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Guidance Note: Hand Arm Vibration 
 

 
 

1. What is hand–arm vibration? 

Workers using hand-held power tools can be exposed to harmful levels of hand–arm 
vibration (HAV).  
 
Hand–arm vibration is vibration transmitted to the hand or arm whilst using hand-held 
power tools or holding materials being processed by machines, whether cutting, 
drilling, hammering etc. 
  
It is commonly experienced by workers who regularly use tools such as breaking 
tools, chainsaws, grinders, hammer-drills, and riveters. Reducing vibration exposure 
and/or duration of use reduces the risk of musculoskeletal disorders 
 

2. Health effects 

Exposure to HAV can result in disrupted circulation in the hand and forearm which 
can cause damage to nerves, tendons, muscles and bones of the hand and arm. It 
can cause a range of conditions collectively known as hand–arm vibration syndrome 
(HAVS) and specific disorders such as carpal tunnel syndrome, ‘tennis elbow’ and 
‘vibration white finger’. If you get ‘pins and needles’ in your fingers or hands when 
working or after you stop, it could be the beginning of HAVS.  

 

3. Factors influencing the effects of exposure to HAV 

The longer a worker is exposed to HAV, the greater the risk of developing HAVS. The 
likelihood of developing HAVS can be increased by differences in characteristics of 
the tool or the way it is used.  

 
3.1 Tool characteristics:  

3.1.1 Higher rate of acceleration  

3.1.2 Poor tool maintenance – causing internal vibration 

3.1.3 Insufficient insulation in the handle 

3.1.4 Larger or heavier tool that means there is an  increased amount of your 
hand in contact with the tool  

  
3.2 Individual’s method of using the tool:  

3.2.1 Gripping the handle more tightly than needed  

3.2.2 Awkward postures or working overhead  

3.2.3 Low operator skill; poor technique  

3.2.4 Individual lifestyle factors (e.g. smoking)  

3.2.5 An individual’s medical history (e.g. disease or prior injury to fingers, 
hands or wrists).  

 
3.3 The way the work is organised or scheduled:  
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3.3.1 Harder material being drilled/hammered etc meaning more contact, 
greater pressure is needed 

3.3.2 Long periods of exposure during each work shift  

3.3.3 Long periods of  repeated exposure over months or years 

3.3.4 A lower temperature of work environment  

3.3.5 Insufficient rest periods  

 

4. Reducing harmful exposure  

Eliminating or minimising exposure to vibration which can cause HAVS usually 
involves isolating or cushioning the impacts. The first step is to identify the work 
activities that cause repeated vibrations. Regulation 3 of Health and Safety 
(Consultation with Employees) Regulations 1996 requires that employers consult their 
staff before “the introduction of any measure at the workplace which may substantially 
affect the health and safety of those employees…” including the selection of new 
tools or equipment.  

 
4.1 In order to reduce the exposure to HAV, a combination of control measures 

will normally be required. Such measures should include:  

4.1.1 Implementing alternative working methods or processes. This should 
eliminate the need to use vibrating tools. If you have to use a breaker, 
consider using a digger attachment instead.  

4.1.2 Selecting tools with low vibration levels. All new hand held tools should 
have information displaying their ‘vibration emission levels’. This will be 
found in the handbook or online. 

4.1.2.1 i.e. Vibration while chiselling - 11.7 m/s² 

4.1.2.2 Vibration while drilling into concrete - 14.1 m/s²  

4.1.3 Modifying existing tools to either minimise the vibration or prevent the 
vibration from moving into the handle of the tool.  

4.1.4 Modifying the actual work methods. Realistically you have a job to do 
so changing how you work may not be simple. If you have a lot of 
drilling to do, you should consider having several workers do the job to 
reduce exposure to one person.  

4.1.5 Wear gloves. When the hands are cold the effects of vibration are 
made worse. Several thin gloves are very useful to retain heat. 
However gloves should not be relied upon to provide protection from 
vibration. They only provide protection from cold temperatures, water, 
and cuts and abrasions. The use of thick gloves is not recommended 
as workers applying an increased grip can increase vibration being 
received.  

4.1.6 Maintain equipment regularly, make sure bearings etc are all in good 
condition to help minimise vibration  

 
 

5. How much is too much? 

These control measures by themselves are not enough. You need to ensure that your 
staff have training on what HAV is and how it can harm them. They should also be 
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given advice on good work practices, tool maintenance, and importantly, the effects of 
personal/lifestyle factors (e.g. smoking and some medications) which may impact on 
circulation and vibration white finger. 

 
 

6. Making the right choice  

Similar tools of the same type but from different manufacturers may have a 
considerable difference in the amount of vibration they emit. To make an informed 
choice, you will need to obtain as much information about the vibration emissions of 
the tool as possible. Information on the vibration emitted by a specific tool can be 
provided by the tool manufacturer or supplier.  
 
Consider the suitability of the tool for the work you will be doing. An underpowered 
tool may take longer to do the job, increasing the time of exposure, and an 
overpowered or oversized tool may emit more vibration than necessary.  
 
When considering the vibration emitted by a tool during a specific task, try to find 
information which relates directly to your intended use. This will provide a better guide 
to the levels likely to be found when the task is performed in your workplace. 
 
To help you work out the time you should spend using a tool or doing a particular job, 
Simply-Docs have produced a guide which provides workers with an indication of how 
long they can work before the recommended action level and exposure limit levels 
would be exceeded. 
 
In order to use the guide, you will need to know the vibration magnitude (in m/s²) and 
the exposure time. Exposure time is the amount of time spent using the tool. This can 
easily be measured using a stopwatch during normal working conditions.  
 
Simply choose the relevant reading from the vertical scale (vibration value) then 
select the time the tool is used from the bottom line. Where the two lines meet will 
give you a number between 1 and 1450. This number will correspond to one of five 
groups –  
 

Above exposure limit 400+  

Likely to exceed exposure 
limit 251-390 

Above action limit 99-250 

Likely to exceed action limit 68-98 

Below exposure limit <67 

 
There are two exposure levels that are important. 
 
1) 100 points per day is the level at which you are required to take action – the 

Exposure Action Value - EAV. 
 
2) The second is 400 points. This is the maximum a person is allowed to be exposed 

to during a day. This is the Exposure Limit value – ELV.  
 
Transfer that number to the HAV Risk Assessment Form and use the example 
hazards and control measures to create your own risk assessment. You will then 
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need to keep a record of what training you give your employees on Hand Arm 
Vibration, and the amount of time they spend using vibration causing tools.   
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40 265 800 

 
  

Likely to exceed exposure limit 251-390 

30 150 450 900 

 
 

Above action limit 99-250 

25 105 315 625 1250 

 

Likely to exceed action limit 68-98 

20 67 200 400 800 1200 Below exposure limit <67 

19 60 180 360 720 1100 1450 

 
   

18 54 160 325 650 970 1300 

 
   

17 48 145 290 580 865 1150 

 
   

16 43 130 255 510 770 1000 

 
   

15 38 115 225 450 675 900 1350 

 
  

14 33 98 195 390 590 785 1200 

 
  

13 28 85 170 340 505 675 1000 1350 

 
 

12 24 72 145 290 430 575 865 1150 1450 

 11 20 61 120 240 365 485 725 970 1200 1450 

10 17 50 100 200 300 400 600 800 1000 1200 

9 14 41 81 160 245 325 485 650 810 970 

8 11 32 64 130 190 255 385 510 640 770 

7 8 25 49 98 145 195 295 390 490 590 

6 6 18 36 72 110 145 215 290 360 430 

5.5 5 15 30 61 91 120 180 240 305 365 

5 4 13 25 50 73 100 150 200 250 300 

4.5 3 10 20 41 60 81 120 160 205 245 

4 3 8 16 32 48 64 96 130 160 190 

3.5 2 6 12 25 37 49 74 98 125 145 

3 2 5 9 18 27 36 54 72 90 110 

2.5 1 3 6 13 19 25 38 50 63 75 

2 1 2 4 8 12 16 24 32 40 48 

1.5 0 1 2 5 7 9 14 18 23 27 

1 0 1 1 2 3 4 6 8 10 12 

    
5 

min 
15 

min 
30 

min 
1 1½ 2 3 4 5 6 

Daily exposure in hours - actual 'trigger time' 
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