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Are your workstations user-friendly?

eports from the public and corporate

sectorsin recentyears have revealed dra-

mendations to the library administration on meth-
ods to deal with this continuing problem. The

matic increases in worker injuries related to repmtirittee searched the literature of repetitive

tive actions or motions. For employers these inju-
riestranslate to losttime, reduced productivity, and
increased benefits costs.Arecent National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) in-
vestigation of the newspaper industry in the U.S.
established asignificant relationship between com-
puterterminal usage andthe incidence ofrepetitive
motion injuries.1 Some health care officials are
predictingthatthistype ofinjurywillbe the number
one occupational hazard of the 1990s.2

Libraries are just beginning to recognize and
acknowledge the existence of these problems. The
Sterlinge. Evans Library at Texas A&M University
is an example of a large academic library where a
good deal of repetitive work is conducted by staff
using computer terminals. With a large centrally
located facility, holdings over 1.9 million volumes,
a fully integrated online system, and a full range of
electronic reference services, most ofthe 137 clas-
sified staff and 57 professionals spend some time
working with computer terminals.

In January 1991, prompted by increasing com-
plaints and several reported wrist injuries among
library staff, the Evans Library Staff Association
formed acommittee to investigate these incidences.
The staffcommittee was composed of professional
and paraprofessional librarians, who set out to
investigate the complaints and to formulate recom-

motion injury, circulated a questionnaire among
the librarystaff, and consulted professional occupa-
tional therapists for input.

Investigation of the problem

A literature survey revealed expressed concern
through publishing activity in business and govern-
ment sectors, with little activity reported from the
library quarter. No reports were found on how
academic libraries are dealingwith these problems.
One recent study did address repetitive motion
injuries in large public libraries through a survey of
management response to incidence of these inju-
ries.3

The committee then designed and circulated a
questionnaireto the Evans Library staffto ascertain
the number of work-related injuries in the library
and to establish the level ofthe staffs’concerns and
knowledge on repetitive-motion injuries.

The questionnaire was distributed to 194 library
staff members and sought candid response by as-
suring anonymity. Most ofthose returned (68 indi-
viduals, 35%) included lengthy commentary. Many
(43 individuals, 63% ofthe respondents) identified
specific complaints due to their workstation envi-
ronments such as neck and backache, sore arms,
and headache. Most ofthose responding indicated
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thatthey shared workstationswith other individuals
and that they had only marginally adjustable work-
station equipment. These factors severely limit the
ability to properly adjust work conditions to the
individual, worker. The majority (35 individuals,
51% ofthe respondents) asked for more informa-
tion on repetitive-motion injuries and on how to
properly adjust workstation equipment. A surpris-
ing number of individuals (7 library staff, 11% of the
respondents) reported prior or present treatment by a
physician for some type of repetitive-motion injury.
These responses prompted the committee to seek out-
side professional advice in studying these problems.

The committee consequentlyapproachedacom-
munity health care provider, Scott & White, Inc.,
that agreed to conduct a thorough library evalua-
tion. A group of Scott & White physical and occu-
pational therapists then inspected library worksta-
tions and interviewed staff about their work envi-
ronment concerns. The therapists’ recommenda-
tions included a program to modify existing work-
stations to provide a safer and more productive
work environment, and outlined suggestions for
educating the staffin the proper utilization of the
existing workstations. They suggested that a pro-
gram of stretching exercises and provision for fre-
quent breaks for operators would help to relieve
some ofthe physical stress atthe computerworksta-
tion. They outlined suggestions for providing edu-
cational information for staffworkers, and provided
guidelines on the selection ofergonomic chairs and
equipment. They concluded their evaluation with
recommendations that the library conduct a peri-
odic review of the program to include systematic
datacollection (noting lostdays, number ofinjuries,
type of injuries, and library areas where injuries
occurred) and a scheduled assessment of the pro-
gram by trained professionals.

Recommendations of the committee

The library committee then recommended that
the Library Administration consider several actions
that would have immediate benefit. These actions
included altering work schedules to accommodate
more frequent breaks, rotating job assignments to
minimize repetitive motions, providing staff with
examples ofstretching exercisesto minimize stress,
and conducting an inventory of existing worksta-
tions to identify specific problem areas. It was
stressed that these efforts involve minimal initial
cost and have the immediate benefit of building
awareness ofthe existence ofthese problemsamong
library staff. However, the committee noted that
long-term solutions would require extensive plan-
ning, much greater expense, and a long-term com-
mitment by the administration. Purchase of ergo-
nomic equipment and workstation enhancements
must be accompanied with staff education and
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training programs and an ongoing evaluation pro-
gram to ensure a continual awareness.

Evidence of how effectively library staff and
administration can work together in addressing
these problems is evidenced by a recent commit-
mentbythe librarydirectorto purchase several new
ergonomic workstations as an initial step in solving
the problem. In addition, agroup hasbeen selected
from amongthe library staffto begin the design and
implementation of a preventive training program
based on the committee’s recommendations.

Conclusions

This papercan serveasanoutline forall libraries,
regardless of size or type, that seek to reduce the
potential for repetitive-motion injuries among li-
brary staff. Encouraging a cooperative atmosphere
between library staff and administration is impor-
tant in recognizing and addressing the problem.
When repetitive-motion injuries are suspected or
discovered inthe library, librarians have the obliga-
tion to their colleagues in the library, to the profes-
sion, and to their library patrons to investigate the
matter and encourage change where appropriate
and feasible.Notonlyisthe health ofthe employees
atrisk, but these injuries can be expensive interms
of rehabilitation and loss of productivity. This pro-
cess can sometimes be politically and financially
unpopular with some administrators, but if ap-
proached systematically and collectively the pro-
cessofevaluation and recommendation hasagreater
chance of success. We should not wait for others
outside the library to impose changes.

New technologies will continue to be imple-
mented by libraries. Librarians must be aware of
the potential problems that come with these tech-
nologies. Some of the incidents of repetitive-mo-
tion injury reported at Sterling C. Evans Library
have been workstation related, but many are due to
lack of education and understanding of the prob-
lem. Working within a cooperative rather than an
adversarial environment has allowed the fullest use
ofthese new technologies where productivity and a
healthy work environment can both exist.
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