
Guidance for users of laptop computers and other portable devices 

Increasing numbers of people are using portable display screen equipment (DSE) as 

part of their work. While research suggests that some aspects of using portable DSE 

are no worse than using full-sized equipment, the same is not true of every aspect. 

The design of portable DSE can include features (such as smaller keyboards or a 

lack of keyboard/screen separation) which may make it more difficult to achieve a 

comfortable working posture. Portable DSE is also used in a wider range of 

environments, some of which may be poorly suited to DSE work. 

The Health and Safety Executive advises that portable DSE such as laptops and 

handheld devices are subject to the DSE Regulations if in prolonged use for work 

purposes. 

People who habitually use portable DSE at work should take steps to minimise risks, 

for example by sitting comfortably, angling the screen so it is easy to read and taking 

frequent breaks. Wherever possible, portable DSE should be placed on a firm 

surface at a comfortable height. 

Where portables are in prolonged use at the user's main place of work, additional 

steps should be taken to reduce risks, e g by using a docking station. 

Risk assessment 

Risk assessment for users of portables can be a challenge, as it is clearly not 

practicable to fully analyse each work location as a user travels around with their 

portable. Users of portable DSE will need to make their own risk assessments and 

ensure that measures are taken to control risks (for example poor posture) wherever 

they set up their portable.  

Portable users’ risk assessments for, say, half an hour’s work in a borrowed office 

can be quite informal and need not be written down. Where, however, a portable is 

frequently used in the same location, such as at the user’s regular desk, the user 

should record their assessment on the University self-assessment form. 

Other risks may be associated specifically with portable DSE work and need to be 

taken into account, such as: 

 Manual handling risks when moving between locations (bearing in mind that 

other equipment may add to the burden of the portable itself); 

 Trip hazards from trailing wires if the equipment is plugged in to the mains; 

 Risk of theft possibly involving an assault. 



Equipment, workstation and task requirements 

As with full-sized DSE, portable items in prolonged use (and the workstations and 

working environments where they are used) need to comply with the DSE 

Regulations, which set out the criteria for what a workstation should look like. 

However, the very nature of the equipment’s portability may mean that some of the 

details cannot be complied with fully.  

Some design compromises inherent in portables can lead to postural or other 

problems (for example neck ache or headache arising from the low, fixed position of 

the screen). One way of tackling such risks is to avoid prolonged use and take more 

frequent breaks. Another way, if working in an office, is to use the portable with a 

docking station or laptop stand so that the screen can be raised to a more ergonomic 

height, and to use a separate keyboard and mouse. 

When selecting portable computers: 

1. Look for as low a weight as possible for the equipment, and keep accessories 

to a minimum. 

2. Choose as large and clear a screen as possible that can be used comfortably 

for the task to be done. 

3. Where available, opt for a detachable or height-adjustable screen. 

4. Look for tilt-adjustable keyboards on laptops. 

5. Choose portables capable of being used with a docking station and/or with a 

facility for attaching an external mouse, keyboard and/or numeric keypad, 

where these are likely to help the user to work comfortably. 

6. Check the portable has friction pads underneath to prevent it sliding across 

work surfaces when in use. 

7. Specify as long a battery life as possible. Where practicable, provide extra 

transformer/cable sets so the user has a set in each main location where the 

portable is used, and carries only the computer from place to place. 

8. To cut working time and user stress, ensure the portable has sufficient 

memory and speed for the applications to be used. 

9. For some tasks it may also be desirable to provide add-ons that improve 

usability and reduce maintenance time, such as removable drives and 

additional memory - but consider the weight penalty when deciding if this is 

appropriate. 

10. For applications requiring use of a non-keyboard input device, opt for a 

portable with a touch pad, rollerball or external mouse rather than a ‘nipple’ 

trackpoint or isometric joystick device 

11. Use a lightweight carrying case with handle and shoulder straps. A backpack-

style case that can be carried with straps over both shoulders will put least 

strain on the back when carrying.  

12. To reduce risk of theft or assault, avoid manufacturer-branded laptop cases. 



Hot-desking 

If you are hot-desking, you will need to ensure that each workstation you use is not 

likely to cause you any health risk. You should always make at least basic checks 

like adjusting the chair and using a footrest if you need one.  

Docking stations or laptop stands are a way to avoid many of the ergonomic 

disadvantages of portables by allowing the use of a full-sized screen and/or 

keyboard and mouse or other peripherals. Height-adjustable stands for notebook 

computers are also available. 

The aim is to achieve a comfortable working position allowing some variation in 

posture and having sufficient space for documents and anything else needed for 

their work tasks.  

Carrying equipment 

If the task involves risk from manual handling, take reasonable steps to cut down 

the risk; for example: 

 Do not carry equipment or papers unless they are really likely to be needed; 

 Consider using a backpack to cut down strain on arms and distribute loads 

evenly across the body. Wheeled luggage might be worth considering if you 

have a substantial load to transport. 

 You may be able to avoid carrying heavy papers by sending them in advance, 

by post or e-mail, to your destination, or storing them electronically on the 

portable or on a removable device. 

Breaks or changes of activity 

Breaks or changes of activity are particularly important for portable users not working 

at a docking station. Such users need longer and more frequent breaks or changes 

of activity to compensate for less ergonomic working environments, which can 

impact particularly on posture.  

Break-monitoring software may be a useful aid, such as BigStretch or WorkRave.  

Reporting problems 

Users of any DSE equipment should report problems such as discomfort or pain as 

soon as they become apparent, either to their departmental assessor or to UHSE. 

http://monkeymatt.com/bigstretch/
http://www.workrave.org/
https://wiki.bath.ac.uk/pages/viewpage.action?pageId=73848000
http://www.bath.ac.uk/hr/stayingsafewell/contacts.html

