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Guidelines For Supervisors – Ensuring Safe Lifting  
and Manual Material Handling in the Workplace

Be An Advocate for Safe Lifting and Manual Material Handling 

 Make sure workers realize that safe lifting and manual material handling is in their  
best interest 

 Provide a replacement “safe lifting and manual material handling” technique for the  
old habit 

 Address concerns or make modifications as necessary so that new safe lifting and manual 
material handling techniques are effective and work well for workers 

 Post reminders of safe lifting and manual material handling techniques in the workplace  
 Act as role model 
 Reward workers and celebrate successes  
 Encourage workers to always look for alternatives to safe lifting and manual material 

handling first 
 Use the “Observer’s Checklist” to help workers make informed safe lifting and manual 

material handling decisions 

Be a Safe Lifting and Manual Material Handling Coach 

 Have workers write down the safe lifting and manual material handling techniques they 
will change and reasons why they need to change them 

 Have workers practice a new safe lifting and manual material handling technique on a 
regular basis 

 Observe and provide feedback to workers on their use of safe lifting and manual material 
handling techniques using the guidelines provided  

 – If necessary, record worker's progress to analyze and give feedback on safe lifting and 
manual material handling techniques

 Coach workers to guard against slipping into auto pilot 
 – Relearning a new technique takes conscious effort and proper practice   

 Monitor workers to enforce use of safe lifting and manual material handling techniques 
(especially during the initial period when the new techniques are being established) 

 Teach workers to coach each other (part of a safe work culture) 
 If necessary, note examples of workers not following safe lifting and manual material 

handling techniques and issue warnings or in extreme cases, resort to disciplinary action 
 Encourage management to assess MSD hazards using simple tools that are available on 

www.msdprevention.com
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Critical Questions to Assess Safe Lifting and Manual 
Material Handling Factors

Coach staff to ask these questions BEFORE they lift/move:

Who is doing the lifting/moving (person)? 

 Am I strong enough to manage the lift/move alone? 
 Is my height a factor? (i.e., “Am I trying to lift/move something from an overhead shelf?”) 
 Am I already fatigued from other tasks? 
 Do I need protective equipment?

What is being lifted/moved (object)? 

 What is the weight of the object? 
 How much force is required to lift/move it? 
 What is the shape of it? 
 Is the object stable? 
 Is the object hot or cold? 
 Does the object have sharp edges? 
 Can I get a grip on the object easily? 
 Can I see where I’m going while carrying the object?

What is the lifting/moving task? 

 How long will the lift/move take? 
 How far will the object be carried? 
 Does the lift/move require an awkward posture, twisting or bending? 
 What are the demands associated with the task (i.e., time pressure)? 
 Will this lift/move be repeated often? 
 If the lift/move will be repeated, will there be time to rest between lifts/moves? 
 Is help available if necessary (another person or equipment)? 

Where is the lift/move taking place (environment)? 

 Are the floors slippery or uneven? 
 Is there enough light to see what I am doing? 
 Is the environment very hot or cold? 
 Are there any obstacles in the way? 
 Does the workplace layout make the task more difficult than it should be? 
 Is the workplace noisy? 
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Safe Manual Material Handling

Pushing 

Pushing loads is preferable 
Does it involve less work by the muscles of 
the lower back? 
Does it generally allow for better visibility?

Similar to safe lifting techniques
Can I bend my knees and keep my back 
straight?
Can I use my body weight and lean into push?
Can I drive with the legs?
Can I tighten my core?
Can I maintain a bend in the elbows?
Can I look forward?
Is it possible to avoid twisting? 

Pulling

Can I maintain good balance and a good base of support?
Can I bend my knees?
Can I tighten my core muscles?
Can I face the object I am pulling?
Is it possible to take small, backward steps?

Carrying

Is it possible to maintain a secure grip?
Is it possible for me not to twist my back/hips but instead, move my feet to turn instead? 
Can I keep the load as close to my body as possible with my elbows close to my sides? 
Carrying long distances can lead to fatigue. Is it possible to set the load down and rest for 
a few minutes? 

Source: Centre of Research Expertise for 
the Prevention of Musculoskeletal Disorders 
(CRE-MSD), 2019.
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Safe Lifting Safety Talks

Introduction
These instructions for safety talks are designed to help you conduct brief (10 to 15 minute) 
sessions with your staff. The purpose of the session is to remind your staff of the correct way 
to perform a specific type of lift or manual material handling. Supervisors are to demonstrate 
movements learned in Module 1 and Module 2 of the Safe Lifting and Manual Material 
Handling course. Through your questions and group discussion you should be helping your staff 
see how the technique shown relates to the kind of lifting/moving they will be doing. Finally, 
the practice exercise at the end of the safety talk will help your staff practice the technique 
and receive feedback from you. The practice and feedback portion of these safety talks is very 
important. Acquiring a physical skill such as proper lifting or manual material handling can only 
happen through guided practice. Your observation of each staff member’s technique and the 
guidance you give them will help ensure they use the correct technique in the future. 

How to Use 
This guide outlines, step-by-step, how to prepare for, conduct and close a safety talk including 
how to run a practice exercise – either in a meeting or in the workplace.  

Preparation 
 Determine the type of lift/move you wish to review with the staff.  
 Play a video clip from YouTube, WSPS or demonstrate a technique. 
 Decide if you wish to use either Option 1 or 2 for the practice portion of the safety talk. 
 Gather together the necessary boxes or objects workers will be using during the practice 

portion of the safety talk. 
 As an option you can print off the safe lifting observers checklist for participants to follow.  
 Notify staff that this topic will be covered and there will be a practice exercise too.  
 Keep a record of the people who attend the safety talks by having them sign an attendance 

sheet. Keep these forms on file for future reference.

Conducting a Safety Talk Session 
Explain the purpose of this talk by linking the need for this safe lifting and manual material 
handling technique to an issue at work. 

 For example, “Today we are going to talk about the right way to lift objects from the floor 
because this coming week we are going to be doing a lot of that and we want to be sure no 
one gets injured”. 

 Alternatively, you could ask staff if anyone has ever been or knows of anyone who has ever 
been injured lifting. Invite the staff person to tell the rest of the group what happened. 
Then link the incident to the purpose of the talk. 

 Encourage questions and participation throughout the talk. If you don’t know the answer 
to a question, admit it and promise to follow up and report back at the next staff meeting.
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Review the Plan for the Session

Below is how you would run the session: 

Introduction Introduce/Review the session plan with your participants. An example  
of what you might say is, “Here is what I would like to do with you today:

 Review the steps to a proper lift/manual material handling as 
covered in the training

 Have a participant or supervisor demonstrate a lift  
(must be done safely) 

 Practice the proper technique for lifting objects at waist height  
off shelving or other relevant lift.

Tell your participants: “Let’s get started.” “Let’s take a look at the right 
way to LIFT OBJECTS AT WAIST HEIGHT OFF SHELVING or other 
relevant lift”

Lift Demo Have employees comment on lift performed by the demo.

Ask for questions or comments. If there are no questions, ask the group 
questions like:

 What did you see in the steps that made the lift safe? 

 Were any of the steps new to you? 

 What would be the hardest part of the technique to master? 

 Do you think that you already lift this way?   

 What barriers would keep you from being able to use  
this technique? 

 Do you ever lift things incorrectly? How often? Having watched the 
video, what do you think you will do now? 

If participants bring up unsafe lifting situations, discuss possible 
alternatives.

Introduce  
Practice Exercise 
for Lifting

Introduce the practice exercise. You could have workers use the Safe 
Lifting Observers Checklist, a resource downloadable from the WSPS 
website (www.wsps.ca), to observe a lift such as lifting objects at waist.

Tell participants: “Now you will have a chance to try this technique out 
for yourself so we can ensure that everyone is doing this correctly.” 

 
Explain how the practice segment will run.  
(Choose from Options 1 and 2 on next page)
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Option 1 – To be used if group is small enough for individual feedback from supervisor.

 Explain that each person will need to demonstrate the technique, step-by-step, and get 
feedback. 

 Observe each person – one at a time – and provide feedback using your observer’s 
checklist. 

 Use an empty box – that represents a real life object – or, alternatively, have your workers 
practice this technique in the actual work setting using materials they are responsible to 
lift or move. 

 When observing individuals, be sure to stop them if they are not following the steps 
correctly. Encourage them to keep practicing the lift until they get the steps down 
correctly. Provide positive feedback whenever you can.

Option 2 – To be used if group is larger than 10 people.

 Follow same approach as in Option One, but have people in the group assume the 
observer role.

 Have workers pair up to practice. 

 Explain that each person will need to demonstrate the technique, step-by-step, and get 
feedback from his/her partner. After that, partners reverse roles. 

 Circulate throughout the room and provide feedback to lifters if you see that partners are 
not properly demonstrating the technique. Re-demonstrate the lift and encourage them 
to keep trying until they master the steps. Don’t forget to give some positive feedback.

 Ask for any questions or comments.

Conclusion Close the safety talk by answering questions.

Ask the group: “Now that you have had an opportunity to practice  
this technique, what questions do you have?”

Explain to the group: If you need help, ask for assistance.

Let people know that other safe lifting techniques will be discussed  
in future sessions. 

Thank the participants for participating and discuss next steps  
(such as dates of upcoming sessions).
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Introduce Practice 
Exercise for 
Pushing, Pulling 
and/or Carrying

Introduce the practice exercise of pushing, pulling and/or carrying. 
Demonstrate the proper techniques for manual material handling using 
props from your workplace such as carts, or boxes used for carrying.

Tell participants: “Now you will have a chance to try this technique out 
for yourself so we can be sure that everyone is doing this correctly.”

Explain how the practice segment will run.  
(Choose from Options 1 and 2 on next page)

Option 1 – To be used if group is small enough for individual feedback from supervisor.

 Explain that each person will need to demonstrate the manual material handling activity, 
step-by-step, and get feedback. They are responsible to push/pull/carry. 

 Observe each person – one at a time – and provide feedback based on handling 
techniques.

 Use an empty box – that represents a real life object – or, alternatively, have your workers 
practice this technique in the actual work setting using materials they are responsible to 
push/pull/carry.

 When observing individuals, be sure to stop them if they are not following the steps 
correctly. Encourage them to keep practicing until they get the steps down correctly. 
Provide positive feedback whenever you can.

Option 2 – To be used if group is larger than 10 people.

 Follow same approach as in Option One, but have people in the group assume the 
observer role.

 Have workers pair up to practice.

 Explain that each person will need to demonstrate the technique, step-by-step, and get 
feedback from their partner. After that, partners reverse roles.

 Circulate throughout the room and provide feedback if you see that partners are not properly 
demonstrating the technique. Re-demonstrate the push/pull/carry and encourage them to 
keep trying until they master the steps. Don’t forget to give some positive feedback.

 Ask for any questions or comments.

Conclusion Close the safety talk by answering questions.

Ask the group: “Now that you have had an opportunity to practice  
this technique, what questions do you have?”

Explain to the group: If you need help, ask for assistance.

Let people know that other safe lifting and MMH techniques will be 
discussed in future sessions. 

Thank the participants for participating and discuss next steps  
(such as dates of upcoming sessions).
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Safe Lifting Observer’s Checklist

Lifting Heavy Object From Floor Using Knee/Lunge Lift

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it was sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Placed one foot beside the object and one knee behind the object
Grasped the object firmly

Used cup grip
Brought the object as close to the body as possible
Kept back as straight as possible
Lifted object and stepped forward using legs and momentum 
to assist the lift

© 2022, Workplace Safety & Prevention 
Services (WSPS). All rights reserved.

Picking Up Lighter Objects From the Floor (Golfer’s Lift)

Placed one hand on edge of an object (e.g table, chair) 
for balance
Bent at the hip, not the waist
Raised leg behind
Straightened up as leg came down

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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Lifting Objects From the Floor or Below the Waist

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Selected the appropriate training (Ten steps from training 
on Basic Lifting Techniques)
Chest and feet faced the direction the person needed to go
Object was placed on shelf, etc., and then pushed into place

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.

Lifting Objects at Waist Height Off Shelving

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles

Slid the object to the edge of the shelf before lifting it
Placed feet shoulder width apart
Kept back as straight as possible and ensure good grip
Back up, turned using feet – did not twist body

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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Lifting Banquet/Large Trays

Bent knees
Slid tray so weight is distributed on neutral wrist with palm 
up in front
Walked forward while lifting

Lifting Objects Requiring Two People

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Found someone of similar height and strength to assist
Decided on a communication method and chose one person 
to direct the lift
Bent the knees

Feet shoulder width apart
Grasped the object firmly

Used cup grip 
Used handles

Lifted the object at same time
Kept the back as straight as possible using legs and buttock 
muscles versus the spine

Walked in the same direction (if possible) and at the same pace
Placed the object down at the same time

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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Safe Lifting Checklist

Lifting Heavy Object From Floor Using Knee/Lunge Lift

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it was sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Placed one foot beside the object and one knee behind the object
Grasped the object firmly

Used cup grip
Brought the object as close to the body as possible
Kept back as straight as possible
Lifted object and stepped forward using legs and momentum 
to assist the lift

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.

Picking Up Lighter Objects From the Floor (Golfer’s Lift)

Placed one hand on edge of an object (e.g table, chair) 
for balance
Bent at the hip, not the waist
Raised leg behind
Straightened up as leg came down

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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Lifting Objects From the Floor or Below the Waist

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Selected the appropriate training (Ten steps from training on 
Basic Lifting Techniques)
Chest and feet faced the direction the person needed to go
Object was placed on shelf, etc., and then pushed into place

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.

Lifting Objects at Waist Height Off Shelving

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles

Slid the object to the edge of the shelf before lifting it
Placed feet shoulder width apart
Kept back as straight as possible and ensure good grip
Back up, turned using feet – did not twist body

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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Lifting Banquet/Large Trays

Bent knees
Slid tray so weight is distributed on neutral wrist with palm 
up in front
Walked forward while lifting

Lifting Objects Requiring Two People

Assessed the situation first
Checked the path for trip hazards
Checked the lighting to be sure it is sufficient
Checked the object to be lifted for weight sticker or handles
Nudged the object to get a sense of how much it weighs

Found someone of similar height and strength to assist
Decided on a communication method and chose one person 
to direct the lift
Bent the knees

Feet shoulder width apart
Grasped the object firmly

Used cup grip 
Used handles

Lifted the object at same time
Kept the back as straight as possible using legs and buttock 
muscles versus the spine

Walked in the same direction (if possible) and at the same pace
Placed the object down at the same time

© 2022, WSPS. All rights reserved.
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