
Working away from your normal desk or working at home 

All use of display screen equipment, whether it is a desk-top computer, laptop, tablet, or mobile 

phone, should be risk assessed.  

 One-off or short-term work need not have a formal written assessment unless problems are 

identified that need remedial action. Each time you work at a separate location, you should make a 

rapid assessment of the workstation or set-up that is available to you. In most cases, your 

assessment can be simply a judgement based on your responses to the flow charts below. Usually a 

simple mental check through the potential risk factors will suffice to indicate what precautions need 

to be taken, mainly in physical posture and maximum length of time of use. 

Your posture should reproduce as closely as possible the ergonomic posture expected when using 

normal desk-top computers. If you can’t achieve this, then you should reduce the amount of time 

spent using the device accordingly. 

Using these flow charts can help you decide on appropriate periods of time for using portable 

equipment in different circumstances. 

The guidelines for maximum working times without a break should be followed as far as possible. 

The times have been chosen by reference to a standard expectation that users of an ergonomically 

set up desk-top arrangement will take a short break after one hour of continuous use. Times have 

been adjusted to take account of additional risks posed by the limitations of the equipment and 

likely working postures. 

The shorter the guideline time indicated, the more important it is not to work with the device for 

extended periods. Intermittent use throughout a typical meeting (such as a one or two hour period) 

is likely to be satisfactory, as small natural breaks in use are likely to occur during the progress of the 

meeting. 

Always stop using the equipment if you begin to feel discomfort in any part, whether back, neck, 

shoulders, arms, wrists, or hands. Perform a few simple stretches that will help ease the ache, and 

allow a period of time for recovery before continuing work. You can use this time to do other work 

that does not involve similar positions or movements. 

Using Portable Display Screen Equipment 

Portable Display Screen Equipment, whether laptop, tablet, or smartphone, should not be used for 

extended work periods unless a fully ergonomic working position can be achieved. This is unlikely to 

be the case when mobile working unless you can use a hot desk that has been set up to an 

ergonomic standard with a suitable equipment stand, separate keyboard and mouse, an 

ergonomically adjustable chair, and a footrest. 

This flow chart is based on assuming: 

 The device is being used for inputting information / web browsing / other use involving 

keystrokes / mousing / swiping the screen; 

 The user is not using the device continuously over the course of a working day, but has 

significant periods of other types of activity that allow for physiological recovery before 

resuming use of the device. 



 

*See also Chart 2. 

Chart 1: Working away from your normal desk 

  

How long 
can I work 
without a 

break? 

Have I 
been able 
to set up 

everything 
properly? 

What do I 
need to 
check? 

What IT 
devices am 

I using? 

Where am 
I working? 

Mobile working 

Hot-desking 
or at home 

Full size computer 

Adjustment of all 
elements: 

chair; monitor; 
keyboard; mouse; 
footrest if needed 

All elements satisfactory No more than an hour 

One or more elements 
not satisfactory 

No more than 30 
minutes 

Laptop 

Laptop stand with 
separate mouse and 

keyboard; chair; 
footrest if needed 

All elements satisfactory 
No more than 40 

minutes 

Laptop stand not 
available; other 

elements satisfactory 

No more than 20 
minutes 

Tablet 

Tablet stand; separate 
input tools if 

appropriate; chair; 
footrest of needed 

All elements satisfactory Up to 30 minutes 

Tablet stand not 
available; other 

elements satisfactory 
5-10 minutes 

Visits 
or meetings * 

Laptop 
Can I achieve a 

reasonably comfortable 
position? 

Yes and my neck and 
back are not bent 

Up to 30 minutes 

My neck or back is bent 
or I cannot get a 

comfortable position 
5-10 minutes 

Tablet 
Can I achieve a 

reasonably comfortable 
position? 

Yes and my neck and 
back are not bent 

Up to 30 minutes 

My neck or back is bent  
or I cannot get a 

comfortable position 
5-10 minutes 

Smart phone 
Can I achieve a 

reasonably comfortable 
position? 

Yes and I can hold the 
phone comfortably 

10-15 minutes 

No; or I cannot hold the 
phone comfortably 

5-10 minutes 



 

Chart 2: Using portable equipment 

What else 
do I need 

to do? 

How long 
can I work 
without a 

break? 

Can I 
achieve a 

good 
posture? 

How is my 
device 

positioned? 

How am I 
working? 

Using portable 
DSE 

Standing 

I'm holding it 

My fingers are 
spread out 

5-10 minutes 
Change hand 

position 
frequently 

My hand is 
comfortable 

10-15 minutes 
Change hand 

position 
frequently 

I can rest it on a 
good surface 

My neck or back 
has to be bent 

5-10 minutes 
Take frequent 

breaks and 
stretch 

I can achieve a 
good ergonomic 

position 
Up to 30 minutes 

Observe good 
ergonomic 

working practices 

Sitting 

I'm holding it 

My fingers are 
spread out 

5-10 minutes 
Change hand 

position 
frequently 

My hand is 
comfortable 

10-15 minutes 
Change hand 

position 
frequently 

On my lap 

I cannot get into a 
comfortable 

position 
5-10 minutes 

Ensure you 
stretch after use 

I can get into a 
comfortable 

position 
Up to 20 minutes 

Take frequent 
breaks and 

stretch 

I can rest it on a 
good surface 

My neck or back 
has to be bent 

5-10 minutes 
Take frequent 

breaks and 
stretch 

I can achieve a 
good ergonomic 

position 
Up to 40 minutes 

Observe good 
ergonomic 

working practices 


