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Lifting Limits: How much can you lift? How you lift makes a huge difference.  
Try lifting a five-pound sack of flour from a countertop, with elbows bent and 
the load held close.  Now try it with arms held out straight: same weight, but 
the effort required is much greater, and the load is more likely to fall. 
 
Equipment like forklifts and skid steers make it easier to lift heavy loads.  But 
they’re subject to the same laws of physics: if a load is far from the center of 
gravity, more force is required and the load is less stable.  Human arms tire 
and we’re likely to drop the load, or stumble. For equipment, the load could fall. 
But if it’s attached so it can’t fall, the equipment can tip.  
 
So when you lift, whether with your muscles or with equipment,  
ó Know how heavy the load is before you start the lift. 
○ Test the load before you lift it.  If you expect a load to be light and it turns 

out to be heavy, you can hurt your back.  If you expect a load to be heavy 
and it ends up being light, it can throw you off balance. 

○ Make sure the load is within limits. For equipment, make sure the load is 
within the rated capacity (and remember that the capacity drops as the 
load moves away from the center of gravity). 

 
If your muscles are lifting the load: 
ó Keep the load close to your body. 
ó Bend your knees and keep your 

back straight. 
ó Have a good grip on the object. 

ó Make sure you have solid footing. 
ó Do not twist your body. 
ó Get help with heavy or awkward 

objects. 
 
When you lift with equipment: 
ó Keep the load close to the center of the equipment. 
ó Make sure the load is stable, balanced and secure.  
ó Travel with the load as low as feasible. 
ó Never turn with a raised load. 
ó Report hazards as soon as you see them. 
ó Think before you act—take a second to consider what you are doing. 
 

A forklift operator was moving pallets of wood.  While raising the forks, he turned the 
forklift and it tipped over.  He tried to jump clear, but was killed.  – MN, May 2017 
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