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Fear of FDA keeps companies 
from making medical claims 
• KEYBOARDS 
jromPngf! IF 

'TseTS find thul the I",yb"~rd 
lncrea~H ,'umf/JI·t and red\l~ef; fa­
tigw'," says I'Ner Ady, a ~p<Jkcs­
man fllr Health Care Keybm<f<l 
en which make~ 1\ product 
eallcd the Comfort K('yh"ard Sys· 
tem. Other model" ""me from 
BuC'h companies fi" Lexmark, Mi­
crosoft and Kinllsis. 

Hut do th~"() keyboards actual· 
ly hdl) prevent keyboard-relate-d 
injuries, sUI:h a~ tendunitib, roar· 
pal tUllne! syndrome, repetitivi' 
stram lnjury of overusp syn­
drome') C()mp~nies won't ~!l>' -
and the}, h"v~ a rea.~on for being 
~oy. 

"For any product that ;g going 
to dalln II ml'dltal curative prop­
erty, It need.~ FDA (the ns. F.",d 
and Drug Administration) " .. rtlfi­
cat;on," ~ays Keith Kegley, Micro· 
soft's product markl'llng manager 
for hardware r>rndu('ts. "To qual­
if,' liS 11 m(·dl"lil device is 11 
lengthy {.~,mpllcated procedurOo''' 

No regul.tiOn 
EWI\ if Microsoft wanted to go 

Ihr'ough that procedurc, il 
couldn't, asserts Kegluy: "That 
pro('£'dure doesn't eVflfl exist. The 
FDA has not defined any kind of 
~r~~~~~, t.o addrCHH this kind of 

Rharrm Snider, an f'DA spokes­
woman, says that the ~'[lA doe" 
nol regulate ergonomie deVle,," 
such as keyboards or ~hair~ de­
si~ncd to promote better posture. 
And without regulatory approval 
from the FDA, she said, a compa­
ny may not make medical claims 
aLout its product 

Hut Snid('r dl~puted. the claim 
that hrr a~cncy has no procedure 
for cnmpani!'s that wants to go 
throl\~h the rigor of FDA approv­
al for its keyboards 

"Any produd that dalms to 
treat or ('UT<' a dlst,lISe is by defi· 
nition a m",di('al device," she said. 
"'If a manufacturer wanted to 
mark.,!. any medkal deVIce, with 
!LIly daims on it, they (would) 
submit an application to the FDA 
and present data to shnw that it 
is fully effectiv!' for its Intended 
treatment" 

Lengthy process 
The protE'% approval takes at 

le;ost six months, Snider said, and 
possibly much longer. She said 
that shf' Wll~ not aware of any 
keyboards that had been given 
.",'h approval~ she could not say 
if any companIes were currently 
havmg their keyboard~ eVall111t­
ed, since the approval pTtlCeRS is 
confidential 

Mkro"flf1 funded a series of 
t.'st" hy Dr. David Rempel at the 
lJni\'ersity of California, Han 
~rancisl'o. The r('SLIIL'I, recently 
presented at an orgonomics con· 
ferenc~ in S!'llttle, showed that 
us<"rs hav" II more natural pus. 
tur~ whcn using the Micrv~oft 
Nalural keyboard than when us­
lIlg >l. l'onventional kCl'boanl. Th .. 
un'tated claim is that thi~ p0s­
ture WIll produce le~~ injurie~ 
Dut Microsoft's sale~ literatuf<' 
carefully avoid.~ making any med· 
l('al daims, In~wad, tile company 
merelv daims that many people 
wlll rind its keyboard more com· 
fortable tn USf' 

lJDf'S thi~ approach mak{' 
SN1$C? 

WhIIt IS most comfortable' 
"I've been in ergonomics f"I' 30 

years. If ~-"u I'art make people 
comfortable and get them to lis­
ten to tim biRllals that are sent 
out by t,heir bodY, the prob"bilil y 
of getting so far that you havi' a 
mprlical claIm will be r<,due~d," 
~aV$ Dieter Jahns Dr Centertek 
A~~ociates, an ergon"mLc~ fIrm 
based LrI Bellingham, Wash 

But whIch keyboard is the most 
comfortable' l:nfortunately, [hat 
question i, a httl{' like " .. king 
which rar is the m[)st ,;nmfol't· 
able, ~ays Jahns. 

"I thmk that people should use 
whate\'{~r they are I.lW most com­
forlabll'" '""!th, and whatever they 
t>eliev~ in," he says 

TO LEARN MORE 
As you might expect, the Intem!!t 
has lots of InformatLon about ~ey­
boards, RSI ~nd related tOpiCS. 
For e~ample 

• Dan Waltach's T~plng Injury Ar­
chive: http;/iwww.cs.prlnce· 
tQn.&dul-dwallachitofaq.'archive 
html - Lncludes photograpns 
oj manv different KLnda 01 alter­
native k,eyboords and other in­
put devLces, as well as articles 
on how to prev!!nt ASI aod 
personal reports Irom ASI pa. 
tiants 

• Paul Marxhausen s RSI Web 
Page' http'!iwwwangr,unl.edUi 
eeieeshopirSI,html - an Infof. 
mati~e site with diagrams and 
photographs of the corr!!ct and 
wrong w~ys to use keyooards 
Many artiCles. as wall as links 
to other resources 

• The RS! Ntltwork Newsletter 
_ for inlormatloo, sBnd an B· 
mail message "subscribe rSI 
to ma)ordomo@world.std,com 

TIL" bcst way to choo~ a key­
hoard;" to get a loaner keyboard 
from the manufactUl1.'f Hnd try it 
out, Jahn~ add~: "It ib a tool tllat 
n~ds to be ",,-,rked with ""for~ 
you d~<:ide whE'tlwr to dIsh out 
the mon~y." 

Th~l'~ e..sy for mmpantes that 
buy lots of kryhoards Consumers 
shoppin~ fflf an alternatlve key­
board $hfl"ld make Sllre they tan 
ret,urn ,t for a refund if they d,m'l 
like it 

Biofeedback 
In Oakland, an organization 

called SHARI-: (~hon for Spine 
Hand Arm Rehabilitation I!:r~o' 
nomics), U~l'S bj"fncdback to help 
people decide which kcyb()ard is 
right. rnr them, I'eople who ar<' 
ref(,rrml to SHAR~: ~an tryout 
different keybQard~ wllile they 
are wired up WIth a variety of 
monitors that sense pain and 
stress 

"Because there ar<' sn many 
different kinds (of altl'rnatlve 
keybDards), you TC'ally need to 
mateh the persfln "nd th"ir body 
type and their sIze to the key­
board that is going to help them 
the mo~t," says Kathy Bender, a 
biofN'dback therapist. at the clin· 
k 

Hut while ~he's O'IC~n hundreds 
of people helppd by the alterna­
tive keyboards - many have had 
good re$ull' with the Kine~ts 
model, sl,,' ~ays - Mender be­
lieves it'H mOl'e important for peo­
ple tn adnpt good working habits 
than to have a high-w"h, ~rgo· 
nomic keyboard 

"We wa('h Pl'''I,I" l" key differ­
emly - to lighten their key­
strok" and reduce movement of 
their wrists while keYing, and to 
],,[ their upper body relax and 
Improve thelr pOMture," ~he says. 
"Most people slam the spa('~ bar 
with the right thumh, and most 
peOPle hold their littlp finger up 
in the air," habit~ th"t ("an lead to 
problem~ 

Good Instruction 
Experts "a> it's more important 

for employ,'''s t.1l receive good in­
strlu,tion in lLow to use normal 
keyboards than for <'mployen, to 
rUMh oot ,wd tlUr<'has{' E'xpen~ive 
ergonomi(' df'vi""s. That ap­
proach call ,.lso IX' mu{'h cheaper. 

FOf inbtancc, one common key· 
board problem in corporate 
America is the heIght of th~ d~~k. 
Whereas mo~t d~sk~ in the w()rk­
place an~ 29 Of 3U mche~ high, the 
Amcrican ,,'auonal Standards In­
~titute recommends that key­
board~ should b<, plac'ed on sur­
faces that ar(' 24 ineh~. hl~h, 
say" Mkrnsotrs Kf'gl,'y 

What's k('~ping de~k~ half a 
root. too high'! "A combination of 
tradItion, lack of knowledge 
and sk"ptit"ism lhm d,'~k hdght is 
a risk fad"r," "ays Mi{,rtlsoft's 
Kegley 

Choice. 
Professional ergonomidsts say 

that no single keyboard is bl!Ht for 

I 
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ALTERNAnVE 
KEYBOARDS 
All 01 the altematl~e keyboards 
on sail! in tIltl Un~ed States wor~ 
with IBM·compatiDte computers, 
but soma companlBs offer adapt­
e['$ for Apple Macintosh romput-

'" 
i • Apple Adjustable KeybOard 

App~ Computgr Inc. $99 (Mac 
onlv) Note: No longer manufac· 
tured in Uniled States, must be 
special-ordered, typica!ty 
through any relailer. 

• Comfort Ke~baard System. 
HeeHh Care Keyboafd Co, 
(414) 536-2160, $795 (PC, Mac, 
Sun and others) 

• F~xPro. Keytronic (BOO) 
262-6006. $199 (PC) 

• Kioesis Keyooard, Kinesis, 
(SOO) 454--6374, (206) 402-8100. 
$390 (PC); $490 (Mac) 

• Salect-Ea!l!l, Le~mark, (BOO) 
3.58-Se3S; (606) 232-2000. $179 
(PC) 

• MiGrosoft Natural Keyboard 
Microsoft $99 (PC) An adaptor 
for Mae eomputers cao be pur. 
chasad through retailers 

all Users. It'. important, they say, i 
for users to try a ran!!e of differ­
ent keyboards and see which one 
suits th~m best. 

Here are a few modelM 
• At $795, H~alth Care Key­

board Co.'s Comfort Keyboard 
System consists of three key­
board segments - a left·hand 
sectliln, a right_hand Sl'('tion and 
a nUmeric keypad - each mount· 
ed on universal joints, which let 
the sections be tilted or swiveled 
to any pos:;lble angle. A second 
adjustment on th .. Comfort K~y· 
board allows the user to move the 
segments closer together or far· 
ther apart, in order to accommo· 
date users with different shoul· 
der widths 

• For rou~hly half t.he pril'€ of 
the Comfort System, you can pur­
chll':ie the Kine~is keyboard. Thi~ 
keyboard tak(l$ a different ap­
proach, by doing away with rows 
of keys altogether, Instead, Kme· 
sis places the keys in two wells in 
which you can rest your fingeni, 
But unlike the Comfort K~yboard, 
the Kine~i~ i~ not adjustable; on~ 
size fita all. 

• With a street price of under 
$100, the Microsoft Natural Key­
board simply bends the keys for 
the left hand and the keys for the 
right hand Into a shallow "V" 
shaPl', The keyboard's sille ad· 
justment allows the user to 
ehange the keyboard's height and 
vertical angle, According to the 
company, "The Microsoft Natural 
Keyboard features a carefully re­
searched, attractlv!' d<ls!gn that 
provides a more I'Omfortable al­
ternative to standard ke~'· 
boards," 

• Lexmark takes a slightly sim­
pler approach, Its k<lyboards 
have a hinge in t.he middle, mak­
Ing ,t poSSIble to change the angle 
between the keys used for the 
right and the left hands. 

All of the altcrnatlv!' key­
boards on sale in the United 
States work with IBM· compatible 
comput~rs, but some compsnies 
offer adapters for Apple Malin· 
tosh computers 

• Although Apple sells tts own 
Apple AdJu~tIlble Keyboard for 
the Macintosh, the product hAA 
been all but withdrawn from the , 
U,S. market, "The status with the 
Adjmtable Keyboard is that we 
are no longer manufacturing it in 
the U,S,," says Lynn Lawler, II. 

spokeswoman for the company. 
Although the Adjustable Key­
board is made In Europe, it i~ not 
carried by Applr dealefR and 
must be spedally ordered. 

Apple has moved production of 
the Adjustable Keyboard from 
the United !li-ate" t., ~:ur<'pc. Ae· 
cording to Apple, thc keyboards 
are readily available them. How· 
ever, in the United States, they 
are not carried anI' longer by Ap­
ple dealers, and must be specially 
ordered, 


