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Crafts are a source of fun and satisfaction for many people. For those who enjoy it, craftwork is
usually a relaxing hobby. However, most craftwork is physically demanding on the hands, eyes,
neck and shoulders, even though it’s easy to think of it as sedentary and restful. Those who have
done craftwork for a while will most likely confirm that pains and strains are common.
We wrote this article to help you find ways to do your crafts with less pain and strain so that you
can continue to do them for the rest of your life!
There are activities we do that cause damage to our muscles, tendons and ligaments because they
require awkward posture, repetitive motion and using some force without rest. In addition, there
are environmental factors and health issues which can make matters worse. If you pay attention
to, and try to minimize, these factors, you will be more comfortable and less likely to hurt
yourself, and you are more likely to recover from Repetitive Strain Injuries (RSI)/Cumulative
Trauma Disorders (CTD). Hopefully, these factors sound familiar because they are the same
things that cause problems in the office.
For your convenience, we have included a summary table of points made in this article. Feel free
to print this and keep it handy and make copies for friends.

Awkward positions and motions
It is very common for people to get into some amazingly uncomfortable positions when they are
engaged in an activity that absorbs their attention. At the end of an evening after working on a
hobby, you may find that your muscles are tired and cramped, your neck is sore, and/or your
hands tingle. To avoid serious, life-long pain, pay attention to your posture and your hand
positions while performing your hobby. Is your wrist straight in all dimensions? For some
activities, it’s impossible not to bend the wrist occasionally, but your wrist should be straight
most of the time.

Hand positions

The neutral wrist is the position of greatest strength that reduces strain on the muscles and
tendons in the wrist, hand, and arms. Working in a neutral position with smooth, efficient,
natural motions is more efficient and less tiring.1 It may not feel natural for a while because your
“muscle memory” is not used to working in that way, but just as with sports, incorrect technique
and bad posture will eventually result in injury.1
Choice of tools is an important factor in maintaining a neutral wrist position. There is no such
thing as an “ergonomic” tool, although the advertisers want you to think there is! The only way
to tell if a tool is correct for you is to try it. Test all tools for hand comfort, hand stress, and
overall ease of use. Look for tools that are spring loaded, have padded grips, and fit your hand.2
The rule “bend the tool, not your wrist” applies, so look for tools like scissors with bent handles
that enable you to cut with a straight wrist.
It is not just the hands and wrists that suffer from awkward positions! The rest of the body
suffers as well. Poor posture can often be traced to other factors such as poor seating, improper
work surface heights, inadequate lighting, and vision problems.
Seating. Many of you may be sitting in places that are not ideal while working on crafts that are
portable, such as needlework. When you are working at home or have a choice in seating, choose
a chair that has back and seat height adjustments, adequate back support and no armrests.2
Armrests of all types tend to interfere with arm movement and can cause people to squeeze their
shoulders up toward their neck. Shoulder and upper back muscle strain is a consequence.
Adjust the chair so that your feet are flat on the floor, your hips are slightly higher than your
knees, and your back is upright with comfortable lower back support. Your arms should be
relaxed at your sides, your elbows at approximately a 90 degree angle and your head aligned with
your hips. If a work surface is too high and cannot be adjusted, you will need to raise the chair
and use a footrest to support your feet in the elevated position. Your knees should only be
slightly lower than your hips and never higher than them.
Work surfaces
Work surface height will vary depending on
whether you are standing or sitting. The work
surface should be approximately elbow height
unless you are doing small detail work, like
jewelry making or beading. In that case, the
work surface should be 2” above your elbow
height. Jeweler’s benches are typically quite
high (36” to 39”) and the bench pin (work
surface) is just slightly lower. When using a
sewing machine, the feed dog should be about
elbow height when you are seated with your
feet flat on the ground and your knees bent at
about a 90 degree angle.3,4 If the sewing
machine is too high your shoulders will be
elevated while sewing.3

Illustration courtesy of Reference 4

A cutting table should be about 4
inches below your standing
elbow height.3
Since an iron is heavy, the
ironing board should be about 1
inch lower than your elbow
height while standing.3

Incorrect
Illustrations courtesy of Reference 4

It is better to sit in a posture that allows you to be upright, looking just slightly down at your
work.2 This may result in your arms bending at a greater angle than the ideal 90 degrees, but the
head position is more critical to injury prevention.
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Be sure to take frequent breaks if you are working in a less than ideal posture. It is best to
alternate between sitting and standing. Use an adjustable height work table that allows
adjustment for different tasks while standing or sitting. Changes in posture at least once an hour
reduce your risk of injury.5
The work surface should accommodate all of the tools and equipment you need within easy reach
in a circle in front of you.2 Arrange items so that the tools used most frequently are the closest at
hand. Avoid over reaching. Keep tools and equipment in rotating bins, shelves, compartments,
and tool bars to allow a maximum number of things to fit in the small work space.

Lighting. In most cases, it is preferable to use natural lighting when doing craft work. If light
levels are low, supplemental lighting is necessary. Eye strain is very common among craft
workers.2 Make sure that you have plenty of light to clearly see what you are working on, but the
light should not be too bright. Areas of high contrast between light and dark cause significant eye
strain.
If you knit, crochet, or sew, you may benefit
from a product that has LED lights to
illuminate your work, such as the new Knit
Lite (long or short needles), Crochet Lite, or
Scissor Lite. We like the hefty handles on the
crochet hooks, too! According to the New
York Times, the lights make work much easier
and safer, especially while working with black
materials and yarns due to light absorption.6
©2006 The New York Times

Knit Lite
Courtesy of http://laknitterieparisienne.com/Knit_Lite.html

Crochet Lite
Courtesy of http://laknitterieparisienne.com/Knit_Lite.html

Glare can be a problem, too, if you are working with shiny objects. Identify sources of glare and
either shield your work from the source or move your position. Looking directly toward a bright
light source, such as facing a window, will cause eye strain. It’s better to sit at a right angle to a
bright light source, or you can dim the source, such as drawing the window blinds.
Vision problems. If you have sufficient lighting and still have problems seeing your work, it’s
likely that you need to correct your vision. Doing very close craft work requires a different
glasses prescription than reading or computer work. Get your eyes checked and make sure you
wear glasses if you need them. In many cases, small craft work requires the use of additional
magnification such as an OptiVisor or magnifying light. The OptiVisor can be ordered with a
variety of different magnifications and interchangeable lenses.

Illustration courtesy of Donegan Optical Co., Inc.
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Daylight swingarm magnifying lamp
http://www.save-on-crafts.com/dayswinbrmag.html

To the left is an example of a workstation combining all the
elements of proper posture, adequate seating, good lighting, and
necessary magnification so that the woman can work comfortably
in a neutral position.
Awkward posture is the primary reason people develop Repetitive
Strain Injury/Cumulative Trauma Disorder (RSI/CTD). However,
temperature extremes, force, lack of rest, repetition and other
health conditions also increase the risk for this disease.
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Temperature extremes
Working in cold environments is potentially harmful because it
causes a reduction in circulation in your extremities (i.e., fingers
and toes). With less circulation, your muscles are not being fed
with oxygen as they are working, so they will tire more easily.
Also, when you are cold, you tend to have more muscle tension in
general. Wear adequate clothing, and when necessary, use a
small space heater to keep warm. Also, wear fingerless gloves if
your hands are cold. You will not lose manual dexterity. In fact,
your mobility will improve due to adequate circulation! The
Handeze gloves pictured to the right are available at most drug
stores or online. They were designed by seamstresses. For fancy
fingerless gloves in leather, vinyl or ultrasuede, order a pair from
Linda Lorraine (see resources below).
Force
It may seem like a time-saver to cut six layers of fabric at once, but the additional stress it places
on your hands is not worth it.2 Using electric or power tools whenever possible for forceful
activities is highly recommended to reduce your risk of CTD/RSI.
Gripping too hard is very common. Do not grip things any tighter than necessary to do the job,
and relax your grip when it is not necessary to hold the tool. For example, if you are hand
stitching through something heavy like denim, sailcloth, or leather, relax your hands after the
needle is through the fabric.
The pinch grip is the most stressful position for the hand. Find ways to accomplish a task in
another way to avoid the pinch grip.
Spring-loaded snips and scissors with a cushioned palm
grip can save a lot of stress on your hands and wrists.4
Keep tools sharp and in good working order to avoid
unnecessary force.4
Fiskars Softouch Micro-tip Scissors
Photo courtesy of FiskarsCrafts.com

Breaks and Recovery
It’s important to allow your body to recover from any repetitive and/or forceful task.
Microbreaks are suggested in office work and are a great way to prevent injury in craftwork as

well. Every 20 minutes or so, put down your tools or work for a moment to stretch your
shoulders, neck, arms, and hands. Focus your eyes on something distant and roll them around.
Take a few deep breaths. Then pick up your work and continue.
It is best to get up and walk around every hour. Of course you do not want to drop a stitch or stop
a paint stroke, but you also do not want to keep working until you are too tired to continue. Be
aware of the passing of time and stretch at least once an hour. If you are using noisy or vibrating
tools, the length of time between breaks must be even shorter. No more than ½ hour is suggested
for working with noisy and/or vibrating tools.5 Such tasks should be alternated for ½ hour with
another task that doesn’t involve noise and vibration to allow the body to rest.5 There are some
excellent stretches on the SRI Ergonomics Program website and a page of stretches you can print
to keep with you at: https://insider.sri.com/services/ehs/ergo/stretches.html.
We guarantee you will still get your work done (and even faster!) because your muscles and
tendons will not be fatigued. Research done on the effectiveness of breaks is cited in the articles
featured at: https://insider.sri.com/services/ehs/ergo/articles.
Change your posture once in a while. There is an ideal seat height and worksurface height, but it
doesn’t mean you have to sit like a rigid statue while you work. Many crafts can almost become
a dance with the equipment, especially if you can work while standing.

Repetitive motion
Repetitive motion in itself is rarely a problem, as long as the other three factors (i.e., awkward
posture, force and environmental extremes) are not present at the same time. Repetitive motion
done with the body in a neutral position, using no force, having sufficient lighting and
comfortable temperature, being in good overall health and eating right, taking rest breaks,
working a reasonable number of hours, and allowing days off for the body to heal will not usually
cause problems. Crafts like knitting, crocheting, embroidery, weaving, leather punching, wood
carving and hammering that are repetitive will not necessarily cause injury simply because they
are repetitive.
One of the problems with many crafts is that they use the same muscles that are used during the
work day. Your hands, wrists, and arms are making a lot of small motions using little muscles if
you use a keyboard or pipette at work. These little muscles need time to recover from overuse.
In addition, your neck and back muscles are being overloaded, which makes matters worse. If you
go home and spend all evening knitting or scrap booking, you are increasing your risk for
repetitive strain injury. Add to this that you are most likely working on a soft couch with poor
back support, low light levels, and holding the needles in an awkward position more tightly than
you should….you’re probably going to have problems, especially when you’re working hard to
get a sweater done for someone’s birthday!!
We are not recommending that you give up your craft. We are asking that you consider the
ergonomic factors involved and that you include daily exercise that is a real contrast to your craft
and work activities. This would be an activity that improves circulation and uses the large muscle
groups in your body that are not as easily fatigued (e.g., walking). Avoid the sports that use the
small muscles in the forearms (e.g., racquet sports).
As mentioned before, working on crafts that don’t allow your muscles to recover from other
similar work activities is not a good thing. Spending weekends or evenings on crafts that use the
same hand, arm and neck muscles that you used all day does not allow your body to recover.

Additional Factors
Several other factors can influence the likelihood of experiencing discomfort while performing
craftwork. In general, these are factors that affect overall health.
•
•

•
•
•
•

Age-related factors such as arthritis and a decrease in visual acuity.
Health problems that affect circulation, such as diabetes and thyroid conditions.
Pregnancy increases the likelihood of “tunnel” syndromes due to retention of fluids and back
problems due to shift in posture. Tunnel syndromes caused by edema during pregnancy often
resolve themselves after delivery.
Dehydration. Make sure you stay hydrated to keep body tissues healthy.
Diet. Poor diet affects every aspect of your health, including neural functioning and
circulation.
Exercise. Adequate daily exercise is necessary to maintain proper blood circulation, muscle
tone, and health of all body tissues.
***********************************

This article and all of our articles are intended for your information and education. We are not experts in
the diagnosis and treatment of specific medical or mental problems. When dealing with a severe problem,
please consult with a healthcare or mental health professional and research the alternatives available for
your particular diagnosis prior to embarking on a treatment plan. You are ultimately responsible for your
own health and treatment!

***********************************
RESOURCES:
Daylight Magnifying Swingarm Lamp (U23000). $48.87. http://www.save-oncrafts.com/dayswinbrmag.html
Handeze gloves (small, med, or large sizes). $8 - $12 each. http://search.store.yahoo.com/cgibin/nsearch?.autodone=http%3A%2F%2Fstore.yahoo.com%2Fphyslabs%2Fnsearch.html&catalo
g=physlabs&query=handeze&x=0&y=0
Linda Lorraine Gloves. $27/pair and up.
http://www.feri.com/llgloves/pricelist2001.html#S%20Cropped%20Finger%20Gloves:
Fiskars No. 5 Softouch Micro-Tip Scissors (Coastal), Item # 12-97577097,
http://www.fiskarscrafts.com/tools/t_no-5-softouch-micro-tip-scissors-c.aspx
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ERGONOMICS FOR CRAFTS
Problem
Poor posture
Bad seating
Inadequate lighting
Vision problems
Poor work arrangement
Incorrect work surface heights

Environmental factors
Inadequate lighting
Drafts and cold environments
Bad habits
Gripping too tightly
Non-neutral wrist position
Head bent, craning neck
No breaks, not stretching, no allowing
time for recovery

Health issues
Diabetes, pregnancy, aging, dehydration, poor
diet, inadequate exercise.

Solution
• Improve seating: no arm supports, good lumbar
support, feet flat on floor.
• Use enough light to see your work, but not too
much to cause high contrast with surrounding
area.
• Wear corrective lenses. Use magnifiers for small
work.
• Keep materials close at hand. Avoid over
reaching. Organize according to usage
frequency and effort to select.
• IDEAL: Back straight, hips slightly higher thank
knees. Arms relaxed, elbows at a 90 degree
angle, head aligned with hips or slightly lowered.
Work surfaces should be adjusted to fit you.
Standard heights are usually incorrect!!
• Use enough light to see your work.
• Move to another location, use a space heater,
wear fingerless gloves.
• Relax your grip as much as possible. Put tools
down to stretch forearms after forceful activity.
• Keep your wrist straight. Find tools (scissors,
etc.) that are bent to allow a straight wrist.
“Bend the tool, not the wrist!”
• Make sure lighting is adequate and your vision is
corrected properly. Move work closer to your
face if possible.
• Place instructions upright on a document holder.
Keep parts and tools nearby to avoid reaching.
• Take mini-breaks every 15 minutes and a full
break every hour. Do recommended stretches.
Allow body to rest after using muscles! Do not
use the same muscles all day. Alternate tasks.
• Stay hydrated.
• Manage health issues.
• Understand limitations; make allowances and
adaptations for them.

