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Materials Handling & Musculoskeletal Disorder Prevention
What Supervisors Need to Know

Anytime a worker must move materials, articles, or things there is a risk of injury 
if they do not do it safely.  Musculoskeletal disorders (MSD) are muscle, soft-
tissue, joint, bone, and nerve injuries that may occur suddenly or develop over 
time. It is important for supervisors to understand how these injuries occur,  
and to ensure workers perform manual material handling tasks safely.

What causes MSDs? 

Repetitive motions, awkward postures, heavy forces, and poor lifting, pushing,  
pulling, or storage practices can cause MSDs.

MSD RISK FACTOR CONTROL RECOMMENDATION

Awkward Posture:
Neutral joint postures are those that reduce strain and 
fatigue on the joints and muscles. Neutral posture is 
standing straight, with arms at your sides.  Tasks that 
require movement outside of this position may increase 
the risk of injury.

Monitor workers to identify situations involving   
awkward postures. Engage with workers to help 
them understand risks and determine how to handle 
materials safely.

Repetitive Motion:
Doing the same tasks or movements consistently and 
without rest can fatigue muscles and other body tissues, 
especially if limited to specific muscles and joints.

When assigning tasks, try to include job rotation or 
variety in the work to reduce repetitive strain.

Force: 
The amount of effort required to lift, pull, push, or handle 
items; higher forces place additional strain on muscles and 
joints, increasing the risk of injury.

Whenever possible, use lifting equipment and devices 
to move heavy or awkwardly sized items.

Note: Risk Factors can be cumulative; one risk factor increases the risk of an MSD – multiple risk factors can greatly increase the 
risk of injury.
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Key things to remember when organizing work:

1.	 Ensure workers have the physical space 
to position themselves safely for manual 
handling tasks without obstructions. 
Workers should be able to work in 
neutral position, without twisting the 
back and neck, or reaching far out from 
the body or overhead.

2.	 Review storage practices to ensure that 
materials are stored securely and can be 
removed and stored safely. The heaviest 
and most frequently accessed items 
should be stored between chest and 
thigh height so they can be accessed 
easily. Try to avoid storing heavy items 
on the highest and lowest shelves. 
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3.	 Ensure workers know how to lift materials safely, including understanding how to 
maintain neutral position and lift using their leg and glute muscles. Train workers  
on safe lifting techniques, monitor and reinforce safe lifting practices. 
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Key things to remember when organizing work continued:

5.	 Provide a lifting device where heavy 
materials need to be moved from floor 
level and reducing the weight of the 
materials is not possible. When lifting 
devices are available, workers are less 
likely to manually lift items which are 
too heavy.  

6.	 Ensure that all devices and equipment 
are maintained in good working order. 
Wheels on carts should be properly 
inflated (if applicable), lubricated, and 
roll smoothly over the work surface.

4.	 Provide carts or lifting devices to move 
heavy items and instruct workers to 
push, rather than pull the load. Make 
multiple trips to ensure that carts and 
lifting devices are not overloaded and 
that worker line of-sight is not impacted. 
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Inspections Checklist: 

ITEMS TO BE INSPECTED YES NO N/A COMMENTS

1 Are workers heavily exerting themselves, frequently in awkward 
postures, and/or doing the same movements repeatedly?

2
Do workers twist their backs when lifting, pushing, pulling,  
or carrying materials?

3
Are workers using safe techniques to lift materials?  
(Bending the knees, lifting using leg muscles, back  
straight, secure grip, load close to the body)

4
Are workers lifting awkwardly? Above the shoulder, from the  
ground, large or odd shapes? Lack of handles or poor grip? 

5
Are heavy and/or frequently accessed materials stored between 
shoulder and thigh height, so they are easier to lift?

6
Are carts used for material handling in good condition?  
Wheels roll smoothly, no flat spots or build up of debris? 

7
Are workers overload carts making them more difficult to  
push/pull or obstructing vision? 

8
Are lift tables, carts, and other material handling devices 
maintained in good condition and used as intended?  
Have workers received training on the use of equipment?

OTHER OBSERVATIONS OR CORRECTIVE ACTIONS
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