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Display Screens: The Main Risks
	
Display screen equipment has been associated with a range of symptoms related to the visual system and working posture. These often reflect bodily fatigue and can readily be prevented by applying ergonomic principles to the design, selection and installation of display screen equipment and to the design of the workplace.

· Upper limb pains and discomfort

Sitting in fixed positions for long periods, or awkward, rapid or repetitive movements of the head, body or arms can cause pains or discomfort in the neck, shoulders or arms. These symptoms usually disappear when work stops. But poor workplace or job design or inappropriate keying techniques may put some keyboard users at risk of chronic upper limb disorders. Symptoms can include pain, swollen soft tissue, restricted joint movement, loss of function and permanent disability. 

· Eye and eyesight effects

There is medical evidence that using display screen equipment is not associated with damage to eyes or eyesight, nor makes existing defects worse. But some users may experience temporary visual fatigue, leading to a range of symptoms such as impaired visual performance, red or sore eyes, headaches, or behavioural changes (shielding devices, postural change). These symptoms may be caused by: 

· staying in the same position and concentrating for a long time; 
· poor positioning of the display screen equipment; 
· poor legibility of the screen or source documents; 
· poor lighting, including glare and reflections; 
· a drifting, flickering or jittering image on the screen. 

Like other visually demanding tasks, display screen work does not cause eye damage but it may make users with pre-existing vision defects more aware of them. Such uncorrected defects can make work with a display screen more tiring or stressful than would otherwise be the case. 

· Fatigue and Stress

Many symptoms described by display screen users reflect stresses arising from the user's task. They may be secondary to upper limb or visual problems but they are more likely to be caused by poor job design or work organization, lack of control of the work by the user, under-utilization of skills, high-speed repetitive working or social isolation. All these have been linked with stress in display screen work, although clearly they are not unique to it; but attributing individual symptoms to particular aspects of a job or workplace can be difficult. The risks of users of display screen equipment experiencing physical fatigue and stress can be minimized by following the principles underlying the Display Screen Equipment Regulations, 1992 (as amended) and guidance, i.e. by careful design, selection and disposition of display screen equipment; good design of the user's workplace, environment and task; and training, consultation and involvement of the user. 

Other Issues of Risk 

· Epilepsy

Display screen equipment does not cause epilepsy and sufferers should not be barred from work with it. However, people suffering from photosensitive epilepsy may be susceptible to flickering lights and striped patterns. This is a rare form of epilepsy and the most likely age of onset is in the 10 to 14 age group; the risk of onset from using a display screen at work is therefore extremely low. Some sufferers find they can work with display screens without experiencing seizures; local offices of the Employment Medical Advisory Service can provide further advice to those with photosensitive epilepsy who intend to work with display screens. 

· Facial dermatitis

Some display screen equipment users have reported facial skin complaints; from occasional itching or reddened skin on the face and/or neck, to more substantial symptoms in very few cases. These complaints are rare and the limited evidence available suggests they may be associated with environmental factors, such as low relative humidity or static electricity near the display screen. 

· Radiation effects 

A number of surveys have been undertaken to determine levels of electromagnetic radiation from display screen equipment. An extensive study by the National Radiological Protection Board in the UK concluded that emission levels are well below national and international limits for occupational exposure. Most radiation from display screens is much less than that received from natural environmental sources such as the sun. Because radiation from display screens does not add significantly to the natural background level of radiation, the National Radiological Protection Board considers that display screen radiation emissions do not put users at risk. 

· Effects on pregnant women

There has been concern about higher levels of miscarriage and birth defect reported among some groups of users. However, reliable studies have been unable to demonstrate any link between miscarriages or birth defects and display screens. The National Radiological Protection Board considers that radiation emissions do not put unborn children at risk. Pregnant women need not stop work with display screens. However, to avoid problems caused by anxiety, women who are pregnant or planning children and are worried about working with display screens should be advised to talk to their doctors.
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