A Pain in the Arm:
Making peace with your PDA and cell phone
By Nancy M. Lowe, MPT, CHT, CAE
Talking, talking, and more talking! Not to mention texting and emailing. In
restaurants, cars, airports, offices and almost everywhere, people are on their cell
phones, smartphones and PDAs. Like it or not, these devices have become virtually
indispensable in our culture.
This is why we have seen a rise in repetitive strain injuries related to our
burgeoning use of these increasingly useful devices. The good news: you can
prevent injuries if you know how to avoid the risks.
Hands-free is not just for driving
Talk on your handheld cell phone for an hour or so, and
you may find your elbow as stiff as an old rusty hinge.
Look at someone holding a phone to his ear.
His arm is up, his elbow is sharply bent and his wrist may
be angled down toward his shoulder.
These positions, if used frequently or for long periods,
place the arm joints at risk for problems. In addition,
this combination of joint angles puts the ulnar nerve at
risk. You may know the ulnar nerve as your “funny
bone” but an injury to it is anything but funny.

Awkward positions of
the shoulder, elbow and
wrist are common
during cell phone use
and can eventually have
painful consequences.

Symptoms of ulnar nerve compression include numbness
and tingling in the ring and little fingers, decreased hand
coordination, weakness and muscle loss.
These
problems can make previously simple activities like writing or brushing your teeth
difficult or impossible.
Now, don’t think that propping the cell phone between your ear and your shoulder
is a good solution to this problem. While it may free your arms and hands, this
extremely awkward position could cause neck pain due to tension in the joints and
muscles. It can also contribute to spinal disc and nerve problems.
Preserve your thumbs
Another area susceptible to injury from improper cell phone habits is the thumb.
Holding the phone and punching buttons with the thumb of the same hand creates
an awkwardly bent position combined with repetitive motion.
This combination of factors can increase the risk of problems such as thumb
tendonitis and arthritis.
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To prevent phone and PDA-related repetitive strain
injury:
•

Limit use. This may be difficult but you can do it.
Give your hands a rest.

•

When conversing, use hands-free equipment to
eliminate awkward arm, hand and/or neck positions.

•

If unable to use hands-free equipment, try using the
speaker phone feature if available.
This can
decrease awkward positions.

•

If holding the phone to speak, keep conversations
short and alternate hands every few minutes to
restore circulation, muscle relaxation and joint
motion in the free arm.

•

When dialing and texting, hold the phone in one
hand and press buttons with the other to avoid awkward and repetitive
thumb motions. Try alternating hands.

•

Use voice activation features to limit button-pressing.

•

Let your voicemail feature answer the phone for you while you’re engaged
in driving or other activities. You can return the calls later. Limiting
yourself to doing one thing at a time could save not only your hands, but
your sanity and your life as well.

Holding the device and
punching buttons with
one hand can lead to
thumb problems.

Like any activity done frequently or for long periods, cell phone, smartphone and
PDA use can put you at risk of repetitive strain injury. But if you take care and
follow the precautions you can help yourself stay comfortable and safe.

Nancy M. Lowe is a Certified Ergonomist, Registered Physical Therapist and
Certified Hand Therapist with over 20 years of experience treating and preventing
injuries. For more ergonomics information visit http://www.pacificcoastergo.com
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