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Office Safety
The risk of injury to office workers is much lower than to industrial (blue collar) workers.  Because of this, office risks often go unrecognized, yet they could lead to serious personal injury.  Complacency is the word!

The attitude that office accidents do not amount to much is one of the prime causes of office accidents.  The average office worker gives little thought to safety because office work is not perceived as hazardous, and no accidents have occurred in years.

But, office accidents do happen.  Do you know any office workers that have been injured?  Or how many office workers’ have had a “close call?”

Accidents are costly, consider the price:

· Discomfort and pain – from bumps, bruises and cuts to more serious injuries like back strain and electrical shock.

· Disruptions – in work schedules, vacation plans and in family and social life.

· Dollars – including medical bills, lost wages and insurance costs.

Let’s do an overview of office hazards.  Types of hazards found in an office setting are:

· Electrical cords – they pose a hazard if damaged or frayed.  Reduce hazard by inspecting electrical cords and removing damaged cords at once.

· Ergonomic issues – can cause harm if the task is not fitted to the user.

· Furniture – layout of furniture can pose a hazard if not properly placed or arranged; also can cause blocked or difficult means of exit tripping hazards.

· Office equipment – poses  a hazard if you are not trained on how to maintain the equipment.  Examples of hazards that office equipment can pose are hot surfaces, sharp parts and pinch points (areas where body parts can become caught); and then there is the slips, trips, and falls which can occur.

· Housekeeping – the number one accident prevention  and everyone’s responsibility in the workplace.

· Workplace violence – violence can be physical or verbal.

· Safe office attire – be careful what you are wearing when you are doing certain things in the office.

Leading Types of Disabling Accidents in Offices

Office workers sustain approximately 76,000 fractures, dislocations, sprains, strains and contusions annually.

Leading types of disabling office accidents are:

· Falls and slips

· Strains and over-exertion 

· Struck by or striking against objects 

· Caught in or between objects 

In addition, office workers are also injured as a result of foreign substances in the eye, spilled hot liquids, burns from fire, and electrical shock.  

In recent years, illness has increased among the office worker population.  This may be attributed, in part, to the presence of environmental toxins within the office and to stress-producing factors associated with the automated office.  Resulting illnesses may include respiratory problems, skin diseases, and stress-related conditions.

Common Office Safety and Health Hazards
Office Hazard Controls is the process for controlling hazards in the office, similar to that for controlling hazards in industrial settings.  The preferred means of hazard control is to eliminate the hazard which is called engineering controls.  Another means is minimizing exposure to the hazard which is administrative controls.

Physical layout and housekeeping

· Floor surfaces – waxed floors, loose carpeting, floorboards and tiles

· Wet floors – wipe up spills, wear appropriate shoes and pickup pencils, paper clips and other objects that may cause a slip.
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Poor design or poor housekeeping can lead to crowding, lack of privacy and slips, trips and falls.  When a workplace is clean, orderly, and free of obstruction, work can get done safely and properly.  Workers feel better, think better, do better work, and often increase the quantity and quality of their work when good design of the physical layout and good housekeeping practices are in place.
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Some important factors related to office layout and orderliness include maintaining at least 3 feet distance between desks; at least 50 square feet per employee;

· Keeping telephone and electrical cords out of aisles and walkways.  Cords can create tripping hazards!

· Office machines should be kept away from edges of desks and tables.

· Regularly inspect, and repair or replace faulty carpeting.

· Remove excess debris from the work area.

· Clean up spills promptly.
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Does your office look like this?  
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Exits and Egress Hazards also pose problems.  Exit accesses must be free from obstructions or impediments! And the exits must be readily accessible at all times!  
Blocked or improperly planned means of egress can lead to injuries as a result of slips, trips, and falls.

If employees become trapped during an emergency due to improper egress, more serious injuries or fatalities can result.
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Controls to ensure proper and safe manes of egress include:

· Minimum access to exit width of 28 inches;

· Generally, two exists should be provided;

· Exits and access to exits must be marked. 
· Means of egress including stairways used for emergency exit, should be free of obstructions and adequately lighted.
· Employees must be aware of exits and trained in evacuation proceudres.
All buildings need to have an emergency action plan, which describes actions that must be taken to ensure employee safety in emergencies.  These emergency action plans should include floor plans or maps, which show emergency escape routes; informs employees what actions to take in emergency situations, and where to gather for a count of workers after an emergency.

Slips, Trips & Falls 

One of the main causes of office injuries!  

· Falls from level surfaces, elevated surfaces, such as standing on chairs, falling out of chairs, falling down stairs, and parking lots;

· One should keep aware of their surroundings;

· Keep aisles clear;

· “Walk like a duck” on slipper surfaces;

· Use handrail on stairs;

· Report deficient conditions to the facilities maintenance department;

· Wipe up spills;

· Don’t run – walk; and of course there is No Horseplay!

Fire Hazards

A serious problem associated with office design is the potential for fire hazards.  Offices contain large amounts of combustible materials, such as paper, furniture and carpeting, which can easily ignite and emit toxic fumes.

To reduce office fire hazards:
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Fire extinguishers and alarms must be conspicuously paced and accessible.

· Store excess paper materials inside cabinets, files or lockers.

· Use flame retardant materials.  

Picture to the right shows the fire extinguisher blocked!
Handling and Storage Hazards

Improper lifting of materials can cause musculoskeletal disorders, such as sprains, strains, and inflamed joints.  
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Office materials that are improperly stored can lead to hazards such as objects falling on workers, poor visibility, and often fires.

Make sure that you have an orderly arrangement in your office.  

Handling and Storage hazard Controls

· An effective ergonomic control program is one where you  incorporate employee awareness and training and ergonomic design of work tasks.

· Don’t allow storage of materials on top of cabinets or in aisles or walkways.

· Heavy objects stored on lower shelves and materials stacked neatly.

· Flammable and combustible materials identified and properly stored.

· MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheets) must be provided for each hazardous chemical identified in the office.  

Material Handling

Don’t forget to ask for assistance when lifting, or try to avoid lifting objects that are too heavy for you.  When you do lift, use good lifting techniques and avoid twisting.

Office Furniture Hazards
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 Serious injuries can result from defective furniture in the office; misuse of chairs, desks, or file cabinets, and improper use of ladders and stools.

Workers should always face the ladder when climbing up or down and the ladders should be inspected on a regular basis to ensure that they are in good condition.  Never, ever use the top of a ladder as a step and always make sure that they are fully open and the spreaders are locked.  

Don’t climb on any office chair.  Use a ladder or stool.

Chairs should be properly designed and regularly inspected for missing casters and loose parts!
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Don’t lean back in an office chair with your feet up!   Keep your legs on the floor so that you do not end up on the floor.  And don’t scoot across the floor while sitting in a chair!  You are just asking for trouble!  Another item regarding chairs, take time to reach out and hold onto the chair as you sit down so that you are sure that the chair is beneath you as you sit!
Make adjustments to your chairs.  Office workers spend most of their time at work in chairs, so proper adjustments are needed for comfort, productivity and to reduce job injuries.
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Filing cabinets are another hazard!  Remember to open only one file drawer at a time.  Don’t locate file cabinets close to doorways or in aisles and always use drawer handles to close file drawers.

Keep your desk in good condition, free from sharp edges, nails, etc…Ensure that glass-top desks do not have sharp edges.  Also, keep desk drawers closed when not in use to keep from tripping!
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Office workers also have to watch out for electrical hazards.  They usually occur as a result of faulty or defective equipment, unsafe installation, or misuse of equipment.

Equipment must be properly grounded to prevent shock injuries.   A sufficient number of outlets will prevent overloading of circuits.  Poorly maintained or non-approved equipment should not be used.  Cords should not be dragged over nails, hooks, or other sharp objects.
Receptacles must be installed and equipment maintained so that no live electrical parts are exposed!

Disconnect machines before cleaning or adjusting.  Generally, machines and equipment must be locked or tagged out during maintenance.

Office Machinery and Tool Hazards

Office machines with hazardous moving parts, such as electric hole punches and paper shredders can cause lacerations, abrasions and fractures. 

Misuse of office tools, such as pens, pencils, paper, letter openers, scissors and staplers can cause cuts, punctures and related infections.

 Learn how to operate office machines safely before using them and be sure to keep hands and fingers clear of nip points and the shredder inlet.  

Copiers have hazards as well.  Hazards may include excessive noise and intense light.  During repair or troubleshooting, some parts of the copier may be hot.  Also, remember to switch machines off before trying to clear a blockage.

Take precautions when using copiers.  Always keep the document cover closed.  Noise exposure can be taken care of by isolating the machine if possible.  Be sure to have the machine services routinely and always follow the manufacturer’s instructions for troubleshooting.
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Watch out for those machines that may have nip points or rotating parts.  These need to be guarded so that you don’t come in contact with the moving parts.  Always, secure machines that tend to move during operation and again, avoid wearing long or loose clothing or accessories around the machinery with moving parts.  If you don’t, you may end up like our friend to the right….
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[image: image20.wmf]Paper cutters pose a problem as well.  Always keep the blade closed when not in use.  A guard should be provided and fingers kept clear.
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Always use a stapler remover and never test a jammed stapler with your thumb. 
Store sharp objects in a drawer or with the point down!  

Computer Monitors and Work Stations

Health concerns of computer monitors involve, eye irritation, low back, neck and shoulder pain, cumulative trauma disorders and stress!
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Proper ergonomic design should be tailored to prevent discomfort.
Factors to consider include:

· Relation of operator to screen

· Operator’s posture

· Lighting and background

· Keyboard position

· Chair height

· Document holder

· Screen design, characters and color

Ventilation in the Office

Where printing or copying machines are present, an exhaust ventilation system which draws particulates and gases away from the employee’s breathing zone should be present if possible.  Sources of air pollution in the office include both natural agents (e.g., mold spores) and synthetic chemicals (e.g., cleaning fluids).

Illumination in the Office

Office work is visually demanding and has always required good lighting for maximum comfort and productivity.  “Good” lighting means providing enough illumination so that people can see printed, handwritten or displayed documents clearly but are not blinded by excessively high light levels (a cause of glare). The most common complaints resulting from poor lathing are eyestrain, eye irritation, blurred vision, dry burning eyes and headaches.

Poor lighting affects not only the ocular system, but can also contribute to stiff necks and aches in the shoulder area. These problems can occur when people adopt poor or awkward postures when trying to read something under poor lighting conditions.

Illumination controls in the office include regular maintenance of the lighting system, light-colored matte finish on walls and ceilings to reduce glare, adjustable shades on windows and indirect or task lighting.
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Noise in the Office
Workplace sounds can be steady (such as the continuous hum from a ventilation system or a computer), intermittent (sound which comes and goes), or impact (sounds of short duration, such as the snap of an electric stapler.  

A variety of sounds can be heard in the average office – anything from the sound of a ringing telephone to the background hum of a ventilation system.  Some sources of noise can be minimized with minor adjustments, others may require major alterations to the building systems.

Music in the workplace is sometimes used to mask sounds.  Music can provide mental stimulation while performing tasks, which can help to reduce stress levels; however, some people find music in the office intensely annoying.  So if you enjoy music, keep the volume down so as not to disrupt others! 
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Noise sources in the office include anything from printers, office machines, telephones to human voices.  High noise can produce tension and stress, as well as damage hearing!

Noise Controls

Noisy machines should be placed in an enclosed space if at all possible.

Carpeting, draperies, and acoustical ceiling tiles should be used to muffle noise.

Telephone volume should be adjusted to its lowest level.

Traffic routes in the office should be arranged to reduce traffic within and between work areas.

Now complete the Office Safety Checklist for your area and turn it in for credit for a safety class.

Office Safety Checklist

Name:________________________

Division/Department:_____________________________

Date:_____________________

	#
	Item
	Yes
	No
	N/A

	1.
	Are floor surfaces chipped and uneven, does carpeting show worn spots or holes?
	
	
	

	2.
	Are aisles sufficiently wide to provide easy movement?
	
	
	

	3.
	Are electric and telephone cords placed where they might trip someone who is passing by?
	
	
	

	4.
	Do electrical cords look frayed or damaged?  Are they draped around hooks or sharp edges, or are they stepped on?
	
	
	

	5.
	Are employees allowed to stand on chairs, desk, drawers, or other improvised ladders?
	
	
	

	6.
	Is the paper cutter placed in a location and position where there is enough safe room to work?
	
	
	

	7.
	Are employees using pencil holders with pencil points up?
	
	
	

	8.
	Do employees wear dangling jewelry or floppy clothing around moving machinery (i.e. wearing ties while using shredders)?
	
	
	

	9.
	Are employees allowed to lean way back in chairs or run in the office?
	
	
	

	10.
	Do employees take caution to avoid spills while carrying liquids through the office?  Are spills cleaned up promptly?
	
	
	

	11.
	Are scissors, knives, razor blades and other sharp items safely stored and used?
	
	
	

	12.
	Are stair handrails, tread and risers in good condition and stairs well lighted?
	
	
	

	13.
	Are floors and stairs free of clutter, paperclips and scraps, etc. and spills?
	
	
	

	14.
	Are desks or file drawers left open?
	
	
	

	15.
	Is furniture with casters easy to move?
	
	
	

	16.
	Is more than one file drawer opened at once?
	
	
	

	17. 
	Are files top heavy, with empty drawers at the bottom and full drawers on top?
	
	
	

	18.
	Are boxes, papers and books stored safely on top of files and storage cabinets?  
	
	
	

	19.
	Are fire exits clearly marked and free of obstructions?
	
	
	

	20.
	Do all employees know the location of exits and alarms and have key personnel been trained in the use of a fire extinguisher?
	
	
	

	21.  
	Are storage areas kept clean and orderly?
	
	
	

	22.
	Are there any receptacles with damaged or missing faceplates?
	
	
	

	23.
	Are employees instructed in the proper lifting techniques?
	
	
	

	24.
	Are all accidents, incidents promptly reported?  Do employees who to report accidents to?
	
	
	

	25.
	Do employees know where there is a first-aid kit?
	
	
	

	26.
	Are employees aware of the buildings emergency action plan?
	
	
	








