Health and Safety

You are the Weakest Link!

It was once thought that computers would free up human beings by doing a lot of work for them.  In practice, however, people are working harder than ever trying to keep up with the “information overload”.  Human beings are the weakest link because they need food, rest, a social life, etc. and they are prone to headaches, stress, tired limbs, and so on.

Stress

Stress is a major health problem, which costs the UK billions of pounds every year.  Stressed employees are more susceptible to other health problems e.g. heart disease and ulcers.  Stress, in itself, is an illness that can cause long-term absence from work.  Stress in the workplace is made worse by:

· Using computers to monitor employee’s performance

· “Technophobia” (the fear of computers by older staff and their concern that they will become de-skilled by the introduction of IT)

· Pagers, mobile phones and laptops mean that an employee can never truly be away from the office.

· “Information overload” (computers can bombard people with more information than they can assimilate)

· There is some evidence that ICT workers suffer particularly from stress, possibly because the pace of change in ICT is so great that many feel under pressure to keep up with every new development.  ICT is blamed for many corporate failures.

Coping with Information Overload - http://www.mailbase.ac.uk/docs/overload.html 

International Stress Management Association - http://www.isma.org.uk 

Stress UK - http://www.stress.org.uk 

“There’s too much information and not enough communicating” – Peter Harris (management consultant)

RSI (Repetitive Strain Injury)

This is a collective name for a variety of disorders affecting the neck, shoulders and upper limbs.  Symptoms include aching and stiffness and an inability to grab or lift objects without excruciating pain. The condition is nothing new - an Italian Physician first observed it in 1717.  However, it seems to particularly affect computer users.

According to the Health and Safety Executive, over 100,000 workers suffer from RSI.  The causes are said to be:

· Working at a computer for too long without a break

· Poor posture

· Inadequate training

· Lack of task variation

Case Study – in 1989, Midland Bank paid £45,000 compensation to an RSI sufferer who had worked at a “factory style” processing centre.  The fastest operators at this centre could type 4 strokes per second with their right hand while holding a cheque in the left hand.  The fastest workers were awarded gold badges.

RSI Linked to Psychology
Lefty Workers at Risk of Injury
Squeaky Mouse to Tackle RSI
Computer Use could Injure Children
Health hazards of High-Tech Offices
Formula One Drivers Get RSI
The solution to RSI is thought to be correctly positioned keyboards and adjustable chairs, so that the angle between the wrist and the hand is correct.  Wrist supports are also used and workers should be allowed regular breaks.

Eyestrain

There is no evidence that computer use causes permanent damage to the eyes but poor lighting can cause problems.  

· Staff should be shown how to adjust the brightness and contrast on monitors

· Staff should take regular breaks

· Everyone should have regular eye tests

· Anti glare filters (which increase screen contrast and reduce background reflections) are helpful to some people

Many people who complain of eyestrain from using computer monitors are simply unhappy about their work, say researchers.
Many employers provide free eye tests for employees working with VDUs and legislation concerning lighting has been introduced.

ELF – Extremely Low Frequency Radiation

We are all exposed to ELF radiation every day from electricity mains, the sun, fire, the earth’s magnetic field and from computer monitors.  Research shows that ELF radiation may lead to some health problems e.g. increased risk of miscarriage for women spending long hours at a VDU in the first months of pregnancy (although this could also be due to stress).

Many employers have a policy of offering alternative work to pregnant women.

Recent research has focussed on the dangers of heavy use of mobile phones.

Government advice for mobile phone users
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