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Every workplace faces Material Handling hazards that can arise from equipment, 
machinery, or manual movement by workers. Engaging in unsafe material handling 
practices can lead to injuries and even fatalities.

In 2022, Material handling contributed to the following:

� 11 Struck-by Fatalities*
� 7 Crush-by Fatalities*
� 17,647 reportable lower back injuries in 2023, many of which may be due to lifting,

pushing, and carrying**
*Source: MLITSD Statistics, April 2023
**Source: WSIB Health & Safety statistics, June 2023

The first step in managing Material Handling hazards is to recognize the various types 
of activities involved in moving things, making things and storing things or products in 
your business. As with all hazards start by identifying how your business handles your 
raw goods to finished products at work. Once you’ve identified when and how this 
hazard exists in your business you are then better able to prioritize your time, energy and 
resources to prevent against the most serious or most common material handling hazards. 
These actions together combined with regular observation is called due diligence. 
Due diligence also protects you and the business from intervention.

This resource is specifically designed to assist workplaces in identifying different material 
handling tasks, documenting their location, and highlighting why they pose a potential 
safety hazard. This allows your business to create preventative safety measures to avoid 
accidents or injuries.

The Material Handling Hazard Identification tool helps workplaces identify hazards and 
take proactive measures to reduce risks for workers. Although the tool doesn’t include 
an assessment component, the hazard inventory helps prioritize critical hazards needing 
immediate attention. While this resource is a good starting point, some material handling 
hazards may require further review or control programs. Please contact us to discuss high-
risk hazards and next steps.  

IDENTIFY 
MATERIAL 
HANDLING  
HAZARDS 
& TAKE ACTION
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The Occupational Health & Safety Act (OHSA) is the governing legislation for Health & 
Safety in Ontario. In essence, the OHSA emphasizes the following key points:

	� Employers have a legal obligation to establish a safe working environment and take all 
reasonable measures to ensure the safety of their workers.

	� Supervisors are responsible for familiarizing themselves with workplace hazards, 
effectively communicating safe work procedures to employees, and monitoring workers 
to ensure they adhere to safety practices and work safely.

	� Workers are expected to comply with all safety protocols and conduct their work in a 
safe manner.

To provide further guidance and detailed instructions to workplaces, Ontario Regulations 
complement the OHSA. Specifically, Ontario Regulation 851, Section 45 defines Material 
Handling and offers additional guidance in this area. 

Material, articles or things,

(a) required to be lifted, carried or moved, shall be lifted, carried or moved in such a way 
and with such precautions and safeguards, including protective clothing, guards or other 
precautions as will ensure that the lifting, carrying or moving of the material, articles or 
things does not endanger the safety of any worker;
(b) shall be transported, placed or stored so that the material, articles or things,
	 (i) will not tip, collapse or fall, and
	 (ii) can be removed or withdrawn without endangering the safety of any worker; 
and
(c) to be removed from a storage area, pile or rack, shall be removed in a manner that will 
not endanger the safety of any worker. 

The broad term materials is used throughout this document to capture the definition of 
Material Handling in Regulation 851, section 45 which is defined as materials, articles,  
and things.

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/900851#BK12
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STEP 1: What are the tasks?  

Identify tasks where workers or machines move, place, or store materials or objects. 
Anytime something is moved, there is a risk of crush-by, struck-by, or  
musculoskeletal injuries. 

CONDUCT A WALK-THROUGH OF THE WORKPLACE, OBSERVE OPERATIONS, 
AND DOCUMENT ALL MATERIAL HANDLING TASKS IN THE COLUMN A,  
ON THE FILLABLE FORM FOUND ON PAGE 9.
Examples of material handling in workplaces include:

	� Lifting, pushing, pulling or sliding materials by workers between areas
	� Use of equipment and vehicles to transport materials
	� Storage of materials on overhead racks or shelves
	� Receiving materials and placing them in their designated locations
	� Movement of materials on conveyors or rollers
	� Use of machines and equipment to facilitate material handling

STEP 2: Where are the tasks located?

Material Handling tasks can be common practices in your workplace. It is very important to 
create an inventory of all Material Handling tasks to ensure each is captured and there are 
no tasks overlooked. 

CREATE A COMPLETE LIST OF WHERE MATERIAL HANDLING IS HAPPENING 
IN ALL OPERATIONS. 
Examples of common work areas where Material Handling occurs include:

	� Cash or checkout counter
	� Storage room shelves
	� Warehouse racks
	� Shipping and receiving area
	� Assembly area
	� Packing area
	� Production area

INSTRUCTIONS:  
IDENTIFY  
AND APPLY  
CONTROLS  
TO MANAGE  
MATERIAL  
HANDLING  
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STEP 3: Why is this task hazardous?

Material handling tasks can pose many different hazards to workers performing the task. 
It is important to understand the potential injury or illness to apply controls to safeguard 
against these hazards. There are some tasks that may have different potential hazards 
which may require multiple controls.

REVIEW EACH TASK AND LIST THE POTENTIAL SAFETY HAZARDS TO 
THE WORKER.

Examples of common workplace hazards associated with Material handling include:  

	� Musculoskeletal injuries from lifting, pushing, or pulling heavy items, or awkward posture 
and repetitive motion

	� Crush-by hazard from things collapsing, falling, or tipping over
	� Struck-by hazard from workers being hit or driven into my equipment or vehicles
	� Entanglement in moving parts and pieces of equipment 
	� Electric shock from not de-energizing equipment before performing maintenance

STEP 4: Implementing Controls

Now that we have identified the task, where it is located, and why it can pose a hazard, 
we can proceed with controls. When it’s not possible to eliminate the hazard, we focus on 
controls starting from the source of the hazard itself. By reviewing the worker’s exposure 
to the hazard, we can determine the layers of controls needed to prevent injury and illness. 
By applying controls based on the hierarchy of controls, we can successfully reduce the 
risks linked to material handling hazards in the workplace.
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Examples of common workplaces controls to material 
handling include: 

	� Reducing the weight and size of materials to be 
moved, which helps prevent awkward postures and 
promotes safe lifting practices

	� Purchasing equipment and tools to make material 
handling easier such as carts, vacuum filters, 
or dollies

	� Implementing job rotation to prevent repetitive 
motion injuries

	� Adhering to safe storage practices, such as observing 
load capacities, to prevent materials from tipping 
or falling and causing crush-by injuries

	� Creating designated pedestrian and vehicle lanes in 
high-traffic areas to reduce the risk of struck- 
by injuries

	� Ensuring that moving parts on conveyors are properly 
guarded to prevent entanglement

	� Managing hazardous energy through the 
establishment of a lock-out and tag-out program, 
which ensures that equipment is well-maintained 
and in good working order

Step 5: Create an Action Plan

Now that we have a list of Material Handling tasks and controls, create a plan to implement 
the controls. If you have many line items in your checklist, prioritize the tasks that could 
cause serious injury or even fatality. When making your plan also include the resources you 
will need, such as people or budget. It is also important to set a date you will complete the 
action plan line item.

CREATE AN ACTION PLAN TO IMPLEMENT CONTROLS. DOCUMENT AND 
IMPLEMENT CONTROLS FOR EACH HAZARD FOLLOWING THE HIERARCHY 
OF CONTROLS.
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HAZARD 
ASSESSMENT TO 
PRIORITIZE HIGH 
RISK HAZARDS

This resource focuses on identifying hazards. Identifying the hazard is the first step in 
managing the hazard. In complex and potentially high-risk workplaces, it may be helpful 
to assess the hazards to determine which pose the greatest risk to worker safety. A list 
allows the workplace to prioritize hazards that are more likely to cause serious injury or 
fatality.  A continuous review allows the workplace to improve the controls to manage the 
ongoing potential risk injury or illness. 

For more information of how to assess hazards watch this Safety Tip Video and use our 
Hazard Assessment Tool

Visit our Hazard Focused Resource Pages for more information: 

	� Manual & Mechanical Material Handling
	� Ergonomics & MSD Prevention
	� Warehouse & Storage
	� Machine Safety & Robotics

https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/health-and-safety-tips-videos/how-to-identify-and-assess-your-hazards-using-the-wsps-hazard-assessment-tool
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/checklists/hazard-assessment-template
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/material-handling
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/ergonomics
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/warehouse-safety
https://www.wsps.ca/resource-hub/machine-safety
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HAZARD 
IDENTIFICATION 
TOOL: IDENTIFY 
AND APPLY 
CONTROLS 
TO MANAGE 

This tool has been designed around the definition of Material Handling in Regulation 851, 
Section 45 and should be used with the aligned instructions. The template and examples 
are not exhaustive, and we encourage further research or consultation of appropriate 
documents and reference materials.

We have included examples of material handling tasks and locations where they may 
commonly be found in a workplace. We have also provided examples of why they pose 
a hazard, where more information on hazards can be found on WSPS Resource Hub 
pages. We have provided examples of controls and encourage you to use the hierarchy of 
controls to layer appropriate controls to manage any given hazard. 

WSPS is available to offer additional support in implementing this tool and identifying 
Material Handling hazards specific to your workplace. If you would like assistance in 
understanding and managing material handling hazards in your workplace contact us.

https://www.wsps.ca/forms/connect-with-a-consultant
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MATERIAL HANDLING HAZARD IDENTIFICATION
HAZARD IDENTIFICATION	 TAKING ACTION

In Regulation 851 Section 45 and 46: Material Handling is defined as materials, articles or things which are  
lifted, carried, moved, or transported placed or stored, or removed from a storage area pile or rack.

Reduce the risk of accident, injury, and 
fatality due to Material Handling using the 
hierarchy of controls

A) What is the task? B) Where is the hazard? C) Why is this task a Hazard? D) Control to prevent injury or illness?

SAMPLE Workers moving items by 
lifting and carrying?

	� Packing area 
	� Receiving area

	� Repetitive motion
	� Awkward posture
	� Heavy

	� Job rotation 
	� 2-person lift
	� Weight restrictions

      1.	 Are workers lifting materials?

2.
Are workers moving or  
carrying materials from one 
place to another?

3.
Are workers handling awkward 
shape or size materials?

4.
Are workers handling heavy 
materials?

5.
Are workers working alongside 
powered equipment?

6.
Are workers working around 
moving equipment?

7.
Do you use conveyors to 
move materials?

8.
Do you use rollers to 
move materials?
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MATERIAL HANDLING HAZARD IDENTIFICATION
HAZARD IDENTIFICATION	 TAKING ACTION

In Regulation 851 Section 45 and 46: Material Handling is defined as materials, articles or things which are  
lifted, carried, moved, or transported placed or stored, or removed from a storage area pile or rack.

Reduce the risk of accident, injury, and 
fatality due to Material Handling using the 
hierarchy of controls

A) What is the task? B) Where is the hazard? C) Why is this task a Hazard? D) Control to prevent injury or illness?

SAMPLE Workers moving items by 
lifting and carrying?

	� Packing area 
	� Receiving area

	� Repetitive motion
	� Awkward posture
	� Heavy

	� Job rotation 
	� 2-person lift
	� Weight restrictions

9.
Do you have a rolling 
staircase?

10.
Do you use forklifts to move 
materials?

11.
Do you use pump trucks to 
move materials?

12. Do you use an order picker?

13.
Do you have racking where 
you store materials?

14.
Do you have shelves where 
you store materials?

15.
Do you have workers working 
alongside vehicles?
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MATERIAL HANDLING HAZARD IDENTIFICATION
HAZARD IDENTIFICATION	 TAKING ACTION

In Regulation 851 Section 45 and 46: Material Handling is defined as materials, articles or things which are  
lifted, carried, moved, or transported placed or stored, or removed from a storage area pile or rack.

Reduce the risk of accident, injury, and 
fatality due to Material Handling using the 
hierarchy of controls

A) What is the task? B) Where is the hazard? C) Why is this task a Hazard? D) Control to prevent injury or illness?

SAMPLE Workers moving items by 
lifting and carrying?

	� Packing area 
	� Receiving area

	� Repetitive motion
	� Awkward posture
	� Heavy

	� Job rotation 
	� 2-person lift
	� Weight restrictions

16.
Are workers working around 
moving equipment?

17.
Is there good lighting and 
visibility?

18.
Are all vehicles and equipment 
secured?



Protecting people. 
Protecting business.

WSPS HEALTH & SAFETY CONSULTING 

Whether your journey begins with hazard identification or evolved to 
hazard management, WSPS can provide expert consulting support 
to meet your needs. Our consultants support your health & safety 
journey by guiding your workplace to:

	� Understand and evaluate program requirements with Ontario 
Regulation 851, Section 45 and 46 

	� Identify Material Handling Hazards and produce an action plan to 
address associated risk

	� Identify Machine Safety, Pedestrian Safety & Traffic Management, 
and MSD Hazards in operations

	� Develop and support implementation of hazard control and 
prevention programs

	� Create awareness and understanding of Health & Safety and hazard 
control programs through training

	� Support building and improvement your Health & Safety program 
to achieve a Management System recognition in ISO 4500l or COR. 

Our consultants are here to provide the expertise and guidance 
needed to support your workplace health & safety needs. For 
more information about how we can help visit our Health & Safety 
Consulting Page.

5110 Creekbank Road 
Mississauga, ON L4W 0A1 
1 877 494 WSPS (9777) 
t 905 614 1400 | f 905 614 1414
e customercare@wsps.ca 

WSPS.CA 

130-BOJ-01-IMDO AUG 2023

Workplace Safety & Prevention Services™ (WSPS) 
is a not-for-profit health and safety organization in Ontario, 
serving more than 174,000 member firms and 4.2 million workers 
across the agricultural, manufacturing and service sectors. 

https://www.wsps.ca/how-we-help/consulting
https://www.wsps.ca/how-we-help/consulting
mailto:customercare%40wsps.ca?subject=
http://wsps.ca
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