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Computer Related Health Problems

Had trouble tying your tie lately? Dropped 
that hot cup of tea again? Is typing out 
your letters painful?  Don’t disregard 

it. It could be carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS). 
And if you ignore it long enough it might even 
necessitate surgery.  

Did you find your eyes watering at the end 
of a long session before your desktop? Or 
burning long after you log out and are at home 
watching TV or reading a book? Is sitting before 
your PC becoming a pain in the neck, literally? 
Are your neck and shoulder hurting constantly 
especially when you turn around or sling a bag 
over your shoulder? 

There could be many reasons for the above 
but a highly likely culprit is your computer or 
rather the hours you spend before it without 
proper precautions. And this could be either 
because of your bad habits especially related 
to posture or due to the very arrangement of 
your workspace – the bad lighting, the bad 
chair or wrong positioning of objects in and 
around your office/workstation. 

Visual problems are among the most 
common. For desk jockeys who end up staring 
at the VDU (Visual Display Unit) of their PC for 
four to seven hours at a stretch everyday, the 
strain on their eyes is a natural consequence. 
As Hyderabad based ophthalmologist, Dr. L. 

Vijayalakshmi Raju says: “A prolonged period 
of focusing on any stimulus, especially a bright 
one as a computer screen can cause great 
strain to the eye muscles.  Though initially the 
symptoms are only of an irritation to the eye 
including an occasional burning sensation, over 
a period of time it can lead to the streaming of 
eyes, headaches and finally visual defects that 
need regular doctor visits and medication”. 

So, what are the preventives? Looking away 
from the computer every five minutes and 
focusing on a distant object. Blink every time 
you feel like it, and don’t delay blinking - as 
many do consciously or unconsciously, when 
concentrating hard on a stimulus (incidentally, 
this happens even while watching engrossing 
T.V. programmes). Get up and walk around 
every 10 or 15 minutes, for about a minute or 
two, and this break should be spent preferably 
not concentrating on any other stimulus i.e. 
reading a paper. If you don’t or can’t get up, 
then just sit and close your eyes for that minute 
or two – this works even better to rest your eyes 
since you are closing them instead of focusing 
elsewhere. However, the disadvantage is that 
the rest of your body muscles don’t get a break 
too as they do when you get up and walk 
around. 

An excellent remedy if this is possible is to 
get up from your seat every 20 minutes or so, 
walk down to another chair and sit down and 
close your eyes and do some deep-breathing 
with closed eyes for two or three minutes. This 
relaxes the body, the neck, back and shoulder 
muscles and relieves the eyes. Also, light is an 
important factor. Light should be balanced, so 
that the light around your computer screen 
and behind you matches the light of your 
VDU.  Staring at bright screens in darkened 

 
Looking away from the computer 
every five minutes and focusing on 
a distant object. Blink every time 
you feel like it, and don’t delay 
blinking - as many do consciously 
or unconsciously, when 
concentrating hard on a stimulus.
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workplaces can be very harmful to the eyes in 
the long run. 

Regarding CTS, the carpal tunnel is a 
narrow passage in your wrist made of bones 
and ligaments through which the median 
nerve passes from the forearm to the hand. 
This median nerve is responsible for providing 
sensation to your thumb, index and middle 
fingers, and half of the ring finger.  CTS occurs 
when the tunnel becomes narrow and the 
nerve gets squeezed against the bone and 
ligament. 

The ligaments or tendons thus get inflamed 
or enlarged and compress the median nerve 
resulting in pain, numbness, swollen feeling, or 
a tingling sensation in your hand, leading to an 
inability to pinch and grip objects, difficulty in 
using fingers for repetitive activities like typing, 
and in extreme cases, weakness, explains Dr. K. 
K. Kotwal, Professor of Orthopaedics, All India 
Institute of Medical Sciences, New Delhi. 

But what exactly causes CTS? There are 
plenty of reasons, explains Bangalore based Dr 
Deepak Sharan, Consultant in Orthopaedics & 
Rehabilitation. Some of them are: “Wrist injuries 
(fractures and dislocations), work activities and 

hobbies that require repetitive wrist or finger 
motion, especially in combination with forceful 
pinching or gripping, or activities involving 
vibrating hand tools or instruments that put 
pressure at the base of the palm. Assembly 
workers, beauticians, data-entry operators, 
typists, cooks, musicians, and racquet-sports 
enthusiasts are often affected.”  Other causes are 
unrelated to the workplace like fluid retention, 
rheumatoid arthritis, hypothyroidism, 

amyloidosis, renal failure, 
etc. Unhealthy workplace 
conditions are a major 
culprit. 

What’s the solution? 
Increased knowledge and 
practical training regarding 
safe computing techniques, 
posture and body awareness 
help, together with proper 
application of ergonomics by 
the management. And if your 
management or you as your 
own boss doubt that this is 
really that important, consider 
this: As Dr. Kotwal says, “The 

pain may be so bad that it even wakes you up in 
the morning. CTS can disrupt your daily life”. The 
simplest activities like typing, cutting vegetables, 
driving and even ringing a doorbell or tying your 
tie become problematic. Any task in fact, which 

 
Most doctors recommend that you 
prevent ‘static loading’, that is, 
holding a posture that promotes 
muscle tension for a long period. 
This, actually, is a general rule that 
applies for prevention of pain in 
other parts of the body, including 
the neck and shoulder pain that 
are other hazards related to the 
computerised workplace.
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needs hand coordination, becomes difficult. 

CTS is, in fact, one of Repetitive Stress Injury 
or RSI disorders, which has received a lot of 
press in recent years given the IT revolution. 
Yet, CTS is less common, and hard to diagnose 
and doctors have often confused it with 
other muscle problems, like thoracic-outlet 
syndrome, reveals Dr Sharan.  “Unfortunately, 
no diagnostic tests exist that can reliably 
identify the cause. In most patients with CTS, 
an underlying cause for the disorder cannot 
be accurately determined with objective 
measures. Nerve-conduction tests are helpful 
only in advanced nerve compression.” In fact, 
he has written papers to show that many 
computer-related problems are not actually 
CTS but something related and hence need to 
be treated differently. 

Mild cases of CTS are treated by resting or 
immobilising the wrist in a splint or braces 
and with painkillers. Severe cases may 
require physiotherapy (myotherapy is a major 
approach), while in some cases; cortisone 
is injected into the tunnel. The last resort is 
surgical decompression–– cutting the ligament 
that forms the top of the carpal tunnel, 
allowing the tunnel to expand. However, if 
there is no need for surgery, Dr Sharan says, 
activity-modification can help in CTS or in fact, 
in most RSI cases: “Generally avoid any activity 
for a continuous or uninterrupted length of 
time. Take micro-breaks every 5 minutes for 
5 seconds, and a macro-break every 30 to 40 
minutes for 1-2 minutes to rest or shake your 
hand, and massage the palm and back of the 
hand when doing a highly repetitive job. If 
CTS is work related, making sure that the work 
site is set up and approved by an expert. Use 
both hands to lift things. Keep your wrists in a 
neutral position when typing. Do not rest your 
elbows or wrists on anything while typing. No 
armrests or wrist rests should be used.” 

Most doctors recommend that you prevent 
‘static loading’, that is, holding a posture that 
promotes muscle tension for a long period. 
This, actually, is a general rule that applies for 
prevention of pain in other parts of the body, 
including the neck and shoulder pain that are 
other hazards related to the computerised 
workplace.

Back pain is one great risk. In fact, doctors 
say bad chairs are deadly for your back. Get 
a straight-backed chair with a small curve at 
the bottom end so it fits the curvature of your 
spine. Your best bet would be an ergonomic 
chair. Many enlightened companies now have 
such chairs in their offices and if your company 
is not one of them, go and get one yourself. The 
health benefit will be worth it. And even if you 
have that perfect ergonomic chair but adopt 
wrong posture during sitting (like leaning 
forward too much) you may still be in for back 
as well as shoulder and neck pain. 

Try and use cushions in the small of your back 
if your chair does not feel comfortable. As for 
neck and shoulder pain, here too doctors insist 
on proper posture. You can decide on this go-
ing by what position feels most comfortable. Or 
consult with an orthopaedic. Generally, see that 
your desk is of the right height. One that is too 
low or too high can cause shoulder and neck fa-
tigue and strain. Also, see that objects frequent-
ly used like pens, files, papers, spectacles, water 
bottle, etc., are within easy reach so you don’t 
have to stretch and in the process strain your 
neck and shoulder or your back. This stretching 
is especially harmful when you twist your back 
in an attempt to pick up something from behind 
you. Finally, avoid keeping the phone between 
the shoulder and ear when using it because this 
strains the neck.
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