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Types of injuries
Sprains and strains, disc injuries, 
tendonitis and hernias are the 
most common types of injury 
from manual tasks and can 
cause you to be off work for  
a few weeks.

  
  back strain
  shoulder sprain
  disc injury
  wrist injury
  vibration white finger
  cuts and bruises

How do they happen?
■ Gradual wear and tear 
e.g. repetitive painting.
■ Sudden over load 
e.g. lifting a very heavy item.
■ Sudden trauma 
e.g. twisting an ankle 
whilst carrying.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk management
You can help stop yourself and 
your work mates being injured by 
following these steps:

 Step 1: Spot any problems 
before you start work.

 Step 2: Fix the problem 
if you can and check later 
to see if the fix worked or 
caused new problems.

 Step 3: If you can’t fix it - 
try and understand what makes 
it a problem.
For example:
• Is it the clutter in the work area?
• Is it the windy and wet weather?
• Is it all the obstacles in the pathways you need follow?
• Is it lack of manual handling aids?
• Is it the lack of properly maintained equipment, for ex-

ample, flat tyres on the wheel barrow?
• Are the pipes too awkward and heavy to be lifted?
• Is there a lot of bending, twisting, crouching or working 

above your head?
 Step 4: Report the problems to the 
site supervisor or your boss so they 
can sort it out and see if your work 
mates have any ideas on how to fix it.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk control
Eliminate the Task 
If a manual task is not necessary, then 
the task should stop being done, removing 
the hazard and the risk of injury.
Modify the Task
Modifying a manual task may require 
changes to the work and should be 
aimed at reducing risk factors such as:
• actions and postures;
• forces and loads;
• vibration;
• the working environment; and
• systems of work.

How can this be done?
 Redesigning the work area and layout the  

nature of items, equipment and tools.
 Modifying the nature of the load.
 Altering the working environment.
 Substituting systems of work, work 

organisation, work practices.

Administrative Controls
• Providing information, training and supervision.
• Development of policies and procedures or safe work  

method statements.
• Personal protective equipment (knee/shoulder pads).
• Risk management training.
• Task specific training.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk control examples
Work area and layout 

 Increase the space to do the task e.g. to reduce poor 
actions and postures such as twisting, reaching 
and stooping.

 Change where items are put in the work area e.g. to 
minimise the amount of effort needed to do the task.

 Change the layout to improve workflow.

Nature of items, equipment and 
tools used

  Alter the design or substitute the items, equipment 
and tools for those that allow the manual task to be 
performed safely and comfortably and are suited 
to the environment.

Advantages of job redesigning
Enhances the quality of work life.

Increases organisational productivity.

Creates right person-job fit.

Brings sense of belongingness in employees.

Nature of load
 Use a mechanical aid, handling device,  
or wheeled equipment.

 Divide the load into smaller weights.

 Change the size or shape of the load.

 Apply handles to the load.

 Make the load more stable.

 Place labels on the load.

Working environment 
 Provide adequate space for handling objects.

 Reduce the effects of adverse climatic 
conditions.

 Improve lighting.

 Improve floor surfaces.

 Reduce noise and other distractions.

 Provide adequate ventilation.

Systems of work, work 
organisation and work practices

 Rotation of workers through other tasks.

 Change how long an activity is carried out 
(duration).

 Change how often and quickly the activity is 
performed (frequency).

 Change how the activity is done.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk factors
What is a risk factor?
A risk factor is something that increases 
the likelihood of an injury occurring.
What are the common sources of risk?
Manual task risk factors can come from 
various sources and can include:
■ work area design and lay-out e.g. inadequate space 

when fitting pipes under sink bench;

■ the item, equipment or tool e.g. poorly designed fittings;

■ the load e.g. heavy toilet bowl;

■ the working environment e.g. sandy ground and cool 
temperatures; and

■ systems of work, work organisation and work practices 
e.g. other trades working in the same area.

Indirect risk factors that can make the task more difficult to  
perform include:

a. Working environment e.g. poor lighting and cool temperatures.
b. Systems of work, work organisation and work practices 

e.g. inadequate rest breaks and unfamiliarity with the task.
c. Worker characteristics e.g. physical limitations due to 

previous injury.

The overall risk of developing a musculoskeletal disorder will 
increase if:
■ a direct risk factor level is high e.g. high forces are required to lift an object;

■ the task involves being exposed to more than one direct risk factor e.g. lifting heavy loads in 
awkward postures;

■ indirect risk factors are present and interact within a task e.g. lifting loads in awkward postures 
in a cool environment; and

■ if there are several hazardous manual tasks that a worker does as part of their job.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Hazardous manual tasks
Physical Risk Factors

 Actions and Postures
Putting yourself in 
awkward body postures, 
such as being bent and 
twisted while working 

or working above head 
height when doing a task.

 Forces and 
Loads

Using high or 
continuous 
force, such 
as repeatedly 
pushing a heavy 
wheelbarrow or holding a 
piece of equipment above 
shoulder height for a while.

 Vibration
Having your body 
shaken around by 
sustained vibration 
when using powered hand tools.

 Environment
Working in an area 
that is very noisy, 
extremely hot, or is 
very cramped.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Psychological Risk Factors
Research has shown a direct relationship 
between psychological workplace 
risk factors and the development of a 
musculoskeletal injury or sprain/strain.
The following are the main types of 
psychological risk factors:
Organisational Change
Changes (internal or external) that impact on 
relationships between employees can occur at 
three levels:

■ personal (i.e. changes to position and 
responsibilities);

■ management (i.e. new supervisors or 
processes and procedures); and

■ organisational (i.e. takeover, restructure  
or redundancies).

Work Organisation
Poorly structured and organised work can 
contribute to a stressful work environment . 
Aspects to consider include:

■ work pressures including time, physical  
and emotional demands of the work;

■ job role conflict such as reporting to  
two supervisors;

■ unclear job roles such as two people  
being allocated the same task to perform;

■ lack of control over work for example,  
when the task is done and how it is  
done; and

■ physical aspects of the work environment 
including noise, heat and coldness.

Organisational Culture
A workplace culture that permits or rewards 
unsafe behaviour or the taking of short cuts may 
contribute to injuries. For example one that allows

■ taking short cuts;

■ not using appropriate equipment;

■ unhealthy work relationships including bullying;

■ lack of support from supervisors; and

■ perception some people are treated differently 
to others.

Leadership
Two styles of leadership that are associated with 
unsafe workplace behaviour:

■ authoritarian style - (autocratic) characterised 
by a leader having control over all decisions 
based on their own knowledge and ideas, with 
little input or consultation from others.

■ laissez-faire style - is based on a leader who 
exerts minimal control and delegates decision 
making to employees, with little guidance, 
supervision or input.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Information and training

You should be given 
information and  
training to help  
stop you being 
injured when  
doing manual 
handling work.

1  Risk Management Process

2  How to do job safely at 

 induction and refresher

What should you know?
 Laws and 

guidance

 Risk 
management 
process

 Risk controls

 How the spine 
works

 Risk factors
• Actions and 

postures.
• Forces and 

loads.
• Vibration.
• Environment.

 Principles of 
levers

 Safe work 
practices

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Actions and postures
Of particular concern are:

• Awkward postures
• Sustained postures
• Repetitive movements

A combination of two or more 
postures makes a task even 
more hazardous, e.g. a task 
done in a bent and twisted 
posture for more than two  
hours a day.

 Awkward postures
Any part of the body is held in 
a poor position or in a position 
that is uncomfortable, e.g. 
squatting, working with arms 
overhead, or in a bent and 
twisted back position.

 Sustained postures
A part or all of the body is held for long 
periods of time (more than 30 seconds 
at a time) causing muscle fatigue, 
discomfort or strain, e.g. holding an 
object whilst screwing it in overhead.

 Repetitive movements
Using the same body parts to do 
similar movements over a period of 
time (more than twice per minute),  
e.g. using a socket, ratchet, or spanner.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Forces and loads
A forceful exertion is when a  
lot of muscle power is used  
to lift, push, pull or carry or  
move an object or load.

■ Heavy e.g. any object that  
causes you to use a near  
maximum muscle effort or  
to struggle when trying to  
move it, or you need to get  
help to move it.

■ Bulky, large, awkward e.g. any  
large, oversized, or irregular  
shaped object you can’t get close to  
and/or blocks your view of where you are going.

■ Unstable or unbalanced object with shifting 
contents that make it harder to control, e.g. 
carrying a drum with liquid in it that suddenly 
moves to one side causing a sudden or jerky 
movement and a sudden effort.

■ Harmful or fragile e.g. a load that is sharp, rough, 
hot, cold or needs to be handled with care.

■ Difficult to grip or uncomfortable to  
grip e.g. load is smooth, slippery, wet  
or greasy and doesn’t have handles  
or handles that are too small or  
uncomfortable.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Working environment
The work environment 
can make manual  
tasks more hazardous.

■ Rough or slippery  
surfaces increase the risk 
of slips and trips. 

■ Slopes, stairs and different  
ground levels make it difficult 
to move loads and can  
obscure a workers view.

■ Wet, hot, humid or cold weather  
place a person’s body at greater  
risk of injury due to decreased  
flexibility of muscles and joints, and the effect on 
the body's physical ability to do work. Wind can 
make it difficult to control loads.

■ Postural constraints due to space restrictions 
affect a workers ability to do a task in a safe 
posture by causing twisting or leaning.

■ Poor lighting can make it harder to see trip hazards 
or to be able to position the body to see the task 
and locate tools. Loud noise makes it harder  
to talk with colleagues helping with a task.

■ Narrow thoroughfares make it harder to  
move loads and can force workers to get  
into uncomfortable postures.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Systems of Work,  
Work Organisation  
and Work Practices

 Job demands and control
A mismatch between the job demands  
and a workers knowledge, skills and  
capabilities can result in a greater risk  
of injury occurring.

 Task design
The flow of work and tasks should be  
logical, provide a variety of tasks using  
different postures and actions, as well as  
breaks from high demand tasks.

 Work load
Should take into account staff numbers, equipment available, the 
weather and what can be physically achieved in the timeframes. 
Heavier tasks are better done when workers have warmed up.

 Pace of work
The rate at which work needs to be done and the time available 
to do it in can result in fatigue and contribute to sprain or strain 
injuries. Provide more people at peak workload times.

 Support at work
Equipment, staffing levels, assistance to do a  
job and supervision should be provided. A lack of  
support may contribute to an injury occurring.

 Working hours
Heavy manual work is not suited to being done for  
extended periods of time. Sensible work cycles, adequate  
breaks and reasonable work hours are important.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Portable power tools
All power tools are different in terms of shape, 
center of gravity, weight, noise, lubrication 
requirements, vibration and other factors.

Power tools designed to allow natural 
working postures and eliminate  
harmful local stresses on the  
worker’s hands are preferred, e.g. 
avoid awkward finger, hand and arm 
positions; repetitive forceful motions; 
vibration; and excessive gripping, 
pinching or pressing with the hand  
and fingers.

Handle design that doesn’t place your wrist in a 
handshake position will result in an awkward posture  
to operate the tool.
For prolonged use and/or lots of tool movement a lower tool weight 
helps reduce fatigue.
Exposure to vibration can cause health problems. Choose low 
vibration tools and reduce exposure time.

REMEMBER:
■ Keep all tools in good condition with regular maintenance.

■ Use the right tool for the job.

■ Examine each tool for damage before use.

■ Use the right PPE (e.g. eye, hearing or face protection).

■ Disconnect power tools when not in use and before changing bits, blades, and other accessories.

■ Never remove guards!

■ Secure work in or on a bench where appropriate - Don’t hold it in your hand!

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks



Government of Western Australia
Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety
WorkSafe

Manual Tasks
Hand tools
Using a forceful grip, having your hand or 
wrist in an awkward position, or vibration 
can cause hand injuries. You may feel  
this as achy and tired hands and wrists 
that become more frequent and lasts 
longer over time.

Working with your wrist bent for long 
periods of time increases stress on the 
wrist, fatigue, and risk of injury.
Use a tool with an angled handle.
Handles that are designed to allow  
you to work with your wrist straight will  
reduce the stress on your wrist and  
reduces the grip strength needed.
Use a handle designed for use with a power grip, this  
will allow you to use the least amount of force.
■ A handle that requires a precision or pinch grip takes much more force.

■ A non-slip grip can help you use less hand force.

■ Use handle size that is close to your grip size.

■ The handle should extend beyond the end of your palm 
(be longer than your palm size).

■ Apply a tool sleeve or padding to increase the size of the handle grip and reduce discomfort.

■ Cushioned grips can also reduce the risk of shock and vibration-related injuries or use a device 
that moves your hand away from the risk.

Try to use tools that are made for the task.
■ Use tools that feel comfortable and balanced.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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plumbers

Hazardous manual tasks
Hazardous manual tasks are work 

tasks that can cause an injury such as 
a sprain or strain due to risk factors 

that exist when doing the task.

Hazardous manual tasks carried out by plumbers include:

■ Loading and unloading 
heavy, bulky or large 
items from the back of 
the work vehicle.

■ Lifting and carrying 
heavy or long pipes onto 
the building site.

■ Squatting, kneeling and 
stooping for prolonged 
periods when installing 
plumbing fixtures.

■ Working above shoulder 
height for prolonged 
periods of time.

■ Carrying heavy objects.
■ Repeated forceful 

arm, hand and finger 
movements when using 
hand tools such as power 
tools and hammers.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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plumbers

Risk controls for loading/
unloading work vehicle

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Use mechanical assistance e.g. Hiab crane.
■ Mechanically lowered/lifted tail gate.
■ Ladder rollers on roof rack.
■ Ramps.
■ Removable tailgate and sides.
■ Use light weight tools and equipment  

where possible.
■ Use manual handling aids.
■ Use best layout for  

equipment and tools.
■ Use team handling.
■ Use PPE.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk control for digging
Before applying a new risk 

control, review its use to ensure 
it does not introduce new risks 

during the tasks.

■ Use excavator  
or bobcat.

■ Use trench digging 
shovels or crow bars 
for loosening ground.

■ Use shock absorbing 
handles on tools.

■ Use long and short 
handled shovels.

■ Use jack hammers or 
picks to loosen hard 
surfaces.

■ Mix heavy tasks with 
light tasks.

■ Take work breaks.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for 
moving gas cylinders 

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Use smaller sized gas 
cylinders where practicable.

■ Use appropriately designed 
trolleys to move gas 

cylinders around the site 
– such as large wheels for 

heavy loads, pneumatic 
tyres for uneven ground.

■ Use a hoist to lift gas 
cylinder to upper floor levels.

■ Plan the job to minimise the 
movement of cylinders.

■ Maintain good housekeeping 
in your work area.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for pipe 
installation and movement

Before applying a new risk control, 
review its use to ensure it does not 

introduce new risks during the tasks.

■ Plan work to minimisae  
pipe movement onsite.

■ Use mechanical aids  
to move heavy pipes 
around site.

■ Have at least two people 
to manually move heavy 
items or use aids and 
equipment e.g. lifting 
strap, lifting handles.

■ Use pipe stands, pipe lifters 
or block and tackle/winch to 
hold pipes.

■ Use pipe benches or work 
table when cutting.

■ Use detachable handles  
to make handling easier.

■ Use pre bent and pre-cut 
PVC if possible.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for  
chasing walls

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Use chasing equipment 
designed specifically 
for chasing work where 
practicable.

■ Choose the most appropriate 
equipment for the job:
• follow manufacturer’s 

guidelines
• lightest equipment
• small diameter blades
• well balanced
• vibration dampening 

handles
• dust supression/fume 

control

• two handed control  
for stability

• appropriate work platform
■ Follow safe work practices:

• minimise usage time
• avoid working above 

shoulder height
• use appropriate PPE

■ Train operators in safe 
system of work.

■ Use contractors with 
appropriate equipment  
for large jobs.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for handling 
roof sheeting

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Where practicable have sheets 
craned directly onto the roof.

■ Ensure a clear compacted 
surface around the building 
perimeter.

■ Have sheets craned onto 
trestles or other support at 
waist height.

■ Ensure sheets are stacked 
appropriately when placed at  
the site.

■ A minimum of two persons to 
handle large sheets to roof area 
and a minimum of two persons  
to lift and place on the roof.

■ Use safe manual handling 
techniques.

■ Undertake a TAKE 5: Ensure  
you are awake, focused, warmed  
up and ready to undertake the  
tasks required.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for fixing 
roof sheeting

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Where practicable have sheets  
craned directly onto the roof.

■ Use ergonomically designed  
hand tools.

■ Use battery operated hand tools 
that also minimise vibration.

■ Use pre-drilled roofing sheets or 
a good quality long drill bit.

■ Take micro pauses and regular 
posture changes.

■ Rotate task after 30 minutes 
maximum.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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Risk controls for cutting 
roof sheeting

Before applying a new risk 
control, review its use to ensure 

it does not introduce new risks 
during the tasks.

■ Cut sheeting to size on  
elevated work space.

■ Use powered cutting tools.
■ Cut one sheet at a time.
■ Vary tasks through the day.

■ Perform a variety of tasks  
to reduce risk of fatigue of 
muscles used continuously.

■ Take adequate breaks 
throughout the day.

For more information check out the WorkSafe website: 
www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/manual-tasks
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