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The TDCJisone of the
largest state agenciesin
the country. Along with
thisidentity comesthe
notoriety of also having
one of the largest agency
administrations. Large
administration equals of -
fices— lots and lots of
offices! In those offices
amidst all of the com-
puters, filing cabinets and
desks are our most valu-
able assets, our employ-
ees. Ensuring the safety
and health of all staff is
one of the highest priori-
ties of the agency.

Keeping track of nearly
40,000 employees and
over 150,000 offendersis
no easy task. Thereisno
margin for error when
dealing with the records
of either. The attention to
detail necessary to ac-
complish thistask on a
daily basis often requires
that staff spend long peri-
ods of timein front of a
computer working with a

OFFICE
ERGONOMICS

seemingly never ending
volume of data. This can
be stressful and physi-
cally exhausting to the
employee working in an
office environment.

At this point, some might
be thinking, “What was
that? A job where you sit
at adesk all day inthe air
conditioning can be
physically exhausting!
That person’s never
worked in an area where
you stand all shift long
and there’sno air condi-
tioning!”

Nobody’ s debating which one
is harder to do. Most all jobs
have their stressors and can
be physically demanding.
Some physical requirements
are more obvious than others.
But statistics show that a
growing number of office
workers are developing con-
ditions that have historically
been most commonly associ-
ated with physically intensive
labor. These conditionsin-

clude muscul oskel etal disor-
ders (MSDs) that cause joint
and muscle aches as well as
chronic lower back pain. One
of the most important things a
person can to keep from be-
coming an office worker in-
jury statistic is prevention.
Part of prevention is being
able to recognize factors that
contribute to these conditions
and then taking action to
avoid falling victim to them.
Some of the most common
conditions responsible for
poor office ergonomics in-
volve how people set up their
computer workstations.

While the Information Tech-
nology (IT) Divisionisre-
sponsible for making sure
that your machine is working
properly, it's your responsi-
bility to ensure that you are
“working properly.” That is,
are you maintaining correct
posture, sitting at proper dis-
tances from the monitor, etc.?
Y ou might start out the day
“working properly,” but as



the day wears on you might
become fatigued and then
gravity takes hold! Y ou slump
at your workstation. This
causes improper posture which
leads to little aches and pains
which leads to decreased work
productivity. Y ou can see how
this, if left uncorrected, can
snowball into some things
much worse. Two of the most
important conditions to be
vigilant of when working at a
computer are repetition and
posture.

Repetition and Postur e

Many computer workstation
tasks are highly repetitive. You
may perform the same motions
repeatedly at afast pace and
with little variation. When mo-
tions are isolated and repeated
frequently for prolonged peri-
ods, there may be inadequate
time for your muscles and ten-
dons to recover. Combining
repetitive tasks with factors
such as awkward postures and
force may increase the risk of
injury.

» Computersrequirelit-
tle task variation. Old
typing activities, such
as adding paper or me-
chanically advancing
pages, have been re-
duced or eliminated.
Users can stay in their
chairs and type or per-
form mouse work for
an amost unlimited
amount of time. Under
these conditions, a pro-
ficient typist can easily

perform more than
18,000 keystrokes per
hour. These repetitive
motions can lead to
tendon and tendon
sheath injuries, espe-
cialy if thewristis
bent during the activ-
ity.

Similar repetitions oc-
cur when using a point-
ing devicesuch asa
mouse. Here, the haz-
ard may be greater be-
cause the motions are
often concentrated in
only afew fingers of
one hand.

A computer operator
may remain in essen-
tially the same posture
for an entire shift. This
forces afew isolated
muscles to repeatedly
activate to accomplish
atask such as holding
the head up or focusing
on a computer screen.

e A poorly designed
workstation may cause
you to repeatedly reach
to use amouse or an-
swer the phone. This
can fatigue the muscles
of the shoulder and irri-
tate the tendons.

Y ou can reduce repetition by
properly arranging the work-
station and its components.
For example, amouse that is
placed close to the keyboard
should minimize repetitive
reaching. However, even the
best designed workstation can
not eliminate all highly repeti-
tive motions, especially for
datainput. For thisreason, itis
extremely important to main-
tain good posture by providing
adequate adjustability at the
workstation. Y ou should per-
form all hand tasks with the
wrist in astraight, neutral pos-
ture to allow the tendonsto
dlide easily without interfer-
ence.
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The following work process
suggestions may aso help re-
duce repetition.

» Task Rotation or Job
Enlargement - If you
must perform avariety
of tasks, when possi-
ble, intersperse them
throughout the work
day. Minimize long
blocks of uninterrupted
computer time by do-
ing other non-computer
tasks such as photo-
copying, phone work,
cleanup, etc.

e Micro Breaks or Rest
Pauses - Build short
micro pauses into com-
puter use sessions. Fre-
guent short breaks are
desirable. Every hour,
take a five-minute
break from computer
tasks. Look away,
stretch, get up, or walk.
These brief pauses pro-
vide time for muscles
and tendons to recover.

Although the focus has been
on office workers, the points
made in this circular are not
limited to the office environ-
ment. Any task involving re-
petitive steps and/or motions
can be applied. Skilled work-
ers often perform repetitive
tasks with their hands as part
of their job. For instance, elec-
tricians, mechanics and lock-
smiths must often perform te-
dious and repetitious motions
with their hands for extended
periods of time. Security staff
working gates might also per-
form repetitive actions. No
matter what your job duties
are, you should take the time
to assess the task at hand (no
pun intended!) to ensure that
you aren’t subjecting yourself
to injury. Curb your tendency
to always use one hand. Stud-
iesindicate that people use
their favored side of their body
to complete tasks over 95% of
the time. This might explain
why you can throw a ball with
your ‘favored arm’ fairly well
but when asked to throw a ball
with the other arm, people
around you duck and take
covey!

So, the next time you're as-
signed atask involving repeti-
tive actions, whether it be as-
sembling the ‘big report’, re-
wiring an electrical panel or
controlling traffic at the turn-
out gate, remember to make
sure that you are not subjecting

yourself to a condition that
could lead to injury. Learnto
use your “less favored side” of
your body to accomplish tasks.

Please take care of your health,
the agency wants and depends
on you everyday!
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