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Guidelines for lifting and lowering loads

Although the Manual Handling Operations Regulations do not stipulate 
maximum weight limits, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has produced 
guidance on reasonable weight limits for manual handling.  This guidance is 
based on the lifting ability of an average fit male or female from a range of 
positions.  In normal circumstances, a risk assessment is only required if the 
loads being lifted or lowered are heavier than those stipulated on the chart.

The guideline figures assume that:

• The load is easy to grasp with both hands

• The worker is able to adopt a stable body position

• The activity is carried out in reasonable working conditions

The basic guideline figures relate to relatively infrequent operations (once every 
two minutes).  If the activity is more frequent, the figures should be reduced as 
follows:  
 

Where operations are repeated Figures should be reduced by

Once or twice per minute 30%

Five to eight times per minute 50%

More than 12 times per minute 80%
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Example

An employee received 
more than £37,000 in 
compensation after he fell 
while lifting a heavy piece 
of equipment, causing a 
slipped disc and damage 
to his sciatic nerve.  He 
was off work for several 
months and could only 
carry out light duties when 
he returned. His condition 
later worsened to the point 
where he could barely  
walk and he had to take 
early retirement.
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Guidelines for carrying loads over short distances

When a load is held close to the body and carried up to 10 metres without 
resting, the basic guidelines for lifting and lowering apply.  Where the load is 
carried further than 10 metres, or the hands are below knuckle height or above 
elbow height, a more detailed risk assessment should be carried out.

Guidelines for pushing and pulling loads

For activities which involve pushing and pulling (by sliding or rolling on wheels) 
the guideline figures are based upon force being applied with the hands, 
between knuckle and shoulder height, and the load not travelling more than  
20 metres.  Where pushing and pulling activities fall outside these criteria a 
more detailed assessment should be carried out.

Guideline figure Men Women

From stationary position 20kg 15kg

Continuous movement 10kg 7kg

 

An operation which involves moving a load using an appropriate aid (e.g. a 
trolley) across a level surface will require a force equivalent to at least 2% of 
the load weight.  For example, a load that weighs 100kg, will require a force 
equivalent to at least 2kg to move the load.  

Pushing and pulling forces will increase if conditions are not ideal, for example 
when:

• Wheels are not correctly aligned

• The surface is soft or uneven

• There is a ramp or slope to negotiate

In such cases the operation should be assessed further.

  

10© British Safety Council 2014 Level 2 Award in Principles of Manual Handling

Example

A supplier of kitchen 
appliances was ordered 
to pay £150,000 in 
compensation to a 
warehouse supervisor 
after he was hit by a 
falling dishwasher. The 
supervisor had been 
unloading dishwashers 
from a container when 
one fell on him, injuring his 
neck and shoulders. He 
returned to work but was 
unable to do any heavy 
lifting, and lost overtime 
earnings. Following a 
medical examination he was 
confirmed as disabled under 
the terms of the Disability 
Discrimination Act.



3kg 5kg

Guidelines for handling loads while seated

For manual handling operations undertaken while sitting down, the basic 
guideline figures are 5kg for men and 3kg for women, but they are only 
appropriate when the hands are in a limited area (see diagram).  If the 
operation involves handling outside this area a detailed risk assessment  
is necessary.

The basic guideline figures relate to the degree of twisting that the handler 
goes through.  If the handler twists through 45° or more, the figures should  
be reduced as follows:  

If handler twists through Figures should be reduced by

45° 10%

90° 20%
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Example

A delivery driver who 
was not trained in manual 
handling received £3,300 
in damages from his 
employer after he strained 
his groin while unloading 
heavy fences from a truck. 
With the help of four 
other workers, he loaded 
10 fences each weighing 
180kg on to his lorry.  
When he asked his 
supervisor how to unload 
the fences, he was told that 
only two people would be 
at the delivery point to help 
him, even though it had 
taken five people to load 
each one. While unloading 
the fences, the worker 
slipped over and strained 
his groin. He was unable to 
work for several weeks.
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