A Guide to Working with DSE
SUMMARY

This guide is for employees who work with Display Screen Equipment, the advice given is taken from the H.S.E’s “Best Practice” for this type of working & complying with Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992 as amended by the Health and Safety (Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2002. 
It: 
· suggests some simple adjustments that users can make to workstations and screens to make them more comfortable and easy to use (see page 2); and 

· gives a summary of the law on DSE work (the Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992), and outlines what employers and employees should do to comply (see page 4); and
· answers questions that are most often asked about DSE and health (see page 5); and 
· explains how users can get further advice (see page 8).
DSE refers to all the equipment used in the whole workstation, i.e. the Screen (whether Conventional Cathode Ray Tube, TV-style), Terminal/Computer base, Keyboard, document holder, furniture, workspace, environment (heat/Light), software, task & the users interaction. The advice equally applies to Laptop/portable computers.  

Making adjustments to suit your needs 

What can I do to help myself? 
Make full use of the equipment provided, and adjust it to get the best from it and to avoid potential health problems. If assistance is required email the Safety Officer in OHSW Dept,  training can be covered at the same time. If the Regulations don’t apply, it is still worth setting up your workstation properly, to be as comfortable as possible. 

Here are some practical tips: 
Getting comfortable 
· Adjust your chair and DSE to find the most comfortable position for your work. As a broad guide, your forearms should be approximately horizontal and your eyes the same height as the top of the screen. 

· Make sure you have enough work space to take whatever documents or other equipment you need. 

· Try different arrangements of keyboard, screen, mouse and documents to find the best arrangement for you. A document holder may help you avoid awkward neck and eye movements. 

· Arrange your desk and DSE to avoid glare, or bright reflections on the screen. This will be easiest if neither you nor the screen is directly facing windows or bright lights. Adjust curtains or blinds to prevent unwanted light. 

· Make sure there is space under your desk to move your legs freely. Move any obstacles such as boxes or equipment. 

· Avoid excess pressure from the edge of your seat on the backs of your legs and knees. A footrest may be helpful, particularly for smaller users. 
Keying in 
· Adjust your keyboard to get a good keying position. A space in front of the keyboard is sometimes helpful for resting the hands and wrists when not keying. 

· Try to keep your wrists straight when keying. Keep a soft touch on the keys and don’t overstretch your fingers. Good keyboard technique is important. 
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Reading the screen 

Using a mouse 
· Position the mouse within easy reach, so it can be used with the wrist straight. Sit upright and close to the desk, so you don’t have to work with your mouse arm stretched. Move the keyboard out of the way if it is not being used. 

· Support your forearm on the desk, and don’t grip the mouse too tightly. 

· Rest your fingers lightly on the buttons and do not press them hard. 

Reading the screen 
· Adjust the brightness and contrast controls on the screen to suit lighting conditions in the room. 

· Make sure the screen surface is clean. 

· In setting up software, choose options giving text that is large enough to read easily on your screen, when you are sitting in a normal, comfortable working position. Select colours that are easy on the eye (avoid red text on a blue background, or vice-versa). 

· Individual characters on the screen should be sharply focused and should not flicker or move. If they do, the DSE may need servicing or adjustment. 
Posture and breaks 
· Don’t sit in the same position for long periods. Make sure you change your posture as often as practicable. Some movement is desirable, but avoid repeated stretching to reach things you need (if this happens a lot, rearrange your workstation) 

· Most jobs provide opportunities to take a break from the screen, e.g. to do filing or photocopying. Make use of them. If there are no such natural breaks in your job, your Line Manager should plan for you to have rest breaks. Frequent short breaks are better than fewer long ones. 

The Regulations and how they affect you 

The Health and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992 implement an EC Directive and came into effect from January 99 (some small changes were made in 2002). The Regulations require employers to minimise the risks in DSE work by ensuring that workplaces and jobs are well designed. 

Who is affected? 
The Regulations apply where staff habitually use DSE as a significant part of their normal work. Other people, who use DSE only occasionally, are not covered by the requirements in the Regulations (apart from the workstation requirements). However, their employers still have general duties to protect them under other health and safety at work legislation. 

I work at home - am I covered? 
Yes, the Regulations apply if you are an employee working at home, and habitually use a DSE for a significant part of your normal work. 

What do HFRS need to do to comply? 

The Regulations do not contain detailed technical specifications or lists of approved equipment. Instead, they set more general objectives. 

Employers have to: 

Analyse workstations, and assess and reduce risks, identifying :

· the whole workstation including equipment, furniture, and the work environment; 

· the job being done; and 

· any special needs of individual staff. 

· the individual’s interaction with the DSE

Employees and safety representatives should be encouraged to take part in risk assessments, e.g. by reporting health problems. Where risks are identified, the employer must take steps to reduce them. 

Ensure workstations meet minimum requirements 
These requirements are good features that should normally be found in a workstation, such as adjustable chairs and suitable lighting. They are set out in a schedule to the Regulations, covering screens, keyboards, desks, chairs, the work environment and software. All workstations covered by the Regulations now have to comply, to the extent necessary for the health and safety of workers. 

Plan work so there are breaks or changes of activity 
As the need for breaks depends on the nature and intensity of the work, the Regulations require breaks or changes of activity but do not specify their timing or length. However the guidance on the Regulations explains general principles, for example short, frequent breaks are better than longer, less frequent ones. Ideally the individual should have some discretion over when to take breaks. 

On request arrange eye tests, and provide spectacles if special ones are needed 
Employees covered by the Regulations can ask their employer to provide and pay for an eye and eyesight test (Contact Occupational Health Department for details before attending an eye test) . This is a test by an optometrist or doctor. There is also an entitlement to further tests at regular intervals; the optometrist doing the first test can recommend when the next should be. Employers only have to contribute to spectacles if special ones (for example, prescribed for the distance at which the screen is viewed) are needed and normal ones cannot be used. 

Provide health and safety training and information 
Employers have to provide training, to make sure employees can use their DSE Safely, and know how to make best use of it to avoid health problems, for example by adjusting the chair. 

Information should also be provided about DSE health and safety. This will include general background information – or can be achieved by giving out copies of this booklet. It should also cover more specific details of the steps taken by the employer to comply with the Regulations, such as the action taken to reduce risks and the arrangements for breaks. 

Details of more comprehensive HSE guidance publications on the Regulations are given on page 7

‘Frequently asked questions’
Am I at risk? 
DSE equipment is often wrongly - for a wide range of health problems. In fact, only a small proportion of DSE users actually suffer ill health as a result of their equipment. Where problems do occur, they are generally caused by the way in which DSE is being used. Problems can be avoided by good workplace setup, job design, and by the way you use your Workstation, carryout the task and period between breaks. 

Are aches and pains caused by using DSE? What about ‘RSI’ (repetitive Strain Injury)? 
Some users may get aches and pains in their hands, wrists, arms, neck, shoulders or back, especially after long periods of uninterrupted DSE work. ‘Repetitive strain injury’ (RSI) has become a popular term for these aches, pains and disorders, but can be misleading - it means different things to different people. A better medical name for this whole group of conditions is ‘upper limb disorders’. Usually these disorders do not last, but in a few cases they may become persistent or even disabling.

How can I avoid these aches, pains and disorders? 
Problems of this kind may have a physical cause, but may also occur if a DSE user feels stressed by the work (see next question). If you get aches or pains you should alert your line manager, who in turn will contact the OHS&W Dept.  

Problems can often be avoided by good workplace design, so that you can work comfortably, and by good working practices (like taking frequent short breaks from your DSE). Prevention is easiest if action is taken early, before the problem has become serious. For more about how to avoid trouble, see ‘Making adjustments to suit your needs’ on page 5. 

What can be done to reduce stress in my DSE  work? 
People who use DSE sometimes complain of stress, but this usually arises from increased pace of work or pressure to meet deadlines, not the DSE itself. Some DSE users find stress reduced because the computer makes their job easier or more interesting, but for others stress becomes worse. This can happen when a system does not work well or when the user does not feel in control or competent to operate it. 

HFRS can help overcome stress by providing the right training, and by designing systems and tasks to match the abilities of the people who work with them. 

Can working with Screens affect eyesight? 
Extensive research has found no evidence that use of DSE can cause disease or permanent damage to eyes. But long spells of DSE work can lead to tired eyes and discomfort. Also, by giving your eyes more demanding tasks, it might make you aware of an eyesight problem you had not noticed before. You and your line manager can help your eyes by ensuring your DSE is well positioned and properly adjusted, and that the workplace lighting is suitable, your eyes need a break & advice is “every 20 minutes look at something 20m away for 20 seconds”.

If there is any doubt get a DSE Risk Assessment carried out. You also have the option for an eye test if you still think there is a problem. 

What about problems with my contact lenses or bifocals? 
The heat generated by computers and other equipment can make the air seem drier, and some contact lens wearers find this uncomfortable. If you have this problem but don’t want to change to spectacles, you can try blinking more often or using tear-substitute drops. Where the air is dry & this is a problem with the working environment generally.  You can help to increase humidity by having a bowl of water in your Workplace (Clear of any electrical appliances) and/or plants in the office, or purchase a humidifier. 

People with bifocal spectacles may find them less than ideal for DSE work. It is important to be able to see the screen easily without having to raise or lower your head. If you can’t work comfortably with bifocals, you may need a different type of spectacles. Consult your optician or doctor if in doubt. 
Can DSE work cause headaches? 
Headaches may result from several things that occur with DSE work, such as: 

· screen glare; 

· poor image quality; 

· a need for different spectacles; 

· stress from the pace of work; 

· anxiety about new technology; 

· reading the screen for long periods without a break; 

· poor posture; or 

· a combination of these. 

Many of these things can easily be put right once the cause of the problem has been found. 

How long should I work at a DSE? 
There is no legal limit, but you need to break up long spells of DSE work. How long you should work without a break depends on the type of work you are doing. See pages 4 and 6 for further information. 

Can working with DSE cause skin disorders? 
This is rare. A few people have experienced irritation, rashes or other skin problems when working with a DSE. The exact cause is not known, but it seems possible that a combination of dry air, static electricity and individual susceptibility may be involved. If this is the case, increasing the humidity or allowing more fresh air into the room may help. 

I use a portable computer - are there any precautions I should take? 
Laptops and other portables have to be compact and easy to carry. The resulting design features, like small keyboards, can make prolonged use uncomfortable, unless steps are taken to avoid problems, e.g. by using a docking station. 

It is best to avoid using a portable on its own if full-sized equipment is available. And like other DSE users, people who habitually use a portable should be trained how to minimise risks. This includes sitting comfortably, angling the screen so it can be seen clearly with minimal reflections, and taking frequent breaks if work is prolonged. Wherever possible, portables should be placed on a firm surface at the right height for keying. 

Is it true that using a mouse can cause problems? 
Intensive use of a mouse, trackball, or similar pointing device may give rise to aches and pains in the fingers, hands, wrists, arms or shoulders. This can also happen with a keyboard, but mouse work concentrates activity on one hand and arm (and one or two fingers), this may increase the likelihood of problems. Risks can be reduced by adopting a good posture and technique - see pages 5 and 6. 

Try to limit the time you spend using the mouse. Take frequent breaks - even short pauses to relax your arm can help, as can spells using the keyboard or doing non-computer work. Place the mouse close, so it can be used with a relaxed arm and straight wrist. It can help to support your arm, for example on the desk surface or arm of a chair. If you still find using the mouse awkward, you could try a different shaped or sized mouse, or another device such as a trackball. 
More information and advice 

· Your line Manager           
· Occupational Health, Safety & Welfare Department

· Service Order SO/8/1/4/6

· Ergonomic Exercises select the “Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare” link from the HFRS home page then “health education and promotion” link then “Ergonomic Exercises” or use address : http://www.hantsfire.gov.uk/theservice/occhealth/healtheducation/ergonomic-excercises.htm
· http://www.hse.gov.uk/office/index.htm
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