greater than 70 degrees but 

less than 135 degrees without significantly overstressing 

the upper body.  The important point is to keep the wrist 

in-line with the forearm, no matter what the angle of the 

forearm. 

 

Once the seat height and keyboard/input device heights 

are established, the monitor height should be determined. 

In general, the top line of the screen should be at, or 

slightly below, a horizontal line at the user’s eye level. 

You will need to take eyewear into consideration as 

bifocal and trifocal lenses can pose a problem with 

making correct adjustments.  Old telephone books and 

catalogs are no cost ways of raising a monitor. 

 

Although the keyboard and input devices should be near the users seated elbow height, reading and 

writing surfaces should ideally be about two or three inches higher than this height. By having the 

reading and writing surfaces higher than the keyboard height, the user will not stress their neck and 

upper back while doing non-keyboard related tasks. 

 

From the Top Down 

If the work surface heights are too high after completing the above steps, and the work surfaces 

cannot be adjusted downward, a top down approach is required. This requires setting the seat 

height and armrest the same as described above. Once the elbow height is established however, the 

seat height should be raised so the users elbow height is at the same level as the keyboard home 

keys. 

 

This will leave the users feet hanging from the chair seat. An appropriate footrest should be 

located to fill the space between the user’s shoes and the floor so the user’s feet are firmly 

supported by the footrest.  Multiple footrests may be indicated if the employee needs to move 

about the work station to complete various tasks.   

 

No matter what work surface heights the user has available, computer users who work more than 

two hours per day on the computer should have the keyboard and input devices located at seated 

elbow height for computer work. 

 

 

 

Something to Think About 

Most governmental entities in 
Minnesota are eligible to purchase 
office furniture through the state 
run Cooperative Purchasing 
Venture (CPV) Release F-379.  

Eligible entities must pay an annual 
fee and will obtain an access code 
to the web based information 
about this program. Contact your 
purchasing organization to 
determine if your entity is a 
member of the CPV. Eligible 
members can obtain test chairs and 
discount pricing. 

http://www.mmd.admin.state.mn.us/cpv2.htm
http://www.mmd.admin.state.mn.us/cpv2.htm
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Monitor and Document Viewing 
The monitor should be positioned in front of the user so the user can view it without turning their 

head. The distance from eyes to the monitor is determined by the monitor size and the computer 

users own preference. In general eyes are less fatigued if the monitor is as far away as possible 

while clearly reading typically used fonts. 

 

Computer users who wear bifocal lenses oftentimes strain their neck back to view the monitor 

through the bottom of the lenses. This can be corrected by lowering the monitor as much as 

possible or by having the user obtain eyeglasses with the appropriate magnification near the 

middle of the lenses. 

 

Glare on the monitor screen should be minimized by placing the monitor perpendicular to 

windows, reducing overhead lighting or trying an anti-glare monitor screen. 

 

Document holders are very helpful for computer users that frequently reference hardcopy 

documents. Document holders can be placed on either side or in front of the monitor. No one 

location is ideal for all users. This is determined by the size of the reference documents and the 

frequency at which the user reaches to the documents. For most users, the document holder should 

be placed on the user’s dominant eye side at the same height and distance as the screen. 

 

Telephone Ergonomics 

Frequent telephone use can lead to neck and shoulder discomfort. This can be reduced through the 

use of a telephone shoulder rest or a telephone headset. If a shoulder rest is selected, it should be 

designed to allow the user to keep their head as straight as possible.   

 
Rest, Pauses, and Stretching 

Computer users should give their eyes frequent breaks by focusing then on a distant point for a few 

seconds. Blink often to keep the eyes moist and clean. When doing continuous computer input, rest 

pauses of about three minutes every hour are recommended. Stretching activity at least after every 

two hours of continuous sedentary work is also encouraged. 

 

If a computer user finds they forget to take breaks, use a timer or specialized software as a 

reminder. 

 

Vary Your Tasks 

Office workers should review the types of tasks they perform and break up the routine to vary 

tasks during the day. Try to avoid sitting in one position or performing the same activities for 

several hours. Allow different sets of muscles to be used with a different posture.  For example, 

print work to proofread rather than proofing from the monitor. 
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Arrange your Work Area 
Safety and efficiency will be enhanced if frequently used items are arranged within easy reach.  

This will help reduce extending the arms or leaning forward. Positioning lighter duty work at the 

users elbow height when standing is an excellent rule-of-thumb to minimize stress to the body. 

 

Lifting 

Office employees oftentimes are required to handle heavy boxes of paper or supplies or may wish 

to move furniture or equipment in the office area. These tasks may expose the employee to a 

variety of sprains and strains.  Lifting should be limited by minimizing the weight whenever 

possible. Large, heavy binders should be sectioned into smaller binders. Use a cart rather than 

carrying materials, push or pull rather than lifting, keep heavier items stored between knee and 

shoulder level and get assistance whenever there is a doubt if an item can be safely lifted.   

 

Office Ergonomic Resources 
Your LMCIT Loss Control Consultant can guide your 

office ergonomics resource person(s) through a few 

office ergonomics evaluations. After this on-the-job 

training, your resource person(s) may be ready to 

proceed on his/her own. Your Consultant is available for 

your non-routine office ergonomics issues. Your 

LMCIT Loss Control Consultant may also be an 

excellent resource to review your office seating, 

furniture and accessories before you standardize or 

purchase quantities of an item. 

 

Other sources for office ergonomics information and 

training include the Minnesota Safety Council, Midwest 

Center for Occupational Health and Safety, and many 

safety video and publication suppliers. Vendors that 

specialize in ergonomic office equipment and 

accessories may also be a source although their 

marketing claims may require further evaluation.   

 

 
LMCIT Loss Control 05/10 

Learn More 

Please check out the following 
sites for more information on 
officer ergonomics: 

¶ The Federal OSHA website 

¶ Chris Grant, PhD who is 
an office ergo consultant. 

¶ HPΩs Safey and Health 
Guide 

¶ IBMΩs Health Computing 
page 

¶ The Typing Injury FAQ 

 

http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/computerworkstation/index.html#etools
http://www.office-ergo.com/
http://www.office-ergo.com/
http://www.hp.com/ergo
http://www.hp.com/ergo
http://www.pc.ibm.com/ww/healthycomputing
http://www.pc.ibm.com/ww/healthycomputing
http://www.tifaq.com/
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You may not be aware of it, but over time, working at your computer may be needlessly overstressing parts 
of your body. Modifying your workstation could reduce sore muscles, eyestrain, tension, and fatigue. 
 
The diagram below is an overview of an ergonomic workstation for a computer user.  Ideally you should 
position your work surfaces and computer accessories to fit after you are first sitting properly in your 
ergonomically adjusted chair. 

 

Office Ergonomics Guide Sheet 
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Computer Workstation Checklist 
 

Employee Name      Location       

 

Evaluation Completed By       Date    

 

This checklist was developed by OSHA as one way to identify, analyze, and control ergonomic related hazards 

associated with computer workstation tasks. 

 

WORKING CONDITIONS 

The workstation is designed or arranged for doing computer tasks so it allows the employeeôs . . . 
Y N 

A. Head and neck to be about upright (not bent down/back).   

B. Head, neck and trunk to face forward (not twisted).   

C. Trunk to be about perpendicular to floor (not leaning forward/backward).   

D. Shoulders and upper arms to be about perpendicular to floor (not stretched forward) and relaxed 

  (not elevated). 
  

E. Upper arms and elbows to be close to body (not extended outward).   

F. Forearms, wrists, and hands to be straight and parallel to floor (not pointing up/down).   

G. Wrists and hands to be straight (not bent up/down or sideways toward little finger).   

H. Thighs to be about parallel to floor and lower legs to about perpendicular to floor.   

I.  Feet to rest flat on floor or be supported by a stable footrest.   

J.  Computer tasks to be organized in a way that allows employee to vary computer tasks with other 

work activities, or to take micro-breaks or recovery pauses while at the computer workstation. 
  

SEATING 

The chair . . . 
Y N 

1. Backrest provides support for employee’s lower back (lumbar area).   

2. Seat width and depth  accommodates specific employee (seatpan not too big/small)   

3. Seat front does not press against the back of employee’s knees and lower legs (seatpan not too long).   

4. Seat has cushioning and is rounded/has “waterfall” front (no sharp edge).   

5. Armrests support both forearms while employee performs (computer tasks and do not interfere with 

 movement. 
  

KEYBOARD/INPUT DEVICE 

The keyboard/input device is designed or arranged for doing computer tasks so that . . . 
Y N 

6. Keyboard/input device platform(s) is stable and large enough to hold keyboard and input device.   

7. Input device (mouse or trackball) is located right next to keyboard so it can be operated without 

 reaching. 
  

8. Input device is easy to activate and shape/size fits hand of specific employee (not too big/small).   

9. Wrists and hands do not rest on sharp or hard edge.   
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MONITOR 

The monitor is designed or arranged for computer tasks so that . . . 
Y N 

10. Top line of screen is at or below eye level so employee is able to read it without bending head or 

 neck down/back. (For employees with bifocals/trifocals, see next item.) 
  

11. Employee with bifocals/trifocals  is able to read screen without bending head or neck backward.   

12. Monitor distance allows employee to read screen without leaning head, neck or trunk forward/  

  backward. 
  

13. Monitor position is directly in front of employee so employee does not have to twist head or neck.   

14. No glare  (e.g., from windows, lights) is present on the screen that might cause employee to assume 

 an awkward posture to read screen. 
  

WORK AREA 

The work area is designed or arranged for doing computer tasks so that . . .  
Y N 

15. Thighs  have clearance space between chair and monitor table/keyboard platform (thighs not trapped).   

16. Legs and feet have clearance space under monitor table to employee is able to get close enough to  

 keyboard/input device. 
  

ACCESSORIES Y N 

17. Document holder, if provided, is stable and large enough to hold documents that are used.   

18. Document holder, if provided, is placed at about the same height and distance as monitor screen so 

 there is little head movement when employee looks from document to screen. 
  

19. Palm rest, if provided, is padded and free of sharp and square edges.   

20. Palm rest, if provided, allows employee to keep forearms, wrists and hands straight and parallel to 

 ground when using keyboard/input device. 
  

21. Telephone can be used with head upright (not bent) and shoulders relaxed (not elevated) if 

 employee does computer tasks at the same time. 
  

GENERAL Y N 

22. Workstation and equipment  have sufficient adjustability so that the employee is able to be in a safe 

 working posture and to make occasional changes in posture while performing computer tasks. 
  

23. Computer workstation, equipment and accessories are maintained in serviceable condition and 

 function  properly. 
  

 

 

PASSING SCORE = ñYESò answer on all ñWORKING CONDITIONSò (Items A-J) 

and no more than two ñNOò answers on remainder of checklist (Items 1-23). 

 

 


