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Why the focus on manual tasks?

• Primary cause of sprain and strain 

injuries (musculoskeletal disorders)

• Managing manual tasks is good for 

business

• Legal duty

• “A person conducting a business or 
undertaking must manage risks to health 
and safety relating to a musculoskeletal 
disorder associated with a hazardous 
manual task, under part 3.1”. 
Part 4.2 Hazardous manual tasks 60(1) Work Health and Safety Regulation 2011



Risk Factors Description Sources of risk may include

Force (high, 

sudden, 

repetitive, 

sustained)

Placing high loads on soft body tissue e.g. 

lifting items, carrying loads, using a forceful 

grip, sudden or jerky movements

Nature, size, weight or number of 

things handled e.g. heavy, bulky, 

unstable loads

Awkward, 

sustained / 

static 

postures

Body parts away from their comfortable, neutral 

position e.g. a bent back, arms raised above 

head, standing in one position with no 

movement.

Work/area design layout & work 

environment e.g. having to bend 

forward to work at ground level or 

reach up to work overhead

Vibration Long duration or frequent vibration exposure to 

hand/arm/whole body

Nature, size, weight or number of 

things handled, work environment 

& system of work e.g. using 

jackhammers, driving trucks/forklifts

Repetition Making the same type of movements over and 

over

Systems of work e.g. pace and flow 

of work

Duration Doing a task continuously for more than 30 

minutes, or more than a total of two hours over 

a whole shift 

Systems of work e.g. staffing levels, 

skill mix and shift arrangements

What to look for



Most 

effective

Least 

effective

• Prevent the pain of 

sprains and strains

• Design out the risk for 

everyone and every 

time

• Aim for the green 

zone

How to control the risks



Systems thinking for manual tasks

Systems thinking for health, safety and wellbeing | WorkSafe.qld.gov.au

https://www.worksafe.qld.gov.au/safety-and-prevention/creating-safe-work/good-work-design/systems-thinking-for-health-safety-and-wellbeing


Hazardous 

manual task 

(HMT)

HMT risk 

factors in task

Examples of controls (not exhaustive)

Packing container High force, 

sudden force, 

repetitive force, 

sustained force, 

awkward postures

• Work with supply chain to ensure most appropriate/safe shipping 

container and packing method for type of load is used that allows goods 

to be mechanically unpacked by plant.

• Open top containers or containers allowing access at both ends 

with suitable facilities/plant may eliminate need to enter container 

• Use gantry / bridge crane with e.g. lifting clamp, vacuum lifter

• Use powered mobile plant (e.g. forklift, ride on pallet jack, walkie 

stacker) with tynes, slipsheet, grab attachments to load packed 

and wrapped/consolidated goods on pallets, slipsheets, stillages 

(note weight of loads must not exceed rated capacities of 

plant/attachments)

Some ways to manage HMT risk - packing

References:

• WorkSafe Victoria Guide to preventing injury from packing and unpacking shipping containers and enclosed trailers (A guidebook for employers)
• WorkSafe Victoria Manual Handling; Packing and unpacking shipping containers Information for Employers February 2016

• SafeWork NSW Guide for unpacking shipping containers October 2016



Hazardous 

manual task

HMT risk 

factors in task

Examples of controls (not exhaustive)

Opening 

container

High force, 

sudden force

• Use a restraint e.g. short rope, net, safety strap

• Cautiously open right door, assess, then open left side (if safe to do so)

Unpacking 

goods

High force, 

sudden force, 

repetitive force, 

sustained force, 

awkward postures

• Consult to obtain packing plan to plan equipment/plant, workers & PPE, and 

the order for removal of goods

• Use a crane / forklift with appropriate attachments, electric pallet trucks, pallet 

jacks, pallet rollers, vacuum lifters

• Use trolleys, height adjustable extendable conveyors, pallet lifter and 

turntables (on level ground)

• Design racking for mechanical unpacking/storage of palletised loads

• Container placement - suitable area, even/stable ground, adequate space for 

safe access & vehicle access

• Adequate lighting in/around container

• Provide shade, water, fans (consider time of day)

• Adequate time scheduled for unloading

• Job rotation

References:

• WorkSafe Victoria Guide to preventing injury from packing and unpacking shipping containers and enclosed trailers (A guidebook for employers)
• WorkSafe Victoria Manual Handling; Packing and unpacking shipping containers Information for Employers February 2016

• SafeWork NSW Guide for unpacking shipping containers October 2016

Some ways to manage HMT risk - unpacking



Hazardous Manual Task Case Study

• Unloading shipping containers 
• 6 workers moving boxes (avg 

12.5kg) for approx. 6 hours

Implemented ‘PErforM’ program

• PErforM risk assessment 
identified risk factors of:
• repetitive force 

• awkward postures, 

• repetitive movements 

• long duration

Before



Hazardous Manual Task Case Study

• Post-intervention benefits
• Minimised worker exposure to 

manual task risks

• Eliminated damage to product 
packaging

• Product arrived pre-sorted - labour 
savings.

• No need to buy storage pallets

• Quicker turnaround

• The supplier carried the cost of 
palletising the product. 

• $22,540 annual labour saving 
($1610 labour saving/per 
container)

After



• Manual tasks risk 
management worksheet

• Tips for HMT training

• Transport industry – 
checklists for managing 
HMT 

• PErforM Program

More resources to help you
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