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Introduction  
 

n ergonomically set up workstation can help to reduce the risk of 
discomfort, pain and injury. Evaluating the ergonomics of your workstation 
requires a step by step process. Using this self-assessment guide, you will 

be able to ensure your setup is ergonomically at its best and hopefully will be able 
to notice an improvement in comfort while you work.  

The correct definition of an ergonomic set-up is accustoming the work area to fit 
you. Ergonomic problems like neck, shoulder, elbow, or wrist pain are not an effect 
of a sudden injury rather are the result of the accumulation of repetitive 
movements, sustained postures and prolonged periods of inactivity. However, it 
only takes several small adjustments or changes to make significant and 
noticeable improvements.  

Although this document contains a wide range of ergonomic and postural 
recommendations, the common concept throughout is for the maintenance of our 
limbs and joints in a relaxed, neutral and supported position (if possible). 

Besides any adjustments you may make to your own workstation, it is with the 
equal importance that you avoid repetitive movements or sustained posture where 
possible. Breaks from your desk/task/posture are critical to ensure your body gets 
a rest between repetitive tasks or a change in muscle length and joint angles. Rest 
breaks may not be the most appropriate terminology, as rest breaks should also 
contain movement if you have been sedentary for some time. Movement helps to 
circulate blood to your muscles and this in turn can help remove the build up of 
lactic acid within the muscles and supply essential nutrients to help maintain the 
tissue.  
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Chair 
 

First and foremost you must have a good quality ergonomic chair. Your chair 
should have three basic features: 

◉  Adjustable back rest height 

◉  Adjustable seat height 

◉  Adjustable back rest angle 
 

There should also be a 5-point base with castors and some form of lumbar support. 
Ideally, if your budget permits there are now some great additional ergonomic 
adjustments you can get on ergonomic chairs. These include: 

◉  Adjustable seat pan depth 

◉  Adjustable seat pan angle 

◉  Adjustable lumbar support 

◉  Adjustable seat tilt tension. 
 

I experience back pain when sitting 
Make sure you are sitting in your chair with good posture. When you first sit down 
in a chair you should make adjustments in order to appropriately set the chair up 
for your body. This includes: 

Adjusting the height of the seat: Seat height should be the first thing you adjust at 
any workstation. The height of the chair must be adjusted so that your wrists are 
at the same height or slightly below your elbows. Your hips should be at right 
angles (90 – 100 degrees) when sitting in your chair. Now that you have positioned 
your seat at its correct height, do your feet reach the floor? If they do not, then you 
will require a footrest to help bridge the gap between your feet and the floor.  

N.B. The sitting position used above is designed to put your neck and shoulders in 
a relax position. Sitting too low to your desk may promote “shrugging” of your 
shoulders as you try to reach up to your desk.  

Adjusting the angle of the backrest: the general rule of thumb is to have your back 
rest angle set at 90-100 degrees in order to promote an upright sitting posture.  
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Adjusting the height of the backrest: Ergonomic office chairs tend to often have an 
lumbar support in the lower part of the backrest that is specifically contoured to 
support your lower back and spine. If you position your backrest too high or too 
low, this lumbar support will feel as though it is digging in to your hips or into your 
mid back. One easy way to check if the backrest is too high is to place your hand 
behind your back. If you can slide your hand behind your back while you are 
seated you may have positioned the lumbar support too high. 

There are a wide range of chairs on the market that contain varying back rest 
heights.  Ideally the backrest of a good ergonomic chair should come up to the 
height under your shoulder blades. In most cases, these chairs are termed or 
labelled as a “High backrest chair”. If your budget permits, investing in a high back 
rest chair is a good idea. However if you have a short statue, then a normal back 
rest height may provide back support up to your shoulder blades already. Taller 
individuals will always require a high back rest due to their long torso length.  

When you are sitting on your chair, your back should completely rest against the 
back rest and your backside should be sitting right back into the chair. Some 
people prefer to sit on the edge of their chair however this sitting posture provides 
no back support and places greater strain on your back muscles due to the 
constant activation of them. Make sure that your chair wheels move smoothly and 
freely over the floor when you are moving away from the desk. If the flooring is 
carpet, you may need to invest in a plastic floor chair mat. 

 

I experience leg discomfort when sitting in my chair 
Firstly, check the position of your feet. As previously mentioned,  they need to be 
flat on the floor. Avoid resting your feet underneath the chair on the chair feet. If 
you have adjusted your chair height as recommended above and you can’t place 
your feet flat on the floor, you will require a foot rest. Your footrest should be large 
enough for both of your feet to rest on  it and if your budget permits, select ones 
that offers a tilt mechanism so you can alternate your ankle joint angles as you 
require.  

Check there is adequate room between the front of the seat pan and behind your 
knees. Ideally there should be at least a 2 finger wide gap. If you find the back of 
your knees are pressing up against the seat and there is no gap, you will need a 
shorter seat pan depth.  
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This is also a similar problem for taller individuals who have more then a 2 finger 
gap between the back of their knees and the seat pan, however these individuals 
will require a deeper seat pan.  

Check that the seat pan is wide enough for you. Your backside should fit 
comfortably on the seat pan without any overhanging at the sides of the seat pan. 
Individuals with larger hips or frames will require a seat pan that is wider and 
deeper in order to comfortably accommodate their body frame. 

 

Our Recommendations for Ergonomic Chairs 

 

Gregory Inca Ergonomic Chair 

 

Alpha Logic Ergonomic Chair 
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Computer Monitor 
 

I experience neck pain when looking at the computer monitor 
Make sure to position your monitor in front of you not on either off-sides. The 
computer monitor should be adjusted in such a way that you are directly looking 
at the computer monitor and your eyes are level with the top 1/3rd of the computer 
monitor screen. The computer monitor should be positioned at least an arm’s 
distance away from you when seated. Your ears should be over your shoulders so 
as to avoid chin protrusion and unnecessary neck strain. Most people tend to stick 
their neck forward when they have difficulty reading the print on the computer 
monitor. If you cannot read the screen clearly with the computer monitor just 
beyond arm’s length, it may be time to have your eyes checked by an Optometrist. 

 

Workstation 
Ideally your desk should have: 

◉  Have a workable surface that is level and sufficient area for you to be able 
to perform a variety of tasks. 

◉  Be high enough to provide room for your legs to easily fit underneath the 
workstation without you hitting your knees on the top of the workstation.  

◉  Be at least 55cm deep to allow for ample leg room. 

◉  Be set up so that all frequently used items such as pens, phone, manuals or 
mouse can be easily reached without needing to lean forward or twist in 
your chair.  
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Recommended Products 

 

Fellows Monitor Riser 

   

 

Fellowes Laptop Riser 
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Telephone 
 

I have to lean forward to reach for my telephone 
As previously mentioned, any item used frequently such as a telephones or mouse 
need to be within the neutral reach zone - the area you can reach whilst sitting 
where your elbows can remain by your side. Repetitively reaching beyond this 
comfort zone to answer the phone or any other object simply places unnecessary 
stress on your arms and neck. 

The phone should be placed on your non-dominant hand side (i.e., left side for right 
handers). This will allow for easy coordination between answering and holding the 
phone in your non-dominant hand, while allowing your dominant hand to take 
notes or use your mouse.  

 

My work requires mostly taking on the phone and typing at the same 
time 
There is only one solution to this problem and that is the use of a telephone 
headset. Trying to talk on a telephone and type at the same time usually requires 
an individual to “cradle” the telephone headset between their ear and their 
shoulder. This posture places significant pressure on both the neck and the 
shoulder and over time, may result in pain. When your work requires handling of 
long duration calls more often, use the speaker phone feature on your phone (with 
the junction that it does not disturb  your co-workers) so you don’t have to hold the 
handset to your ear for long periods. 
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Computer Mouse 
 

Your mouse should be placed within easy reach of your dominant hand. 
Traditional mouses do not promote comfortable working postures. Traditional 
mouses tend to promote over activation of forearm muscles, wrist extension and 
wrist deviation movements. The goal for best practice computer mouse 
ergonomics is to keep your wrist in a neutral alignment and utilize whole arm 
movements where possible.  

 

I experience pain in my wrist when using my mouse 
Do not hold or linger on holding the mouse when you are not using the mouse. 
Rest your hand flat on the desk when you can rather than allowing it to continually 
grip the mouse. Constant gripping of the mouse promotes unnecessary sustained 
muscle contractions in the forearm and can lead to fatigue and pain.  

Try swapping the hand with which you mouse with. Although initially quite 
awkward, most people will get accustomed to using the mouse in their non-
dominant hand if they practice it for approximately 1-2 weeks. Remember though, 
if you swap your mousing hands, make sure that you switch the primary and 
secondary mouse buttons so that you still use your index finger for most clicks 
regardless of whether you are using your left or right hand. This can be done by 
going to Settings-Control Panel→ Mouse→ Button Configuration. 

Consider investing in an ergonomic mouse. Unlike traditional mouses, ergonomic 
mouses have been designed specifically to promote comfortable mousing and 
safe work postures. There are many different types of ergonomic mouses on the 
market however they all tend to fall within 3 main categories - Vertical Mouse, 
Trackball Mouse and Touchpad Mouse. Vertical Mouses are by far the most 
comfortable and widely used ergonomic mouses. A good vertical mouse will place 
your hand into a vertical position or hand shake position in order to operate the 
mouse. These posture is best for reducing wrist and forearm pain. Trackball 
mouses may initially provide some relief of your pain, but tend to promote 
repetitive finger movements over the long term and for this reason are not 
recommended as a first line treatment.  
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Touchpad mouses are another great ergonomic mouse, as they allow for left and 
right handed mousing and for you to alternate the finger you use to mouse. If you 
are going to invest in an ergonomic mouse, start with a vertical mouse first as these 
are the gold standard.  

 

Recommended Ergonomic Mice 

 

Delux M618 Vertical Mouse 

 

 

 

Ergo Comfi Mouse 
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Adesso iMouse 
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Keyboard 
 

I experience pain in my neck and shoulder when typing 
Your keyboard needs to be positioned correctly in order to minimize the risk of 
developing neck, shoulder, forearm and wrist pain. It should be positioned square 
on your desk (not off to one side) and the “B” key should be in line with the center 
of your body. When typing your shoulders should be relaxed and your elbows 
should be at a 90-100 degree angle. If not, you may need to adjust your chair 
height in order to achieve this posture.  

Be aware of where you position paper copies that you may be data entering. 
Documents positioned to the side or flat on the desk can cause you to twist your 
upper body and repetitively have your neck flexed forward or to the side. Always 
use a document holder to position your documents on. The document holder 
should be positioned in-line with your body between your keyboard and monitor, 
so there is no need to twist your neck to look to the side of the monitor. If you are 
not proficient in touch typing you should consider practicing this skill as touch 
typists look down at the keyboard less frequently than those with poor typing 
skills. This may be the root cause for your constant neck pain.  

 

I experience pain in my wrists/ forearms when keying 
Position your keyboard approximately 6-7cm away from the edge of the desk, to 
enable enough desk space in front of the keyboard so that you can rest your 
forearms on the desk or a wrist support. This may require you to move your monitor 
further back in order to accommodate the keyboard in the correct position. 

The best work posture for typing on a keyboard is to have your wrists in a neutral 
alignment (aka flat), with the hands in line with the forearms. Try placing the feet 
on your keyboard down so that it is flat against the desk. This will help to promote 
a neutral wrist alignment and reduce any wrist extension you may have when 
typing. If you are unable to get your wrist into a neutral wrist alignment you may 
require a slim keyboard or an ergonomic keyboard.  
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A slim keyboard is exactly that, a slim height keyboard. It promotes neutral wrist 
alignment due to its short height. An ergonomic keyboard contains a slight curve 
in it. This curve helps to eliminate the deviation at the wrist that some people have 
when they use traditional keyboard.  

 

My work is primarily computer-based with very limited opportunity to 
alternate tasks 
Ideally you should take a break from typing for at least 5 to 10 minutes every 60 
minutes. This might mean diverting yourself to other task like moving out of your 
chair, doing stretches, or filing. If you are the type of person who gets completely 
engrossed in their work and can’t remember to move regularly, consider 
downloading a program onto your computer which can act as a timer / reminder 
to get up and move. Such programs will alert you with a pop-up reminder when 
you need to stop typing and take a stretch break. There are a heap of free stretch 
break software on the internet to choose from – try http://www.guardian-
eos.com.au/TrialIndex.htm. 

 

Recommended Ergonomic Keyboards 

 

Adesso EasyTouch Mini Keyboard 
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Ergotight Keyboard 

 

 

Kinesis Freestyle 2 
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Laptops 
 

Laptops are designed for conveniently transporting a computer. They are not 
designed with ergonomics in mind. Laptops are extremely hazardous from an 
ergonomics stand point, largely due to their limited adjustments and poor design.  

 

I use a laptop as my primary computer 
A good laptop set up is exactly the same as a good desktop computer set up. All 
the same principles apply. You need to position the screen as you would for a 
normal PC – i.e. with the top of the screen at or just below eye level, so you can 
see the screen without bending your neck. Use a laptop docking station or a laptop 
stand in order to get the monitor at the right height. You will also need a separate 
full-sized keyboard and mouse as you can not use the ones built into the laptop 
once it is on the laptop stand or dock. 
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Quick guide to common ergonomic related aches and 
pains and the possible ergonomic solutions 

 

Neck Pain: Back of Neck 

◉  Looking down at documents or at keyboard - Use a document holder / learn 
to touch type 

◉  Check the height of your computer monitor 
 

Neck Pain: Side of neck 

◉  Frequently turning or looking to one side of your desk - Position your 
documents and computer monitor directly in front of you, not to the side 

◉  Cradling phone between ear and shoulder - Invest in a headset instead of 
cradling phone between ear and shoulder 

 

Shoulder Pain 

◉  Keyboard positioned too high - check seat height 

◉  Arms unsupported - check seat height 
 

Lower Back Pain 

◉  Inadequate lumbar support from your chair - Adjust the back rest height so 
that the lumbar support of chair moulds with the curve in your lower back 

◉  Leaning forward or sitting on the edge of your chair - sit back on your chair 
with full back support from the backrest 

 

Upper Back Pain 

◉  Twisted or hunched posture - sit straight and avoid twisting to reach for 
objects 
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Upper Arm or Shoulder Pain 

◉  Arm outstretched or unsupported - Move mouse and phone closer to you 

◉  Reaching for telephone or cradling telephone on shoulder - Use a headset 
instead of cradling phone between ear and shoulder 

 

Leg Discomfort 

◉  Thighs compressed against chair seat pan edge - invest in chair with deeper 
seat pan 

◉  Feet not touching the ground - Use a footrest 
 

Headaches 

◉  Poor posture, glare, stress, high workload - Rearrange work area and 
position of monitor. Vary tasks and take regular breaks. Reduce the amount 
of time you spend on your computer. Have your vision checked by an 
Optometrist.  
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