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Materials Handling & Musculoskeletal Disorder Prevention
What Employers 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) include muscle, soft-
tissue, joint, bone, and nerve injuries that may occur suddenly or develop over  
time. It is important for employers to understand how these injuries occur and to 
design work to be done in a safe manner. 

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.

Design work with ergonomics in mind and ensure  
that the workers are able to work in neutral body 
positions as much as possible.

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 setting up work processes, try to include job 
rotation or variety in the tasks done by workers 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.
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Key things to remember when organizing work:

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

2.	  ��Avoid designing work that requires 
workers to reach far out from the 
body or overhead by organizing 
the work properly. This may include 
storing heavier items between chest 
and thigh level.

1 2

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 how to 
lift safely, monitor to confirm that they are lifting properly, and listen to worker concerns.
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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 materials 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 
mobile devices are not overloaded and 
that worker line-of-sight is not impacted. 
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Key things to remember when organizing work continued:
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www.MSDprevention.com provides a wide range of resources to support MSD hazard identification and 
control recommendations

HAZARD/
INJURY RISK

REGULATORY/
STANDARDS/
GUIDELINES

CONTROL RECOMMENDATIONS

1 Limited space or 
obstructed work area

Regulation 851
	� Sec.11

CSA Z1004
	� Tool 1b
	� B.3.3.3

	� �Provide workers with enough space to work and move freely 
and ensure they can position themselves close to the work 
they are doing.

	� �Provide adjustable workstations and equipment where 
possible to accommodate appropriate range of worker sizes.

	� �Place frequently handled materials in unobstructed areas.
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Manual handling while 
bending, twisting,  
or tilting back and/or 
neck or working  
with arms overhead  
or outstretched

OHSA
	� �Sec.25(2)(a)

(d)(h)
Regulation 851
	� Sec.45

CSA Z1004
	� B.3.3.2
	� �Tool 3b, 4b, 

5b, 6b, 8b

	� �Ensure workers can see their work clearly without needing  
to view around obstructions.

	� �Provide suitable material handling devices and maintain  
in good working order.

	� �Position materials, tools, and equipment so that workers  
can reach them easily and position themselves closely.

	� �Provide appropriate instruction and training on proper 
manual materials handling techniques for specific tasks. 
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Heavy lifting from floor 
or lowering from above 
shoulder height

OHSA
	� �Sec.25(1)(b), 

(2)(a)(d)(h)
Regulation 851
	� Sec.45

CSA Z1004
	� Tool 9b
	� B.3.3.4

	� �Place frequently used and heavy materials between shoulder 
and thigh height. 

	� �Ensure that containers have handles, and limit capacity  
or split up heavy loads where possible.

	� �Establish weight limits for materials that can be manually 
handled, with heavier materials requiring a two-person lift  
or appropriate lifting device.

	� �Maintain lifting devices in good working order.
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Manual handling tasks 
involving the same 
movements performed 
consistently

CSA Z1004
	� Tool 7b, 18b

	� �Provide workers with opportunities to do different tasks 
using different muscles.

	� �Encourage workers to warm up their muscles and stretch  
at the start of the workday.  

	� �Organize the work with the most demanding manual  
tasks performed earlier in the shift so that workers are  
less fatigued.

	� �Encourage workers to take appropriate rest breaks and  
move around.
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