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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES                          Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics  

Overview & Objectives 

In 2013, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that nursing assistants have the highest number of 

musculoskeletal injuries, even over nurses, paramedics, and firefighters.  Considerable research over the 

last few decades has shown that simply training healthcare workers in good body mechanics is not 

enough to prevent musculoskeletal injuries.  The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 

and Centers for Disease Control (CDC) strongly recommend ergonomic training for healthcare workers, 

and define it as “the practice of designing equipment and work tasks to conform to the capability of the 

worker.”  They recommend that manual lifting of patients should be minimized or eliminated by the use 

of mechanical assistive devices to prevent musculoskeletal injuries.  This module covers the proper body 

mechanics and devices that can be used in hospice settings, and includes the following learning 

objectives:  

 Describe “ergonomics” 

 Review the “ABCs” of proper body mechanics 

 List ways to prevent musculoskeletal injuries in the hospice setting 

 Discuss lifting and transferring patients using mechanical devices 

 Discuss factors that complicate lifting and transferring patients 

 List the ways employers can help prevent musculoskeletal injuries among staff workers 

 

Contents 

 Self-study Section 

 Group Exercise:  Common Tasks and Transfers  

 Test Questions 

 Instructor Answer Key 

 Attendance Sheet 

 Evaluation Form 

 Certificate of Attendance 

 

Module Instructions: 

Each module should take approximately one hour. Successful completion requires hospice aides to study 

the self-study section, complete the test, and fill out the evaluation form.  Discussion topics, case 

studies, group exercises, and module extras are used to supplement learning.  A passing grade of 70% is 

required on the test.  The completed sign-in sheet, test, evaluation form, and certificate of attendance 

should be kept on file for auditing and compliance purposes.  A copy of the completed certificate of 

attendance should be given to the aide for their own records.  

 

Copies are permitted within the physical location of each organization purchasing modules 
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Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics 

Introduction 

Occupational injuries (injuries sustained while 

on the job) are among the highest in healthcare 

workers.  According to the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (BLS), nursing assistants suffer the 

most injuries of any profession – about triple 

the rate of construction workers!   In 2013, 

reported injuries to nursing assistants totaled 

22,000 – more than any other occupation, 

including emergency healthcare personnel, 

nurses, and firefighters.  Most of these injuries 

were due to the strain of moving patients.  This 

module covers the basics of safe body 

mechanics and equipment that should be used 

to prevent personal injuries on the job.   

Hospice aides care for patients in private 

residences, long-term care facilities (LTC), 

assisted living facilities (ALF’s), and inpatient 

hospice settings.  In each of these settings, the 

potential for injury is higher because hospice 

patients often need assistance and gradually 

decline until they are unable to assist in 

movement and transfers.  Hospice aides must 

have a good understanding of good body 

mechanics and assistive equipment that can be 

used through each stage of the patient’s decline 

in hospice, even when the patient is bedbound.  

They must be aware of the potential for injuries 

that comes with pushing, pulling, bending, 

lifting, and stooping repeatedly on a daily basis. 

     

Ergonomics 

The Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration (OSHA) define ergonomics as 

“the practice of designing equipment and work 

tasks to conform to the capability of the 

worker.”  This means training hospice aides in 

how to perform work tasks and how to use 

equipment to prevent injuries.  Although there 

is no guarantee that even proper techniques 

will prevent all injuries, every effort must be 

made to minimize injuries.  Three main work-

related practices that apply to hospice aides on 

a daily basis are: 

 Force:  The amount of physical effort 

required to perform a task, such as 

heavy lifting or repositioning a patient 

 Repetition:  The same motion or series 

of motions are performed frequently 

without adequate recovery time 

 Awkward Positions:  Positions that 

place physical stress on the body such 

as kneeling, leaning over a bed, or 

twisting the torso while lifting 

 OSHA guidelines recommend that hospice 

aides (and other healthcare workers) are 

provided with training in ergonomics.  They also 

recommend that manual lifting of 

patients/residents should be minimized in all 

cases, or eliminated by the use of mechanical 

devices such as a Hoyer lift. 

The “ABCs” of Body Mechanics 

The basic “ABC” components of good body 

mechanics are alignment, balance, and 

coordinated body movement. 

 Alignment:  Good posture so that no 

excess strain is placed on the back, 

joints, and muscles.  The back is straight 

with the natural curvature of the lower 
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back intact (i.e. raising the patient’s bed 

to do personal care rather than bending 

over the patient) 

 Balance:  Even distribution of weight; 

holding your center of gravity close to 

your base of support (i.e. spreading 

your feet further apart to support your 

torso; bending at the knees and hips so 

torso is closer to feet) 

 Coordinated Body Movement:  Using 

the weight of your body to help with 

movement (i.e. when moving a patient 

up in bed, stand with your feet apart 

and transfer your weight from one foot 

to the other – the momentum helps 

you move the patient) 

Protecting Yourself from Injury            

If you put yourself at risk for injuries due to 

improper body mechanics, many injuries can 

occur such as back injuries, muscle strains and 

tears, ligament sprains, joint/tendon 

inflammation, pinched nerves, and herniated 

discs.  These are referred to as musculoskeletal 

disorders (MSDs).  To avoid these injuries: 

 Make a habit of practicing good 

posture; move along the side of the 

bed using safe postures while 

performing bedside tasks 

 Create a solid base of support by 

moving your feet apart, either by 

widening your stance or placing one 

foot in front of the other 

 Allow the weight of your own body 

to assist in pulling or pushing heavy 

objects 

 When moving or lifting people or 

objects, place your body as close as 

possible to the object being moved 

 Squat, do not lean over, to lower 

your center of gravity when lifting 

 Use the large, strong muscles of 

hips, buttocks, and thighs to do the 

lifting 

 Do not lift heavy objects from a 

higher position than your head; use 

a step stool or short safety ladder to 

raise your body closer to the desired 

level 

 If an object is very heavy, do not 

attempt to lift it; instead, pull, push, 

or roll the object 

 Use assistive devices whenever 

possible to make the job easier 

 Ask for help when lifting or moving 

heavy people or objects; you should 

also get help when you need to 

move a person who cannot offer any 

assistance, or is combative 

 Lower head of bed to pull patient up 

in bed 

 Apply anti-embolism stockings  by 

pushing them on while standing at 

the foot of the bed (reduces 

exertion compared with standing at 

the side of the bed) 

 Keep your body in good physical 

condition by exercising regularly, 

eating nutritious foods, getting 

enough rest, and staying hydrated 
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Minimizing Injuries with Falls 

It is not uncommon for hospice patients to 

become dizzy, weak, or unstable during 

transfers.  Hospice aides must always be on the 

alert for these changes in the patient’s 

condition that can occur at without warning. 

Lifting and Transfers 

Although hospice aides typically make home 

visits alone, there may be extra assistance 

available from other nurses or CNA’s, staff 

members, family members, or caregivers 

depending on the setting.  The most common 

factor that contributes to ergonomic injuries in 

healthcare is the tendency to exceed one’s own 

safe lifting capacity.  When this occurs there is 

no way to lift the patient safely or use proper 

body mechanics.  When forces on the 

musculoskeletal system are beyond reasonable 

limits or capabilities, any technique puts the 

hospice aide at risk for musculoskeletal injuries.  

Furthermore, lifting, turning, and repositioning 

patients on a horizontal plane (bed or stretcher) 

requires the hospice aide to use the weaker 

muscles of the upper body rather than the 

stronger muscles of the lower body. 

The National Institute for Occupational Safety 

and Health (NIOSH) recommends weight limits 

of 35 lbs. for most patient lifting tasks, and less 

when conditions are not ideal (i.e. patient’s 

inability to help with movements, combative 

patients, etc.).  Given the average weight of 

adults, even when they have marked weight 

loss at the end of life, mechanical assistance 

should be used for lifting and transfers to 

reduce the incidence and severity of 

musculoskeletal injuries.    

                   

 

1.  If the patient complains of 

dizziness or seems unsteady, 

help him/her to a chair.  If a 

chair is not close by, help them 

to sit on the floor.  Stay with the 

patient and call for assistance.  

This can help prevent a fall 

completely. 

2. If a fall cannot be avoided, place 

your body behind the patient 

and your arms around their 

torso, pulling him/her close to 

your body (do not grab the 

patient’s arm because it may 

cause more extensive injury). 

3. With the patient’s body close to 

yours, widen your base of 

support by placing one foot 

behind the other, and allow the 

patient to slide down your body 

to the floor. 

4. As the patient slides down, 

squat while still supporting 

his/her body, and gently lower 

them to the floor.  Lower 

yourself to the floor and assume 

a sitting position with the 

patient’s head in your lap. 

5. Stay with the patient and call 

for assistance. 

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/
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Whenever possible, mechanical assistance and 

devices should be used to help with patient 

lifting and transfers.  Examples of these include: 

 Draw sheets 

 Slide sheets/boards 

 Rollers 

 Slings 

 Belts 

 Hoyer lift 

 Adjustable beds 

 Elevated toilet seats 

 Rolling toilet/shower chairs 

 Grab bars 

Keep in mind that even when assistive devices 

are used during patient care, they do not 

eliminate the need for some amount of physical 

exertion.  To lessen the risk of injury, safe 

principles of body mechanics should be 

followed as much as possible to avoid harmful 

postures. 

Factors that Complicate Transfers 

Most hospice aides are familiar with the factors 

that can complicate patient transfers and 

repositioning.  These situations can make 

transfers difficult or increase the potential for 

injuries.  Some of these include: 

 Patient is incapacitated, incapable of 

assisting with movements and transfers 

 Other functional limitations (i.e. stroke, 

weakness) 

 Patients who are overweight (although 

all patient weights exceed safe lifting 

limits for both men and women) 

 Patients who cannot hold themselves 

up or have little/no hand grip 

 Patients who are combative or not 

cooperative 

 Families/caregivers who resist the use 

of mechanical assistance 

       

NIOSH Recommendations for Employers 

Hospice aides should notify their supervisor or 

nurse case manager if they feel that additional 

training or ergonomic devices would be 

beneficial.  In the meantime, employers can 

take several steps to help ensure safety among 

staff members who routinely provide physical 

care for patients.  These include: 

 Consult with professionals (i.e. durable 

medical equipment (DME) providers) 

for staff training and proper use of 

equipment 

 Provide ergonomic training for staff at 

least yearly and as needed 

 Evaluate each patient’s care plan to 

determine whether assistive devices are 

appropriate keeping the patient’s level 

of decline in mind 

 Provide ergonomic devices to staff 

when needed 

 Ensure that staff training includes 

teaching caregivers about the use of 

assistive devices and good body 

mechanics 

 Instruct team leaders/nurse case 

managers in local non-emergency 

“lifting” services when staff or 

caregivers cannot safely move the 

patient (i.e. after a fall)       
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A Word About Driving-Related Injuries 

Since most hospice aides drive from patient to 

patient, they (and all home healthcare workers) 

are at risk for driving-related injuries.  Situations 

that can contribute to these injuries include 

distracted driving, texting while driving, 

aggressive driving, not using seatbelt, driving 

while tired or under the influence, poor 

weather conditions, and poorly maintained 

vehicles.  NIOSH recommends the following for 

home healthcare workers: 

 Use seatbelts 

 Stop the vehicle before using the cell 

phone 

 Avoid distractions such as eating, 

drinking, and adjusting controls while 

driving 

 Avoid driving when over-tired 

 Use GPS or detailed maps/directions to 

determine your route before you leave 

 Have vehicle checked and serviced 

regularly 

 Keep gas tank at least a quarter full 

 Carry an emergency kit containing 

flashlight, extra batteries, flares, a 

blanket and bottled water 

      

Summary 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reports that 

among all occupations in the United States, 

musculoskeletal injuries in the healthcare 

industry are the highest, particularly among 

nursing assistants.  The greatest risk factors for 

musculoskeletal injuries are manual lifting, 

moving and repositioning of patients, and 

manual patient handling.  Extensive research 

over the last several decades has shown that 

the use of mechanical assistance and safety 

procedures to lift patients can reduce MSDs 

significantly.  The principles of ergonomics have 

not only shown a significant decrease in injuries 

to healthcare staff, but an increase in safety and 

comfort for patients.  As much as possible, 

hospice aides should use ergonomic principles 

in all areas of patient care, and as injury 

prevention in all areas of life. 
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Group Exercise:  Common tasks and transfers with assistive devices are listed below with 

tips for maintaining good body mechanics while practicing them (always follow manufacturer’s 

instructions).  As a group, discuss situations during daily visits that make it difficult to adhere to 

good body mechanics and share possible solutions.    

                   
Hospital Bed 

1. Make sure bed is positioned at comfortable working heights and 
wheels are locked. 

2. Keep side rails up except where you are working. 
3. Avoid leaning/reaching to opposite side of the bed to perform tasks. 
4. Depending on the task, stand with feet 12 inches apart for solid base 

of support and keep knees flexible; or place your outside foot 12 
inches in front of your inside foot and keep knees flexible. 

5. After task is completed, return bed to lowest position and return 
side rail to raised position; make sure wheels are locked. 

                      
Transfer to Recliner/Wheelchair  ↓ 

1. Determine patient’s strongest side and place wheelchair alongside 
bed (so that strong side moves toward chair first). 

2. Lock W/C wheels and remove or swing footrests to side. 
3. Put bed in lowest position and lock wheels; raise head of bed. 
4. Help patient move to side of bed and assist to dangle and watch for 

signs of dizziness before transferring to chair. 
5. (See next section on transfers using gait belts) 

 
 

             
                         Gait Belt 

1. Apply gait/transfer belt to patient’s waist. 
2. Face the patient and position your feet outside the patient’s feet 

(keeping knees flexible) and place your shins against the patient’s 
shins to block their feet and keep their knees from buckling. Make 
sure patient’s feet are flat on the floor and have them lean forward. 

3. On count of “3” have patient push down on bed with hands and 
stand; pull on transfer belt as you straighten your knees. 

4. Have patient pivot on stronger leg and grasp arm of W/C. 
5. Lower person to chair by bending your knees and hips. 
6. Remove transfer belt after patient is positioned in chair; position 

their feet on footrests; lock chair wheels. 
7. Use these same principles when transferring to a bedside commode 

or shower chair. 

  
 
 
 

                
                        Hoyer Lift 

*ALWAYS TRANSFER PATIENT WITH LIFT USING 2 PEOPLE* 
1. Make sure bed is positioned at comfortable working height. 
2. Center Hoyer sling under the patient; the lower end of sling should 

be under patient’s knees. 
3. Raise head of bed as tolerated; raise Hoyer lift so it can be 

positioned over the patient. 
4. Spread legs of Hoyer for solid base of support; lock legs in this 

position (or the Hoyer lift can tip over). 
5. Fasten straps or chains of lift to sling, making sure hooks face away 

from patient. 
6. Attach sling to swivel bar of lift with short side at the top of sling 

and long side attached at bottom of sling. 
7. Cross patient’s hands over his/her chest (they can hold straps, but 

do not let them hold swivel bar). 
8. Raise Hoyer lift until patient and sling are clear of bed; center 

patient over seat of chair and SLOWLY release lift valve to lower 
patient on to chair.  Have person assisting support patient’s legs. 

9. Lower swivel bar so you can unhook sling; leave sling under patient 
for later transfer back to bed. 

10. Make sure patient is comfortable and in good body alignment. 
Source:  Carter, P. (2012).  Nursing Assistants:  A Humanistic Approach to Caregiving.  Philadelphia:  Lippincott Williams & Wilkins. 
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TEST QUESTIONS                                                      Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics 

NAME__________________________________   DATE____________   TEAM_______________ 

1. Designing equipment and work tasks to the capability of the worker is called _______________.  

 

2. The “ABCs” of good body mechanics are all of the following except: 

a. Awkward positions   c.  Alignment 

b. Coordinated Body Movement  d.  Balance 

 

3. Three practices that can increase the risk of musculoskeletal injuries are all of the following except: 

a. Repetition   c.  Awkward positions 

b. Mechanical assistance d.  Force 

 

4. Nurses, firefighters, and paramedics have higher rates of musculoskeletal injuries than nursing assistants. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

5. Most musculoskeletal injuries among healthcare workers are due to the strain of moving patients. 

a. True 

b. False 

  

6. For the strongest base of support, positioning should include all of the following except: 

a. Feet 12 inches apart c.  Outside foot 12 inches in front of inside foot 

b. Knees locked  d.  Back straight 

 

7. Back injuries, muscle strains, pinched nerves, and herniated discs are categorized as ________________. 

 

8. Practices that can prevent injuries include all of the following except: 

a. Use mechanical devices when possible c.  Avoid lifting – push, pull, or roll person/object 

b. Lean over to lower your center of gravity d.  Apply anti-embolism stockings from foot of bed 

 

9. Since hospice patients typically lose considerable weight, assistive devices are not needed. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

10.  Hospice employers are responsible for all of the following except: 

a. Provide ergonomic training to staff at least yearly and as needed 

b. Consult with professionals on the recommended use of mechanical devices 

c. Provide team leaders/nurse case managers with information on non-emergency lifting services 

d. Provide ergonomic devices to staff workers when needed 

e. Hospice employers are responsible for all of the above 
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Instructor Key – Test Answers                               Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics 

 

1. Ergonomics 

 

2. A 

 

3. B 

 

4. B – False.  

 

5. A – True.     

 

6. B – Knees should always be in proper position and flexible. 

 

7. Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) or musculoskeletal injuries 

 

8. B – Do not lean, but lower body to lower center of gravity. 

 

9. B – False.  Lifting weight that exceeds 35 lbs. is not recommended.  

 

10. E – Hospice employers are responsible for all of the above. 
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Attendance Sheet                                                     Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics 

DATE:           LOCATION: 
PRINTED NAME SIGNATURE 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

INSTRUCTOR:  ____________________________________________   DATE_______________________ 
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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES 

EVALUATION FORM 

Module 45:  Safe Body Mechanics 

 

Instructor: 

Date: 
                   Strongly                                        Strongly 

                    Agree        Agree         Neutral      Disagree     Disagree 

CONTENT:        

1. Module was relevant to hospice aide practice  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Information was current and up-to-date   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Information was well-organized    ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Information was easy to understand   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

5. Time spent to complete module was appropriate ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

 

INSTRUCTOR: 

1. Gave clear instructions to complete module  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Used teaching methods appropriate for hospice aides ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Was knowledgeable of the subject matter  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Was engaged in the participants learning  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

5. Related content to practical situations in hospice ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

 

OUTCOMES: 

1.  Did you gain new knowledge or skills related to this module? 

 

2.  How will you apply what you learned in this module to your work? 

 

COMMENTS: 

1.  What did you like best about the module/presentation? 

 

2.  What changes would you make in the module/presentation? 

 

3.  What other hospice aide topics are you interested in? 

 

 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS EVALUATION.  YOUR FEEDBACK IS HIGHLY VALUED! 
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