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[Project name] 

Standard Operating Procedures 

Body Mechanics 

PURPOSE.  The purpose of this SOP is to provide information to minimize staff injuries with the focus on 
back injuries resulting from improper body mechanics such as twisting, bending, reaching, pulling, 
pushing, and lifting. 

SCOPE.  Back injuries account for over one million worker injuries each year based on U.S. Department 
of Labor statistics; four of five back injuries are to the lower back with three of four caused by lifting.  
Procedures in this SOP shall be used by all project staff  to avoid or prevent back injuries that occur due 
to improper body mechanics.   [Project’s may make their own Scope based on their work environment 
or add additional types of body movements that has resulted in injuries] 

RESPONSIBILITIES.   [Individual projects need to tailor the Roles/Responsibilities based on their staffing level] 

Project Manager (PM) is responsible for the overall safety of the project staff including reducing the 
accident rate. 

Project Safety Officer (PSO) has the responsibility to ensure project staff are trained how to lift properly 
and to learn from procedures in this SOP on how to avoid back injuries. 

Field Supervisor is responsible for ensuring project field staff use correct body techniques as described 
in this SOP.  

All project staff, whether field or office, are responsible for performing their physical and sedentary 
work in accordance with this SOP to prevent back injuries. 

PROCEDURES. 

Body mechanics refer to the way we move our bodies while performing tasks.  Using good body 
mechanics at work, at play or at home can prevent improper movements that eventually result in back 
pain or injury.  As we age, our spines changes; improper mechanics, trauma, wear and tear will change 
the spines structural integrity and make us more susceptible to back injuries. 

Many back injuries cannot be attributed to a single causal factor; in other words, they tend to be the 
result of cumulative damage suffered over a long period of time.  However, certain actions, motions, 
and movements are more likely to cause and contribute to back injuries than others.  Knowing these 
causes and taking precautions may help you avoid back injuries.   

• Avoiding Awkward or Uncomfortable Positions.  Your body posture determines which joints and 
muscles are to be used and the amount of force that is generated.  Whether standing or sitting, 
there is a neutral position for your back.  Postures that differ from the neutral position increases 
stress on your back.  Bending, twisting, reaching for long periods of time can lead to muscle 
fatigue and back pain.  This is why you stretch backwards when you experience back tension; 
you are trying to adjust your spine back to its neutral position. 
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• Avoid Bending and Twisting.  One body motion that tends to aggravate back pain is bending and 
twisting simultaneously during a pickup.  Avoid twisting even while carrying a load. 
 

• Avoid Reaching and Lifting.   Reaching out your arms to pickup an item or reaching over an 
obstruction to lift, hold, or to lower an object are especially bad for the back. 
 

• Avoid heavy lifting.   Know your limitations.  If you “test” the weight of an item and it feels too 
heavy for you, don’t even attempt to lift it.  For storage of heavy items, to avoid back injuries, 
the heaviest and most frequently used items should be stored at waist level.  This helps make it 
easier to face the object, get close, and pull it towards your body while maintaining a good 
posture.  Lighter or less frequently used items may be stored at higher or lower levels/shelves. 

o Avoid lifting heavy objects from below your knee level or above shoulder height.  These 
types of lifts are very strenuous on the back.   

o For a long lift from the floor, consider lifting the item to a mid-way level such as a 
bench; this will allow you to rest, get a better grip for the rest of the lift.  Make sure 
there are no obstructions that will hinder your lifting the item to its final location. 

o  If taking a heavy object from a high shelf, it’s probably more prudent to ask for help. 
 

• Avoid Overexertion.  Tasks that require forceful exertions place a higher load on the muscles, 
discs, ligaments and joints and can lead to fatigue and injury.  Your risks depend on: 

o The type of grip available or being used; use built-in grips on the object or if not 
available, use your palms to grasp from underneath.  Never use a pinch grip. 

o Weight or size of the object.  Avoid carrying awkward or heavy loads by dividing up the 
job or using handling devices such as dollies, carts, wheel barrows. 

o Type and duration of the task.  If there are a lot of heavy items, divide the load into 
comfortable weights for safer transport.  Ask a coworker to assist in the lift. 

 

• Avoid pulling.  Pushing uses primarily your leg muscles, while pulling primarily your back and 
arms; your leg muscles are a lot stronger, so push rather than pull.  When pushing, lean into the 
item using your body weight to help push.  Some items (such as hoses, chains, ropes, cables, 
cargo nets) cannot be pushed; use the “sideways lift” by adopting a wide stance, keeping your 
back as straight as possible and letting your legs do the pulling.  Better still, get assistance to 
reduce the workload. 
 

• Avoid fatigue.  Tasks that require the same muscles or motions for long durations can increase 
fatigue; in general, the longer the period of work, the longer the recovery or rest time required.  
Fatigue is a major cause of people “forgetting” the proper lifting techniques. 

o To avoid fatigue, alternate tasks & postures that use different motions , muscle groups.   
o Take time to stretch during breaks. 

 

• Avoid wet, slippery floors/surfaces.  If you plan to carry items, plan ahead and check the surface 
you need to walk through; if it is wet, slippery, muddy, make sure you have the proper footwear 
to prevent your feet from slipping. 
 

• Avoid sitting or standing too long in one position.  Take a break from what you are doing to 
prevent stressing your body and spine by being in the same position. 
 

• Avoid bad mental attitude.  Despite all the training about how to lift properly to avoid back 
injuries, do not get into an attitude that it could not happen to you.  Using bad techniques is 
taking a toll on your  back and will inevitably “catch up” to you later. 
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• Avoid excessive or prolonged vibrations.  Working with equipment that vibrate the entire body 
or off-road riding/driving for prolonged periods are risk factors for back injuries.  Take frequent 
breaks when using vibrating equipment or when riding/driving on bad roads; stretch during 
these breaks.  
 

• Keep in shape.  Poor muscle endurance, overweight, and lack of exercise are also contributing 
risk factors leading to back problems. 

CONTROLS.  Consider ways to help prevent lifting injuries.  Two major categories to examine are: 

1.  Engineering controls which are used to redesign workstations, work areas or work tasks to minimize 
lifting hazards.  Examples include: 

• Raising, lowering, or providing an adjustable working surface. 
• Using various types of material handling equipment to move items such as hand trucks, dollies, 

carts, hoists, conveyors, winches, etc. 
• Reducing the size and weight of the item being handled by packaging in smaller quantities or 

reducing the size into less awkward containers. 

2.   Administrative controls include selecting, observing, training workers so that they can perform the 
job safely.  Examples include: 

• Strength testing existing workers to prevent them from being assigned work that exceed their 
strength capacity or capabilities. 

• Physical conditioning or stretching programs to reduce the risk of muscle strain. 
• Training employees to utilize proper lifting techniques to minimize stress on the lower back. 

BASIC STEPS FOR PROPER LIFTING. 

Plan the Lift.  Before lifting, take a moment to think about what you are about to do.  Know where you 
are going to set the item down and make sure you check your path of travel to ensure it is free of 
potential hazards or obstructions. 

Check the Load.  Examine the object for sharp corners, slippery edges or spots, and other potential 
hazards.  Size up the weight and balance of the load and know your limits – DO NOT TRY TO EXCEED 
YOUR CAPABILITIES!  Ask for help when necessary to conduct a team lift or divide the load to make it 
lighter and smaller. 

Bend at the KNEES – not the WAIST.  Make sure you squat next to the load. 

Get a Firm Grip.  If not pre-made hand holds are available, grasp the object firmly using the palm grip 
before lifting.  Make sure your arms are no overextended. 

Keep the Load Close.  The further away will cause more stress on your back. 

Keep Your Head Up.  This helps to keep your back straight as you begin the lift. 

Lift with Your Legs, NOT YOUR BACK.  Straighten your legs in a standing straight up motion. 

To Turn, Pivot Your Feet, NOT YOUR SPINE.  This will avoid stressing your spine and back muscles. 
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Follow these safe-lifting steps: 

 

1.  Stand close to the load with your feet spread apart, about 
shoulder width, with one foot slightly in front of the other, to 
maintain your balance. 

 

 

2.  Squat down, bending at the knees (not at your waist), keeping 
your back straight.  Tuck your chin while keeping your back as 
vertical as possible. 

 

3.  Get a firm grasp of the object before beginning the lift.  The 
best grasp is a “palm grip” under the bottom edges of the object.  
Grasping the sides may allow the object to slip while being lifted 
or carried. 
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4.  Begin slowly lifting with your LEGS by straightening them.  
Keeping your head up and looking forward will help keep your 
back straight while lifting.  Always lift straight up, keeping the 
object close to your body, and never twist your body during this 
step. 

 

5.  Once the lift is complete, keep the object as close to the body as 
possible and maintain a firm palm grip.  As the load's center of 
gravity moves away from the body, there is a dramatic increase in 
stress to the lower (lumbar) region of the back. 

If you must turn while carrying the load, turn or pivot using your feet.  This will keep your back 
and torso aligned with your hips, which will avoid strains from twisting while carrying a heavy 
load. 

To place or set the object down at a level below your waist, follow the same procedures in 
reverse order.  Remember to keep your back as straight as possible, and bend at the knees. 
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CONCLUSION. 

Using proper lifting techniques can help prevent back injuries.  With some practice using the precautions 
mentioned in this SOP, you can incorporate good body mechanics in your daily habits that will help 
prevent back injuries on and off the job. 

Although no approach can with 100% certainty eliminate back injuries, majority of injuries may be 
avoided by following proper body mechanics as well as incorporating effective Administrative and 
Engineering controls. 

The Program Manager, Project Safety Officer, and Field Supervisor will conduct periodic observations of 
the staff’s lifting techniques.  These observations with positive feedback will reinforce safe work habits. 

REVIEWS AND UPDATES.  REVIEWS AND UPDATES. 

The SOP may be updated at any time during the year.  Minimally, the SOP should be reviewed annually 
by those whose work is covered by the SOP.  Program Manager and Program Safety Officer must concur 
and approve the updated versions.  An electronic copy of updated versions with new signatures will be 
sent to the Principal Investigator for his review, approval/signature. 
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