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Ergonomics—who really cares?

by Steven Price, Ergonomic Consultant, Quadrants\Office Concepts Inc.

Years after ergonomists be-
gan to make a connection be-
tween the discomfort com-
puter terminal operators can
experience and the worksta-
tion they’re made to utilize,
the debate rages on: Do people
really need adjustable furni-
ture? If so, how much
adjustability do they actually
need?

Those arguing against the
need for fully-adjustable
workstations are clearly win-
ning the war. Installation af-
ter installation continues to
be made with completely
fixed-height furniture or with
only the keyboard adjustable.
Individuals responsible for
choosing such workstations
would appear to have a lot of
evidence supporting their de-
cision. Studies show less than
5% of employees actually uti-
lize the adjustments in their
workstation, even when they
are provided. Besides, if non-
adjustable furniture really
caused employee discomfort,
why aren’t more people com-
plaining? Some are, but most
ar¢ not; so is it a problem
requiring an investment in
fully adjustable work-sta-
tions?

Bothered

Certainly most companics
spend time trying to find the
answer to those questions,
eventhose thateventually pur-
chasc non or minimally-ad-
justable workstations. Butdid
they make a mistake? Could
there be an answer to their
questions they failed to see?
Whatifalototfemployees are
experiencing discomfort but
they’re not complaining for
another reason? Is there an-
other explanation for why
adjustments are not utilized
when they are provided?

[t took us ten years to find the
answer to those questions!
Ouvr first introductioa to ad-
justable workstations came in
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Europe in 1977. Touring of-
fices in Denmark and Swe-
den, we were amazed to see
all office employees sitting at
height-adjustable desks,
whether they had a computer
terminal at their workstation
or not. (Back then, most
didn’t.) Their desks were ad-
justed in a wide range of
heights that appeared to ac-
commodate everyone in a
proper sitting position.

Bewitched

We were told the use of height-
adjustable furniture had been
common for 25 years. The
rationale we were given
seemed so logical we flew
back to Canada with a dream
of saving North Americans
from the discomfort we now
knew they mustbe experienc-
ing. To that end, we arranged
to import a completely ad-
justable line of Swedish of-
fice furniture in 1978, and
{ully expected both the prod-
uct and concept to be quickly
embraced. Whatasurprise we
were in for!

What if a lot of
employees are
experiencing
discomfort but
they’re not
complaining?

With some difficulty, we fi

nally managedto land our first
project withan insurance firm
in Toronto. We attributed the
slow start to an insensitivity
on management’s part to em-
ployees needs. The insurance
company clearly had a prob-
lem, however, with comput-
ers just introduced in their
claims depantment. Immedi-
ately after the installation, we
wentintoexplaintoeveryone
how to use their new worksta-
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tionand have each adjusted to
suit the occupant, based on
the instructions we received
in Europe.

Bewildered

We were absolutely shocked
and bewildered to find at least
half the people firmly stating
that they did not want their
workstation adjusted! This
pattern repeated itself in in-
stallation after installation.
Each time, all we could think
of to say was, “Let us adjust
your workstation and if you
don’t like it, we’ll change it
back again.” We never
changed any back, and, in fact,
individuals usually reported
an instant sense of improve-
ment in their comfort and
well-being. Still, it didn’t ex-
plain the initial resistance, in
some rorm, from almost ev-
eryone.

Aimost no one
started out want-
ing an adjustable

workstation.

The mystery deepened. We
started conducting seminars
formanagers on why employ-
ees needed independent
adjustability for their key-
board, screen and desk sur-
face and the discomforts many
would be experiencing with-
out such features.

Within weeks we would fol-
low up the seminar with phone
calls to the manager who’d
attended, to see what nexustep
wemighttake forthem. Time
and again, we were told that
they’d really enjoyed our
seminar——-but on returning to
their office had failed 1o es-
tablish any employee dissat-
isfaction with existing, non-
adjustable furniture.

What was going on? We had
already established aclearlink
between the ot*en substantiul
discomfort many individuals
experience’ @nd the way
they’remadeositand vorx—
but abmost no one staited out
wanting an adjustable work-
staticn.

Believers

The answer came from an
uneipectzd source. A de
signer, who'd emibraced our
ideas and concepts, had an
opportunity to do a project in
Moritreal, if he could demon-
strate toamanager who’d had
no complaints, that there was
a problem in his department.
The designer prepared and
distributed a questionnaire. [t
didn’t say, “How do you like
your workstution?” It sai,
with specifics, Do you ever
experience physical discom-
fort during your working
day?” To varying degrees,
most said ‘yes’. Some dis-
comfort wis Juile severe.
The last question asked was,
“To whatdo you attribute your
discorvort?” tost employ-
ees-blenicd it er a weakness
within themselves, or simply
accept discomfort as part of
the job. Almost no one attrib-
uted the disconientothe way
they’se niade 1o st and work.
That’s why peopie don’tstart
out v anting adjustabie work-
stations or preperly utilize
them when they are just in-
stalled. That's wiry adjustabic
workstations must be prop-
erly implemented to actualiy
improve comfort.

Of comrse it also means if
you're a specifier o buyer ¢
office turpiture, you can con-
tinue o ignore adjustable
workstations—al leastas long
as cmployees continue not
knowing any discomfort they
may experience can probably
be attributed 1o how they’re
made 10 sit and work.

But you'll know...
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