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By Jacqueline Stenson, MSNBC 
 
Office work may not exactly be 
strenuous but it can take a toll on the 
body nonetheless, experts say. Typ-
ing for long hours can stress the 
hands and arms, and sitting in a 
static posture for extended periods 
may lead to cramped muscles and 
pinched nerves, research suggests. 
That’s why many occupational health 
professionals advise warming up be-
fore work and performing stretches 
and exercises throughout the day. 
Think of it as ergo-robics. 
 
START THE DAY off with five min-
utes of simple stretching exercises 
before beginning work, advises Dr. 
Mark Melhorn, a clinical assistant 
professor of orthopedics at the Uni-
versity of Kansas in Wichita who 
also works as an ergonomics con-
sultant to businesses. 
 
“It’s basically to get your body sys-
tems warmed up and supple — just 
as you would if you were getting 
ready for a sporting event,” he says. 
“The key is to start with a simple 
body stretch, like some jumping 
jacks or stretching the arms up over 
head and down by the sides.” 

Take five minutes and do something 
that’s not tied to the computer, such 
as picking up your mail, making cop-
ies, checking the fax, getting a drink 
or talking rather than e-mailing a col-
league — “something that makes 
you get out of your static, sitting pos-
ture,” Melhorn says.  
 
“The biggest mistake is when people 
get focused on a project and just 
burn on it until it’s done,” he says. 
 
As a reminder, consider using an 
alarm or software program that alerts 
you when it’s time to rest, says 
Karen Sziel, an occupational thera-
pist at Swedish Medical Center in 
Seattle. 
 
People who keep their eyes glued to 
the screen for extended periods 
without appropriate breaks may be 
at increased risk for repetitive stress 
injuries, she says. 

Throughout the day, take at least one 
more stretch break,  
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AFTER HOURS 
Engaging in regular physical activity 
outside the job also is important for 
preventing pain on the job, accord-
ing to experts. 
 
“As you improve your physical condi-
tioning, your ability to maintain an 
ideal position improves,” Melhorn 
says. 
 
Marilyn Moffat, a professor of physi-
cal therapy at New York University  

and a past-president of the American 
Physical Therapy Association, recom-
mends a fitness regimen that includes 
not only aerobic activity but also weight-
training and flexibility exercises.  
 
Strength-training of the upper body is 
particularly important for keeping the 
shoulders, back and arms strong 
enough to withstand long hours at the 
computer, she says. And abdominal ex-
ercises help strengthen the trunk and 
promote good posture; slouching can 
lead to muscle strain and pinched 
nerves.  
 
However, too much strength-training 
may overwork the body, especially if 
good form is not used with free weights, 
she says, and that can contribute to re-
petitive stress injuries. Melhorn sug-
gests lifting weights no more than three 
times a week. 
 
If you already suffer from a painful con-
dition such as tendonitis, consult your 
doctor or physical therapist about an 
appropriate weight-training regimen; 
overdoing it may exacerbate the prob-
lem. 
 
Preventing pain and injuries on the job 
is just one more reason to stay fit, ex-
perts say. 
 
“If [your body] is strong, it’s going to be 
less likely to injure,” Sziel says. “You 
decrease your chances by being in 
good condition.” 
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Office work may not exactly be 
strenuous but it can take a toll 
on the body nonetheless.  

Typing for long hours can stress 
the hands and arms, and sitting 
in a static posture for extended 
periods may lead to cramped 
muscles and pinched nerves.  

That’s why many occupational 
health professionals advise 
warming up before work and 
performing stretches and exer-
cises throughout the day. 

 

Think of it as ergo-robics. 


