
MANUAL MATERIALS HANDLING:  
ELIMINATING A TWO PERSON LIFT DURING  
PHYSICAL DISTANCING GUIDELINES
Overview

Lifting is common in many Ontario workplaces and often these items are heavy, large and/or awkward  
in shape. These items may require two or more people to lift which can prevent physical distancing. 

This document outlines a process to identify hazards and determine risk levels for manual materials 
handling, especially if two people are required. Control suggestions are provided to reduce and/or 
eliminate situations where two person lifts may be necessary.

Practicing physical distancing (staying 2 metres away from others), minimizing contact with droplets 
of mucous or saliva, keeping hands, surfaces and objects clean, and preventing contact with potentially 
infected people – are all critically important measures. Other information on how you can protect yourself 
is available on ontario.ca/coronavirus.

We have provided some recommendations below for your consideration. Please keep in mind that 
introducing any new protective measures should be done as part of a full review of other workplace 
hazards. Employers should consult with Joint Health and Safety Committees/Health and Safety 
Representatives on measures to protect workers in the workplace. 

What does the law say?

Hazards related to poor ergonomics must be treated the same as any other workplace hazard,  
including COVID-19. This means the hazards need to be:

 � Recognized and identified

 � Assessed

 � Eliminated or controlled

Employers who are covered by the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA), and its regulations,  
have legal obligations to protect workers from hazards due to poor ergonomics. 

Some examples of applicable legislation include:

 � Clause 25(2) (a) of the OHSA, employers must provide workers with information, instruction and 
supervision to protect their health and safety.

 � Clause 25(2) (d) of the OHSA, employers must ensure that workers or a person in authority over  
a worker are acquainted with the hazards in their work.

 � Reg. 851 – Industrial Establishments: Section 45(a). Material, articles or things, 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.
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Hazard and Risk Assessment

The first step any business should undertake is a hazard assessment. A hazard assessment is the process 
used to identify, assess, and control workplace hazards. Another important component is completing  
a risk assessment. A risk assessment will determine the chance or probability of a person getting harmed,  
or experiencing an adverse health effect if exposed to the identified hazard. 

Although two person lifts may already be a common practice at your workplace, it is suggested that a 
hazard assessment/risk assessment is completed to determine the presence of the hazard and the level of 
risk. The assessment includes analyzing the ability for the employees to maintain physical distancing while 
lifting, or when physical distancing cannot be maintained, then the potential for the employee to perform 
the lift mechanically or by themselves (safely of course). You may also notice that employees may adopt 
awkward postures trying to maintain physical distancing, which may increase their risk of injury.

Completing a hazard/risk assessment can determine the level of risk and assist in understanding the 
components of the lifting task making control suggestions easier to implement.

Refer to the following links for information about completing a hazard assessment and risk assessment:

 � Hazard Assessments
 � MSD Risk Assessment

Contact WSPS for more information or if requiring assistance with completing a hazard/risk assessment. 

Control the Hazard(s)

Once hazards have been identified and assessed, it is important to 
provide the appropriate controls to prevent exposure to the hazard(s). 

WSPS strongly suggests following the hierarchy of controls (Figure 1)  
to determine the best controls to reduce risk. The control methods at 
the top of the graphic are potentially more effective and protective 
than those at the bottom. Following the hierarchy of controls normally 
leads to the implementation of safer systems, where the risk of illness 
or injury has been substantially reduced.

Elimination and Substitution

Elimination and substitution, are the most effective at reducing hazards, 
and also tend to be the most difficult to implement in an existing process. 

Some suggestions are:

 � Consider redesigning the task eliminating the need to lift  
(e.g., forklift moves the object)

 � Substitute the material being lifted with smaller and lighter product  
or packaging (e.g., purchase smaller boxes/bags)

 � Consider altering the process to maximize efficiencies and reduce  
or eliminate the need to lift/carry (e.g., have product packaged  
closer to the final destination)
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 Figure 1: Hierarchy of Controls

WSPS.CA

https://www.wsps.ca/Information-Resources/Topics/Hazard-Assessment.aspx
https://www.wsps.ca/Search?searchtext=msd+risk+assessment&searchmode=exactphrase


3 345-BAQ-01-IGDO © 2020, Workplace Safety & Prevention Services (WSPS)
1 877 494 WSPS (9777) | 905 614 1400 | WSPS.CA

MANUAL MATERIALS HANDLING: ELIMINATING A TWO PERSON LIFT 
DURING PHYSICAL DISTANCING GUIDELINES

Engineering Controls

Engineering controls are an effective method to control hazards. Engineering controls that are designed, 
maintained, and used properly are extremely effective. 

Some suggestions are:

 � Reducing the weight and/or size of the materials

 � Investigating alternative packaging for materials (i.e., drum or bin instead of pails or bags to  
eliminate lifting)

 � Providing powered mechanical means to move the materials (e.g., a lift assist/device, automated pallet 
truck, crane/hoist, etc.)

 � Using manual equipment to alleviate the load on the body (e.g., a wheeled hand truck (dolly, hydraulic 
pallet truck, lift table/cart, etc.)

Awareness

Awareness sessions are effective with providing workers with knowledge and skills to identify MSD hazards 
and determine suitable controls. 

Some suggestions are:

 � Providing workers with awareness training (e.g., lunch and learn, e-learning, MSD Prevention Awareness 
training, etc.)

 � Supervisors or Joint Health and Safety Committee/Representative speaking to workers about MSD 
hazards at their workplace and identifying where the risk of being in close proximity to another worker 
may occur.

Administrative Controls

Administrative controls are effective where engineering controls are not feasible and help establish 
efficient processes and procedures in the workplace.

Some suggestions are:

 � Training workers on safe manual materials handling practices specific to the items being moved in the 
workplace (e.g., training workers how to maintain physical distancing when handling items that require 
two people to move the item, or if other workers are working in close proximity)

 � Adjusting work schedules, work pace, job rotation, or work practices (e.g., spread out the time over 
which manual materials handling tasks must be performed in a day or use job rotation to minimize 
wear on the body, while still encouraging physical distancing)
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Personal Protective Equipment

Personal protective equipment (PPE) is the least effective control for MSD hazards when manually 
handling items. Some PPE may assist in performing manual handling such as:

 � Proper fitting gloves to improve the grip and dexterity of the hands on the object

 � Proper footwear with sufficient soles to improve friction or grip with the floor, along with sufficient 
insoles to correctly align and support the feet and legs

The Ontario government is supporting employers by setting up a portal to assist them in finding COVID 
supplies and equipment through the Workplace PPE Supplier Directory. 

Consider PPE that does not cause other risks such as a reduction in peripheral vision, increase glare on 
face shields or the ability to grip objects while offering maximum protection against COVID transmission.

Conclusion

The control examples presented in this document are designed to minimize the risk of a musculoskeletal 
disorder through implementing ergonomic principles, while also considering where workers may perform  
a task in close proximity. If two person lifts are necessary, and/or physical distancing cannot be maintained, 
refer to our free COVID-19 resources. These guidance documents provide information for various sectors 
regarding COVID-19 infection control. For the latest in infection control recommendations, visit ontario.ca
Note: Any controls that are implemented to prevent and/or reduce the likelihood of a two person lift,  
must take into consideration the risk for COVID-19 transmission, including updating protocols for cleaning 
and disinfecting. 

For more information visit WSPS.CA/COVID19
NOTE: This document is intended for informational purposes only to provide an overview of the potential hazards posed 
in the workplace due to COVID-19. It is not intended as medical advice, to provide a comprehensive risk assessment for 
all workplaces, or to replace any legislated workplace safety obligations. WSPS has not endorsed and does not endorse 
any particular product or company as a solution to the risk presented by COVID-19. Due to the ongoing evolution of the 
situation in Ontario and around the world, this document may be used as a guide for Employers in addition to guidance 
delivered by public health authorities such as the World Health Organization (WHO), Ontario Ministry of Health, Public 
Health Ontario and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Any use which is made of this document 
by any Employer or individual, or any reliance on or decisions to be made based on it, are the responsibility of the 
Employer or individual. WSPS and its partners, officers, directors, employees, agents, representatives, suppliers and 
service providers accept no responsibility for any errors or omissions in content or for damages of any kind or nature 
suffered by any Employer or any third party as a result of use of or reliance on this communication. 
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