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Proper Computer Set-Up

Written by Phyllis H. Abend, LMT, RPP, CH, LAc

Most people work on computers where all the parts are sitting on top of the desk.  That set-up means that the monitor, or screen, is too low and the keyboard and mouse are too high.  Lots of computers are also set up with the monitor and keyboard set at angles to one another, rather than in a straight line.  When the screen and keyboard are set at angles, the user sits twisted and this causes back and neck pain.  When the keyboard and screen are at improper heights, the user must adjust their body to use a high keyboard and scrunch down to see the screen, causing terrible neck and shoulder pain.  Improper position also causes eye strain and, often, headaches. 

The Ideal set-up for a computer is pretty simple, but requires a little equipment and the willingness to adjust your environment to use it.  The computer should be set up in a straight line with the screen and keyboard in a direct line from the user so they can sit up straight and look straight ahead.  

What you’ll need: 
1) This is most important: A height-adjustable keyboard shelf.  You can’t really use anything else for this.  

2) Something to raise your screen.  I used to use old phone books, anything will work.  What I use now is a pair of CD boxes on their sides.  They give me 2 small shelves for disks and other things I use at my computer. 

If you have multiple users for your computer, there are adjustable monitor arms that can be attached to either the desk top or the wall.  That way each user can adjust the computer for comfort.
3) Lighting that doesn't face the screen.

4) While you’re at it, get a head-set for your telephone.  If you use a telephone frequently or for long periods, this is a MUST, it will give your neck a rest.  Get one or blue-tooth for your cell phone, too.

The chair is at a height where your knees and hips are approximately at right angles.  Sit back into the angle between the seat and the back to get the most support on the seat and as much lumbar support as the chair will allow.  If the arms are adjustable, set them low enough to not lean on while typing, and high enough to relax on.  

If you’re really petite, it may be necessary to set your chair at a comfortable height to use the surface of your desk and then use a foot-stool to support your feet at a comfortable height.  It may then also be necessary to use a cushion to support your back and be comfortable.

Set the screen at a height where the middle of the screen is at eye level.  I’ve seen documentation that says the screen should be at a height where the top of the screen is at eye level – that positioning is geared to software that’s long out of date.  Having the middle of the screen at eye-level encourages the user to sit up, to look straight ahead and be able to see the whole screen at once.  The screen belongs 18 inches to arms length from the users face.  I like it farther away than that.

If you work at a trading desk, or somewhere where there are multiple screens, have the most frequently referenced screen at the middle and, preferably, at eye level.  Tiered screens should be set at levels where they can be comfortably seen with a minimum of head movement.  When screens are arrayed across a desk, turn your chair to face the screen you are using.

The keyboard needs to be on an adjustable shelf that is set at a height that just clears your knees.  Set it at an angle that allows comfortable flow on the keyboard.  I prefer to have the keyboard pretty flat.

If there are multiple keyboards associated with multiple screens, place each keyboard in line with the screen it controls and turn the chair to face it when you use it.

The mouse will be on the same shelf as the keyboard, set on the side you prefer.  For most people, the mouse goes on the right, but in an office, the shelves need to be big enough for use on either side.

Wrist and hand position:  The ideal position looks like a piano player at a keyboard.  The elbows are at right angles (90 degrees) or more so the wrists are straight and the fingers drop onto the keys.  You should never drop the heels of your hands and type; this is a set-up for carpal-tunnel syndrome.  In the correct hand position, your shoulders are dropped and your neck is relaxed.

Never use wrist rests!  If your keyboard or mouse is high enough to want one, lower it!

Lighting is probably the trickiest problem to solve.  Most office spaces have overhead florescent lighting.  This tends to reflect off the screen and the flicker is often out of synch with the screen.  Flicker is less of a problem with flat screens.  Indirect lighting is best; it creates fewer shadows and reflections.

Using a Lap Top - There is no ergonomically sound way to use a lap-top.  Sorry folks! 

The only way to use a lap top for any length of time without setting yourself up for major discomfort is to add peripherals to it.  At the very least, a keyboard and mouse must be added.  The laptop can be elevated at a distance and used as the screen, the keyboard and mouse can then be used in your lap.  Wireless keyboards and mice are readily available.  For portability, there are always folding keyboards.

If you refuse to carry anything beyond the computer, please really use it on your knees and flip the screen down at enough of an angle to allow you to sit up and see the screen.  This will be tiring for your neck, but more comfortable overall.  Remember, don’t let the computer go, or it will flip off your lap.

Remember to take frequent breaks, change the focus of your eyes and move around.  Sitting without moving for hours at a time is tough on your eyes and body.  Also, don’t forget to blink and breathe!

Once you set up your computer this way, you’ll be more comfortable and you’ll feel less tired at the end of the day.
This picture is what my work station looks like, clutter and all.
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