LOCKDOWN
ARM PAIN

HOW TO PREVENT UPPER LIMB
MUSCULOSKELETAL CONDITIONS
DURING LOCKDOWN?
A guide for a safe working from home environment
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COVID-19 has completely changed the workplace landscape. Working
from home has become a norm with frequent lockdowns. Whilst
mobile technology has revolutionised the way we work, it also
provides us with the ability to work anywhere and anytime.
Working from home or working remotely requires adjustment to the
way we work which can present physical and psychosocial
challenges. We may not always have access to the same type of
furniture and equipment that we used to have at the workplace.
With a poorly set up home environment for work and a lack of
physical space, we are predisposed to develop certain overuse
musculoskeletal conditions. These conditions are usually not serious.
But over the course of time, they can impact our day to day
activities, work performance, sleep and mental health.

Upper limb, neck and back pain are common reasons for patients to
seek advice from their general practitioners and orthopaedic surgeons.
Upper limb symptoms include pins and needles in the hands, inability to
use fingers and hands properly, weakness in their hands, aches,
burning or shooting pain around the hand, wrist, elbow and shoulder.
Workplace ergonomics plays an integral role in identifying the risk
factors for development of upper limb conditions and changing our
working habit. Thus, creating a safe, comfortable and productive home
office.
All these upper limb conditions are preventable.

5 Most Common Upper Limb
conditions:
1. Carpal Tunnel Syndrome
2. Cubital Tunnel Syndrome
3. Trigger Finger
4. Tennis Elbow or Golfer’s Elbow
5. De Quervain’s Tenosynovitis of
the Thumb
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Risk Factors
There are many risk factors associated with upper limb
conditions attributed to working from home. These risk
factors can be broken down into TWO main categories:

Work Environment Risk Factors
a.
b.
c.

Excessive force performing a task
High repetition task
Awkward working posture

Individual Risk Factors
a.
b.
c.

Arm
Pain

Poor work practices
Poor fitness level
Poor health habits

When you are exposed to these risk factors over the
course of time, it puts a lot of stress and strain on your
soft tissues. This “wear and tear” will eventually impact on
your normal body recovery process. These "preventable"
upper limb musculoskeletal conditions will then develop.

Say no more
to lockdown
arm pain!

Prevention:
5 Key Principles

Maintain neutral posture
Adopt "Handshake"
Posture
Stretch! Stretch! Stretch!
Reduce excessive motion
and contact stress
Adequate lightning

#1 Key Principle
Maintain neutral posture
Neutral postures are postures where the body is
aligned and balanced while sitting.
These postures place minimal stress on the body
and keep the joints aligned. Thus, allowing
maximum body control and minimising stress to
muscles, tendons, nerves and bones.
Awkward postures move away from the neutral
posture toward the extremes in range of motion.
This puts more stress on the musculoskeletal
system.

#2 Key Principle
Adopt the “Handshake” posture
“Handshake” posture is known as the comfort
posture.
The principle here is that if you can “shake
hands” with your work, you are minimizing
excessive reach and maintaining a neutral
posture.
Working from “handshake” posture ensures that
you are working from proper heights and reaches,
which reduces stress on body and allows for more
efficient and pain-free work.

#3 Key Principle
Stretch! Stretch! Stretch!
Working for long periods of time in a static
position will cause your body to fatigue.
The first few minutes don’t seem too bad, but the
cumulative effect over time will cause fatigue and
discomfort.
Stretching reduces fatigue, improves circulation,
muscle balance, coordination and posture. It also
improves work performance and restore energy.
It is beneficial to take periodic stretch breaks
over the course of your day.

#4 Key Principle
Reduce excessive motion and
contact stress
Some work tasks are repetitive in nature. For example,
prolonged and repetitive usage of keyboard or mouse.
Taking frequent breaks is necessary to reduce
excessive motions and eliminate awkward postures.
Contact stress results from continuous contact
between hard surfaces and your fingers, palms or
elbows. Such contact creates pressure area which will
inhibit blood flow and compress on nerves.
Examples of contact stress include resting your wrists
on the hard table surface while using the keyboard or
mouse or resting your elbows on the hard edge of a
desk or workstation while performing tasks.

#5 Key Principle
Adequate lighting
Poor lighting is a common problem that can affect
comfort level and performance.
Too much or too little light makes work difficult.
Dimly lit work areas and glare can cause eye fatigue
and headaches. Adjustable lighting is often a simple
solution to lighting problems.
At a computer workstation, take steps to control
screen glare, and make sure that the monitor is not
placed in front of a window or a bright background.

Solutions
Shoulder Pain
Possible conditions:
Shoulder Tendinitis (Rotator Cuff Tendinitis & Bicipital tendinitis)
Acromioclavicular Syndrome
Frozen shoulder

Solutions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Use a thinner table top
Raise chair to correct level
Rest palm on table with wrist cushion/rest
Place items between shoulders and waist height
Avoid reaches above shoulder to reduce any excessive reaching
Avoid unsupported arms with shoulders greater than 45 deg of
flexion and abduction

Solutions
Elbow Pain
Possible conditions:
Lateral and medial epicondylitis (tennis and golfer’s elbow)
Radial tunnel syndrome
Cubital tunnel syndrome

Solutions for Dominant Elbow:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Appropriate workstation height
For normal work (medium weights)- work surface below or levelled with
elbow height
For precision work (light weights) – work surface above
elbow height with arm support
For heavy work (heavy weight) – work surface should be 68” below elbow height
Keep elbow closer to body
Move mouse closer to your body midline
Reduce mouse actions (use scroll wheel, keyboard shortcuts, dictation
software)
Reduce arm outstretched and unsupported while clicking on mouse
Use a vertical mouse and avoid roller mouse
Use a skinnier and ergonomic keyboard instead of laptop for typing
Avoid typing without supported palm

Solutions for Non-Dominant Elbow:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Avoid frequent reaching out for items (phone, stationary)
Keep frequent used items closer to reach
Avoid cradling phone on shoulder
Use handfree or Bluetooth headset

Solutions
Wrist and Hand Pain
Possible conditions:
Tendinitis
Carpal tunnel syndrome
Ganglion cysts
Trigger finger
De Quervain’s tenosynovitis

Solutions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Maintain wrist neutral posture
Avoid repetitive or sustained flexion and ulnar deviation of
wrist motion
Avoid repetitive or sustained pinching
Allow plenty of access space for hand motions
Use palm rest/cushion
Use hand moisturiser to “exercise” your hands and get the
blood flow going

Tips and Tricks
1.

Set a reminder in your phone or on your
computer every 30-45 minutes to get up & stretch
2. Change your working positions during the day
3. Get up and leave the room after a virtual
meeting
4. Walk and talk on the phone or use a hands-free set
5. Have lunch at your backyard or on your balcony
(not at your desk)
6. Get a decent work chair with a short and
“waterfall” seat front to avoid pushing into the
back of your knees
7. Support your lower back with a back cushion
8. Support your feet with a footrest
9. Listen to your body
10. Seek Upper Limb Specialist advice early

Optimal Home Office Set-up

Avoid cluttering the underdesk

Outer Reach

Maximum Reach

Optimum Reach

Outer Reach - for least used
items
Maximum Reach - for
intermittent used items
Optimum Reach - for
frequent used items

Use back cushion to exert
comfortable pressure on
lower back area

Optimal Home Office Set-up

Position your elbow higher or
levelled with your table
height (chair with armrests)

Position your elbow higher or
levelled with your table
height (chair without
armrests)

Use a footrest to ensure
lower legs are vertical and
thighs are horizontal
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