Chapter 10

OFFICE SAFETY

10.1. General Information. Office mishaps generally occur less frequently when compared to the number of mishaps experienced in the industrial environment. However, office workers (an office worker is most often defined as a person primarily engaged in performing clerical, administrative, or professional tasks indoors in an office) do experience mishaps and the resulting injuries can be just as painful and just as severe as their industrial counterparts. An office mishap resulting in a broken bone is just as costly to treat as a similar mishap occurring in an industrial setting. Even minor office mishaps can produce injuries resulting in lost workdays. NOTE: The following information can be applied to any administrative work environment regardless of the location. 

10.2. Hazards and Human Factors: 

10.2.1. Hazards. Falls frequently occur in the office. People fall from chairs when they are sitting 

down, getting up, or moving about on a chair. Falls occur when people lean back and tilt their chairs, or put their feet up on the desk. Falls on the same level occur from people slipping on wet or slippery floors and tripping over equipment, cords, or litter left on the floor. Falls from elevations are caused by people standing on chairs or other office furniture, or by falls from ladders, or people slipping or tripping on stairs. 

10.2.1.1. Office mishaps result when people overexert themselves trying to relocate objects that 

are bulky, unwieldy, and heavy to move. Some workers are struck by falling objects such as file 

drawers that are pulled out too far. Some injuries occur when people bump into doors, desks, cabinets, open file drawers, or get their fingers, hair, etc., caught in machinery. Other times people cut themselves when using paper or box cutters or scissors. Some workers experience cumulative trauma from duties that require them to constantly reach, stretch, twist, and bend down and straighten up. Miscellaneous mishaps include foreign substances in the eye and injury or damage from electric shocks and burns 

10.2.1.2. Work performed at a Video Display Terminal (VDT) may require a worker to sit for a 

long period of time and involves small frequent movements of the eyes, head, arms, and fingers. 

To sit at a fixed posture for a long period of time can cause muscle fatigue, and can eventually lead to muscle pain and injury. VDT operators may also develop various musculoskeletal disorders such as carpal tunnel syndrome, and tendonitis.  

10.2.2. Human Factors. Many office mishaps are the result of workers not paying attention, hurrying, not using the proper equipment for the job at hand, and not reporting unsafe conditions. Other mishaps are the result of unauthorized movement of equipment or furniture. New employees can learn work habits by observing coworkers; therefore, poor and unsafe work habits must be eliminated. Don't assume an experienced worker is always the safest worker. Some studies suggest that familiar surroundings and length of service increase the chances of worker accidents and injuries. 

10.3. Responsibilities. Sound supervision is the key to a successful office safety program. However, safety is everybody’s responsibility and all workers, from top management down, should be made aware of their responsibilities in the program. The keys to mishap prevention are recognizing hazards and taking corrective actions. If unsafe conditions are found that are outside the worker’s ability and responsibility to correct, the worker will report the problem to their supervisor for correction. 

10.4. Basic Office Safety Procedures: 

10.4.1. Horseplay. Horseplay will not be tolerated. Rarely is serious bodily harm intended when 

workers “fool around,” however, severe injuries and even fatalities, have resulted because of horseplay. 

10.4.2. Slips, Trips, and Fall Prevention. 

10.4.2.1. Keep floors clean, dry, and free of refuse. Clean up spills promptly. The use of 

slip-resistant floor wax is recommended. Keep aisles, exits, and doorways clear at all times. Place telephone and electrical cords where they do not pose a tripping hazard to personnel. If placement in foot-traffic areas is unavoidable, use a device that contains or covers cords and prevents tripping. Briefcases, wastebaskets, etc., will be placed under desks or against a wall and out of the way.  

10.4.2.2. Install anti-slip material on stair treads or other areas where it may prevent personnel 

from slipping. If the material becomes worn, frayed, or needs replacement, report it immediately 

for repair. Report all defects such as loose tiles, broken steps, torn carpeting, loose or curled mats, or inadequate lighting immediately. 

10.4.2.3. Keep stairways clear at all time; do not store or throw anything on steps or in stairways. 

Wipe up spilled liquids immediately. 

10.4.2.4. Step stools or ladders will be used when retrieving anything above shoulder level. Furniture, cardboard boxes, upturned trash bins, and office chairs are not acceptable ladder substitutes. 

10.4.2.4.1. Do not position a step stool or ladder in front of a door if the door can swing and 

contact the stool or ladder or individual using it. Station a guard at the door if a step stool or 

ladder must be placed in this type of location. 

10.4.2.5. Outside Areas. Keep parking lots clean (remove debris) and arrange to have potholes 

filled and uneven surfaces corrected. In colder climates, ensure snow and ice removal controls are taken. 

10.5. Office Ergonomics. Ergonomics attempt to adapt the job to fit the person, rather than forcing the person to fit the job. Adapting the job to better fit the worker can help reduce stress and eliminate many potential injuries and disorders associated with the overuse of muscles, bad posture, and repetitive motion. 

10.5.1. Adjust and position office equipment in a manner that will contribute to good posture and 

minimize stress on the body. 

10.5.2. To help prevent ergonomic-related problems workers should consider the following: 

10.5.2.1. Periodically relax the arms by letting them hang down. 

10.5.2.2. Keep the shoulders relaxed, the neck straight, and elbows in the side. 

10.5.2.3. Avoid slumped sitting positions, rounded shoulders, sway back, or an overly straight, 

stiff position. 

10.5.2.4. Adjust chair height so that feet rest flat on the floor and knees are at the same height the 

hips. Adjust the chair properly to where a keyboard is at a comfortable height. 

10.5.2.5. Sit close to the work station and do not bend over it. 

10.5.2.6. Keep commonly used items located within arm’s reach. 

10.5.2.7. Use a shoulder rest on the telephone receiver or headset to prevent an awkward neck 

position and switch sides periodically. 

10.5.2.8. If circumstances indicate problems may exist due to ergonomically related illnesses or 

injuries, the functional manager or supervisor will contact the Environmental Health & Safety Department to arrange for an office workstation survey. 

10.6. Lifting Requirements. When it is necessary for personnel to lift heavy objects, such as files, 

books, paper, etc., get additional help and use proper lifting techniques and devices. 

10.7. General Office Equipment: 

10.7.1. Return paper cutter blades to the fully-down and locked position when not in use. When using a paper cutter, keep fingers away from the knife. Immediately repair loose guards or springs. 

10.7.2. Use the proper tool for the job at hand--locate a screwdriver rather than attempt to turn a screw with a pair of scissors or a knife. 

10.7.3. Do not store heavy objects on the tops or edges of tall cabinets, bookshelves, or desks where they may fall. 

10.7.4. Chairs: 

10.7.4.1. Inspect chairs regularly for broken casters or other defects. 

10.7.4.2. Do not stand on any chair. 

10.7.4.3. When seated in a chair, do not tilt back or lean sideways or reach to the rear to lift 

objects. 

10.7.5. File Cabinets: 

10.7.5.1. Store heavy material in the bottom drawers and load cabinets from the bottom up. 

10.7.5.2. To prevent bumping and tripping, return drawers to the closed position when not in use. 

10.7.5.3. To avoid tipping the cabinet over, never open more than one drawer at a time. NOTE: 

Most new file cabinets have a locking feature to prevent more than one drawer from being opened at a time. 

10.7.5.4. Do not open a higher file drawer if someone else is close by or kneeling at a lower 

drawer. Others working in the area may turn around or straighten up quickly and bump into or trip over an open drawer. 

10.7.5.5. Do NOT climb on open file drawers. 

10.7.6. Bookcases. Store the heaviest books on lower-level shelves. 

10.7.7. Electrical Equipment: 

10.7.7.1. Report or repair frayed electrical cords, loose or broken electrical wires, broken outlet 

covers and receptacles, and worn or broken electrical plugs. 

10.7.7.2. To avoid electric shock make sure electrical equipment is properly grounded. 

10.7.7.3. Do not place liquids on or around electrical equipment (such as computers, radios, copiers, or printers). 

10.7.7.4. Do not block access to electrical panel doors. 

10.7.7.5. Keep electrical panel doors closed, to prevent “electrical flashover” in the event of an 

electrical malfunction. 

10.7.7.6. Installation of electrical equipment should be done by qualified workers using approved 

materials. All electrical installations will be done per the requirements in National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 70, National Electrical Code.  

10.7.8. Other Office Machines: 

10.7.8.1. Ensure electrical power cords and installation wiring meet the requirements outlined NFPA 70 and Chapter 8 of this manual. 

10.7.8.2. Workers will not wear jewelry, loose sleeves, neckties, and hair styles that can become 

caught in moving machinery (copiers, shredders, etc.).  

10.7.8.3. Machines with exposed moving parts will be appropriately guarded. 

10.7.8.4. Only properly trained workers will operate machinery. 

10.7.8.5. Consider installing sound absorbent covers when utilizing noisy machines. 

10.7.8.6. Office machinery will not be positioned where it can slip off the edge of a table or desk. 

Machinery that “creeps,” will be secured or placed on a nonslip pad. 

10.7.8.7. Office fans will be guarded, front and back, to prevent contact with the blades. 

10.8. Working with Video Display Terminals (VDT) 
10.8.1. Excessive fatigue, eye strain and irritation, blurred vision, headaches, stress, and neck, back, arm, and muscle pain has been associated with VDT use. Research relates these symptoms from problems with the equipment, work stations, office environment or job design, or a combination of these. Report these symptoms to your supervisor, who will contact the university Environmental Health & Safety Department for assistance. Suggestions to alleviate some of the symptoms associated with VDT use follow: 

10.8.1.1. When working at a VDT for a long period of time, take a rest break, after each hour to 

reduce eye fatigue (eyestrain). Changing focus by glancing across the room or out the window 

from time to time to look at an object at least 20 feet away can give eye muscles a chance to relax. 

10.8.1.2. Arrange workstations in a manner to eliminate glare. Lighting should be adequate for 

the operator to see the text and the screen, but not so bright as to cause glare or discomfort. There 

are four basic lighting factors that must be controlled to provide suitable office illumination and 

avoid eyestrain: quantity, contrast, and direct and reflected glare. Normally it is suggested a VDT 

should be placed at a 90 degree angle to a light source. Contact Construction & Planning or Environmental Health & Safety Department whenever specific guidance on lighting is required. (Also see OSHA 3092, Working Safely with Video Display Terminals, for lighting and workstation design suggestions). A VDT Checklist is 

included in the referenced document). Glare can be avoided by: 

10.8.1.3. Installing blinds, louvers, or awnings over windows; 

10.8.1.4. Turning the VDT at a right angle to a window; 

10.8.1.5. Eliminating all reflective surfaces near the VDT; 

10.8.1.6. Installing glare screens on monitors. or 

10.8.1.7. Using smaller task lights instead of overhead lighting. 

10.8.1.8. An eye vision examination may provide solutions to eliminate certain types of eye and 

neck strain. 

10.8.1.9. Modifications to make a computer workstation more comfortable for workers might 

include: 

10.8.1.10. Use of monitor stands where the employee can position the monitor at the correct 

height for comfortable viewing. 

10.8.1.11. Use of a copyholder where the employee can position hardcopy at the same distance 

and plane from the eyes as the monitor. 

10.8.1.12. Adjust chair or table height in an effort to achieve the correct height in relation to the 

keyboard. 

10.8.1.13. Use of an articulating keyboard arm where the employee can adjust the keyboard at the correct height for keying. 

10.8.1.14. Use of a wrist or forearm rest can help minimize wrist extension and stress. 

10.8.1.15. Use of a lumbar pillow, if the chair does not support the back properly. 

10.8.1.16. Use of a footrest can provide support for the legs if they are not fully supported on the 

floor. 

10.8.1.17. If possible, design jobs so the worker can vary VDT tasks with non-VDT tasks. 

10.8.1.18. Workers who experience any of the symptoms of a musculoskeletal disorder should 

report them to their supervisor as soon as possible so an ergonomic evaluation may be conducted 

in accordance with paragraph 10.5.2.8. 

10.9. Elevators: 

10.9.1. Elevator cars will stop level with the floor when the doors open to prevent a tripping hazard. Report any elevator malfunctions for immediate repair. 

10.9.2. Employees should not attempt to stop automatic elevators by placing a hand between closing doors. 

10.9.3. Employees will not use elevators during emergency evacuation. 

10.9.4. Elevators will be inspected annual by a certified inspector. Elevator certification will be 

posted in the cab of the elevator in view of all passengers. 

10.10. Storage: 

10.10.1. Use a suitable ladder or platform to reach an object stored over-head. 

10.10.2. Store materials in an orderly fashion. Train workers to stack materials in stable order to prevent them from collapsing or falling. Put the heaviest and largest items on the bottom of the stack. 

10.10.3. Items that could present hazard such as scissors, knives or razors should not be left unprotected in desk drawers or storage cabinets. 

10.10.4. Storing flammable and combustible substances: 

10.10.4.1. Storage of flammable and combustible liquids shall be prohibited in office occupancies except that which is required for maintenance and operation of building and operation of equipment. Such storage will be in approved closed metal containers stored in a flammable storage cabinet or in safety cans or in an inside storage room not having a door that opens into that portion of the building used by personnel. (Reference NFPA 30, Flammable and Combustible Liquids) 

10.10.4.2. Rags or cloth containing flammable or combustible liquid residue will be kept in a 

metal container with a self-closing cover. 

10.10.4.3. Follow appropriate precautions when handling flammable or caustic liquids to prevent 

injury to the eyes or skin. Appropriate PPE will be available and used. 

10.11. Consult the Construction & Planning Office or the Environmental Health & Safety Department whenever specific guidance on lighting is required. All fluorescent light bulbs contain toxic materials and should be managed in accordance with local disposal criteria for hazardous waste. When fluorescent lighting fixtures are used, supervisors will ensure that any 

stroboscopic effect with moving machinery is avoided. Control of light is important to avoid glare and harsh shadows. Soft shadows are usually acceptable, but harsh shadows should be avoided since they may obscure hazards or interfere with visibility. Supplementary lighting or additional lighting will be provided in situations where general lighting is not sufficient. 

10.12. Facility managers: will ensure office ventilation systems are regularly inspected, filters changed, and the system updated if problems occur. Do not cover air vents or obstruct air flow from registers. Do not place furniture, equipment, or materials in locations that will interfere with air movement or around thermostats. 

10.13. Pest Control. Building Coordinators will report any observed pest control problems to Housekeeping.  

10.14. Noise: 

10.14.1. Noise is usually associated with industrial work areas; but noise in an office area or surrounding noise can present a problem. Contact the EH&S Department for assistance if hazardous noise is suspected. 

10.14.2. Noise levels can be reduced by using the following: 

10.14.2.1. To reduce equipment noise--isolate noisy machines from the general work areas or 

equip them with sound-reducing (absorbing) covers. Keep telephone ringers on low, purchase quieter equipment (e.g., laser printers versus impact printers). 

10.14.2.2. To reduce overall noise levels--use carpeting and draperies; divide work spaces with 

sound-deadening partitions; and place filing cabinets and bookcases where they will block unnecessary noise. 

10.14.2.3. Environmental noise originating from outdoors can be lessened by closing windows, 

sealing holes and other access points to outdoors, and evaluating heating, ventilation and air conditioning (HVAC) duct work/pathways. The installation of double or triple pane windows may NOT always reduce internal noise levels from noise originating outdoors. Contact EHS for recommendations concerning facility modifications to reduce noise exposures. 

10.15. Temperature. Temperatures of 68 to 78 degrees F should ensure a comfortable office environment. Whenever possible, workers should be positioned away from heating and air conditioning vents to avoid direct flow of hot or cold air. 

10.16. Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). While Material Safety Data Sheets provide some information on chemical hazards to workers, consult EHS to ensure proper PPE is identified and utilized. If PPE is required, ensure all employees who utilize the material are provided the PPE, know how and when to use it, and how to properly maintain it. 

10.17. Training: Provide new workers appropriate training as required for work site before they start handling any of the hazardous equipment or materials. Provide appropriate training for all employees whenever surroundings are changed, new equipment is obtained, or tasks are altered. 

