
Over the last 3 years, important new ev-
idence has emerged about safe patient
handling. You can apply this evidence at
the bedside to help protect yourself and

your patients from injury. Below we describe the top
10 new findings and their potential impact.

Back pain and injuries in nurses are
widespread.

The evidence: Despite recent progress in protecting
healthcare workers from musculoskeletal disorders
(MSDs) caused by manual patient handling, these
injuries are still common throughout the world,
causing pain and lost time. In some cases, MSDs
force nurses to change careers.

Potential impact: Because MSDs result from re-
peated trauma, the burden of frequent manual
handling of heavy loads eventually leads to dis-
abling injuries among direct patient caregivers.

Nurses should not lift more than 35 lb.
The evidence: Under ideal conditions, the max-

imum limit for manual patient handling is 35 lb. If
a nurse is required to lift a patient or a limb weigh-
ing more than 35 lb, mechanical assistance is re-
quired. Less-than-ideal conditions include lifting
while in an awkward posture and bearing the load
far from the body.

Potential impact: Using equipment for loads
weighing more than 35 lb reduces pain and injury
for caregivers and increases patient safety during
handling.

How much nurses can push or pull safely
depends on their weight.

The evidence: A recent study found that 20% of a
nurse’s weight is the limit for manually pushing
and pulling loads. Thus, a 130-lb nurse who pushes
a load greater than 26 lb is exceeding acceptable
levels.

Potential impact: Nurses should use mechanical

assistance, such as powered stretchers, to reduce
MSD risk when pushing occupied beds, stretchers,
or heavy equipment.

Safe patient-handling programs reduce
injuries to nurses.

The evidence: Multicomponent patient-handling in-
terventions are effective in reducing MSDs in
nurses. Required program elements include com-
mitment by management to reducing injuries, min-
imal manual lifting policies, patient assessment
strategies, and modern lifting and transfer equip-
ment.

Potential impact: Nurses will enjoy longer ca-
reers and reduced disability if they choose employ-
ers who have multifaceted safe patient-handling
and movement (SPHM) programs.

Specialty practice areas have customized
SPHM guidelines.

The evidence: The National Association of Or-
thopaedic Nurses, Patient Safety Center of Inquiry
at the James A. Haley Veterans Administration
Medical Center in Tampa, National Institute for Oc-
cupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), and Ameri-
can Nurses Association (ANA) identified high-risk
tasks in orthopedics and developed four additional
algorithms and a clinical tool to reduce injury risk.
Similarly, the Association of Perioperative Regis-
tered Nurses formed a task force of experts to de-
velop clinical tools that could reduce work-related
injuries from patient handling. Experts in other spe-
cialty care areas, such as pediatrics, obstetrics, and
critical care, also have made SPHM recommenda-
tions.

Potential impact: In addition to the guidelines
developed for medical-surgical and long-term care
settings (www.visn8.va.gov/patientsafetycenter/
safePtHandling/default.asp), nurses working in al-
most any setting can find guidelines to help protect
themselves and patients from injury.

Strengthening your
evidence base: Focus on
safe patient handling

New evidence on safe patient handling
can help you protect yourself and your patients.

By Nancy N. Menzel, PhD, RN, PHCNS-BC, and Audrey L. Nelson, PhD, RN, FAAN
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Very heavy patients threaten nurses’
backs, necks, and knees.

The evidence: A study found that the percentage of
patient-handling injuries from moving morbidly
obese patients in a large Level I trauma center was
out of proportion to the percentage of heavy pa-
tients. Patients with a body mass index of 35 kg/m
made up only 10% of the patient population but
were associated with 30% of staff injuries related to
patient handling. Strikingly, 80% of those injured
were registered nurses and nursing aides.

Potential impact: With an increasing census
of heavier patients due to widespread obesity,
even such tasks as applying compression stock-
ings or positioning patients’ legs for bedpan use
can injure nurses. The leg of a 250-lb patient
weighs about 39 lb, above the safe limit for man-
ual handling.

New technology is solving old problems.
The evidence: Exciting new advances in tech-

nology now provide mechanical assistance for get-
ting patients out of vehicles—a task that has been
especially hazardous for emergency department
nurses. Ceiling lifts have been expanded to turn pa-
tients in bed and other devices have been designed
to reduce patient-handling risks.

Potential impact: Use of specialized devices can
reduce caregiver and patient risk.

Nursing schools can teach tomorrow’s
nurses how to work safely.

The evidence: NIOSH has released curricular ma-
terials developed in conjunction with ANA and
the Veterans Administration Patient Safety Center
of Inquiry so that schools can offer evidence-
based education on SPHM. To download the cur-
riculum module, visit www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/
2009-127.

Potential impact: Newly graduated nurses will
expect healthcare employers to provide workplace
protections against MSDs. The disciplines of physi-
cal therapy and occupational therapy are follow-
ing nursing’s lead by developing their own curricu-
lar modules.

Healthcare facilities have a new guide for
assessing SPHM equipment needs during

remodeling or new construction.
The evidence: For the first time, building designers
have guidelines for assessing and incorporating
lifting equipment needs during design and build-
ing of hospitals (www.fgiguidelines.org/interim_
pubs.html).

Potential impact: If healthcare facilities follow
these guidelines, they will no longer need to under-
take the expensive and often inadequate retro-
fitting of patient rooms, bathrooms, and hallways
to accommodate modern equipment.
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Seven states have laws to protect nurses
from patient-handling injuries.

The evidence: Illinois, Maryland, Minnesota, New
Jersey, Rhode Island, Texas, and Washington have
established comprehensive laws protecting nurses
and patients from the risks of manual patient han-
dling. National legislation is under consideration
to require the Occupational Safety and Health Ad-
ministration to enact an SPHM standard as well
(www.nursingworld.org/MainMenuCategories/ANA
PoliticalPower/State/StateLegislativeAgenda/SPHM/
Enacted-Legistation.aspx).

Potential impact: Legislation will require health-
care employers to provide ergonomic assessment of
workplace risks and SPHM equipment to reduce
these risks. �
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