
Questions To Get You Started
	� What measures are you taking to ensure the safety of workers involved in manual material 

handling?
	� Are your workers trained in safe lifting techniques?
	� What kind of tasks involve manual material handling in your workplace?
	� How do you currently manage the risks associated with manual material handling?

Work changes frequently, and there is no such thing as identical  
execution, as Manual Material Handling (MMH) techniques can vary 
even within the same task cycle. Instead, there are adaptations to 
varying degrees based on decision-making, judgments, work 
conditions, etc. For companies to successfully reduce the hazards 
associated with MMH injuries, WSPS recommends implementing  
the hierarchy of controls.

Hazard Identification/Risk Assessment
Identifying MMH hazards associated with the development of 
musculoskeletal disorders or MSDs is a significant first step. These 
hazards and others can contribute to developing these disorders, 
whether it’s non-neutral postures, repetitive activities, or forceful 
exertions. Some things to consider include:

	� If the activity looks complicated or the worker is struggling, the activity and process likely 
need to be inspected.

	� Inspect the floors and walkways to ensure they are clear and in good condition. Poor 
conditions can interfere with the safe movement of materials, making it more difficult to 
operate safely. 

	� Review how items are stored and if their storage methods pose an increased risk for 
employees. 
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	� Observe whether workers are maintaining awkward or non-neutral postures, this can indicate 
a problematic lift and put them at risk.

	� Work design often requires companies to receive, store, produce, and ship products. Review 
each stage and determine the risk to employees. Identify the specific points in the process 
that require human intervention and determine proper controls or change work processes to 
eliminate MMH.

Task/Equipment/Workplace Design
Being mindful of how tasks are performed can assist in reducing the factors that make MMH 
more complicated, such as:

	� Jobs that are designed to result in double-handling
	� Task designs that are suitable for loading a trailer but not for unloading
	� Equipment that makes moving items too tricky, such as carts with improper castors or 

handles that are too high/low
	� Workplace designs that may encourage poor lifting or long bouts of carrying

Effective ergonomic interventions, which include task, equipment and workplace design, can 
lower the physical demands of MMH work tasks, thereby lowering the incidence and severity 
of the musculoskeletal injuries they can cause. Ergonomic interventions not only help protect 
workers but can also result in significant cost savings for companies. Consider the following:

	� A larger bucket handle grip
	� Unique handle for trailer doors to add leverage
	� Proper handles on tools
	� Air cushion sheets to move heavy items
	� Drywall lifters for better grip
	� Appliance straps
	� Castors appropriate for the floor surface
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Purchasing Guidelines
Purchasing guidelines are crucial when trying to reduce injuries from manual materials 
handling. They:

	� Can help ensure that the equipment and tools used are designed for most people, reducing 
the risk of injuries.

	� Include features that make the work easier, such as good castors and adjustable handles. 
	� Will consider equipment suitable for the work environment. For example, castors or larger 

wheels for uneven terrain give workers a mechanical advantage, making it easier to move and 
more productive.

Training
Mechanical stress is recognized as a principal cause of back pain, which is why so much 
importance is placed on teaching safe lifting techniques. After all, MMH remains a physical 
activity that requires motor learning and practice. 

Any MMH training must focus on working with participants to “encode” those movements into 
their bodies by training them on several techniques and how to apply principles and update them 
in different work environments. Practical training is essential while increasing the difficulty level 
until it reaches limits.

Train your supervisors to observe and coach workers so techniques are continuously taught and 
reinforced.

Additional Resources
	� Manual and Mechanical Material Handling Overview
	� Manual Material Handling Guide
	� Quick Safety Tips: What is manual material handling, and legislation Ontario employers need 

to know?
	� Manual Materials Handling Solutions to Control MSD Hazards in Manufacturing & 

Warehousing
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https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/articles/manual-and-mechanical-material-handling
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/guides/manual-materials-handling
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/health-and-safety-tips-videos/quick-safety-tips-what-is-manual-material-handling-and-legislation-ontario-employers-need-to-know
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/health-and-safety-tips-videos/quick-safety-tips-what-is-manual-material-handling-and-legislation-ontario-employers-need-to-know
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/articles/manual-materials-handling-mmh-solutions-to-control-msd-hazards-in-manufacturing-warehousing
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/articles/manual-materials-handling-mmh-solutions-to-control-msd-hazards-in-manufacturing-warehousing
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Contact Us
For more resources on this and other health and safety topics, visit us at WSPS.ca.

The MLITSD is conducting a year-long compliance campaign to raise awareness of material 
handling hazards workers face in industrial workplaces. For information about the campaign, 
please visit the MLITSD Inspection Preparation and Support page.

For any questions or to contact an expert directly, you can reach the WSPS Customer Care team 
Monday to Friday between 8:30 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. by calling 1 877 494 9777 (WSPS). You can also 
email them at customercare@wsps.ca.
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