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SafeWork NSW

Toolbox 
Talk

Musculoskeletal Disorders (MSDs)
Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) are the most common work-related injuries and diseases in NSW, affecting both 
workers and businesses with potential long-term and costly impacts.

Consulting with workers is an essential step in preventing MSDs and ensuring their health and safety at work.

About this toolbox talk

The purpose of this toolbox talk is to guide a discussion 
about MSDs, share key information and gather feedback 
from your workers.

Use this talk to pass on important information about 
MSDs, identify safety issues, and collaboratively find 
ways to address them.

The Facilitator

The person delivering the toolbox talk could be a:

•	 Site supervisor
•	 Manager
•	 Safety professional.

Preparation
Before holding your MSD toolbox talk:

1.	 Understand MSDs – Know what they are and their 
impact on your workers.

2.	 Review past incidents – Look into previously reported 
MSDs and related issues.

3.	 Choose an appropriate location – Find a quiet and 
suitably sized area for discussion.

4.	 Schedule the session – Choose a convenient time 
and allow about 20 minutes.

5.	 Prepare materials – Gather the necessary resources 
for the toolbox talk – such as pens, paper, whiteboard, 
hazard report forms, or access to the organisation’s 
digital systems.

6.	 Inform workers ahead of time – Let them know MSDs 
will be discussed and encourage them to think about:

	− their daily work tasks,

	− any physical and psychological health and safety 
issues they face,

	− relevant experiences they can share, and

	− suggestions for eliminating or minimising 
identified risks.
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Conducting the toolbox talk
Step 1: Introduce MSDs

Start by discussing MSDs and getting your workers’ opinions on the primary causes within your 
workplace. 

Facilitator talking points

•	 What is an MSD? MSDs are injuries or diseases 
affecting the muscles, nerves, tendons, joints, or 
ligaments. Examples include sprains, strains, spinal 
disc injuries, carpal tunnel syndrome, hernias, and 
tennis elbow.

•	 Onset of MSDs: MSDs can occur from a single 
sudden event or develop progressively over time due 
to gradual wear and tear on the body. 

•	 Main causes of MSDs: The most common causes of 
MSDs are hazardous manual tasks (HMTs), slips, trips 
and falls (STFs), hit and being hit by objects. 

•	 MSDs are multifactorial: MSDs can be caused 
by different risk factors, including physical, 
psychosocial, and individual factors. Identifying these 
risk factors and understanding how they interact is 
important for injury prevention and management of 
risks associated with MSDs. 

•	 Psychosocial hazards: Stressors such as role 
overload, role conflict, poor support, negative 
workplace relationships, and low job control can 
contribute to the development of MSDs.

Facilitator tips

•	 Highlight any recent changes made or specific control measures in the workplace that have reduced MSD risks.

Notes
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Step 2: Discuss hazardous manual tasks (HMTs) 

Explain what HMTs are and give workplace examples. 

Facilitator talking points

Definition of a HMT: 

A hazardous manual task is a task that requires a person 
to lift, lower, push, pull, carry or otherwise move, hold or 
restrain any person, animal or thing that involves 1 or 
more of the following—

(a)	repetitive or sustained force,

(b)	high or sudden force,

(c)	repetitive movement,

(d)	sustained or awkward posture,

(e)	exposure to vibration.

(Note: Exposure to these risk factors can lead to an 
MSD.)

Sources of risk: 

These are the things that cause a HMT risk factor to be 
present, and includes:

•	 design of the work area,
•	 layout of the workplace,
•	 systems of work used, including organisational and 

psychosocial factors (e.g., pace of work, job control 
and support),

•	 workplace environmental conditions (e.g., lighting, 
temperature),

•	 the nature, size, weight or number of persons, animals 
or things involved in the task.

For example: the layout of a work area might force a 
worker into awkward postures, the design of a task 
could lead to repetitive movements, or the organisation’s 
performance targets could lead to high work demands.

Facilitator tips

•	 Use examples of HMTs performed by the workgroup and highlight the specific risk factors that make them 
hazardous.

•	 Identify the sources of risk and reasons why.

For example:

•	 awkward postures and movements may be due to the layout of the work area,
•	 high or sudden forces may be due to the types of loads being handled, and
•	 high frequency or long duration of tasks may be due to poor work organisation, limited staff numbers, or increased 

work pace to meet tight deadlines.

Notes
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Step 3: Discuss work environment hazards

Explain the importance of preventing MSDs caused by environmental factors in the workplace. 

Give workplace examples.

Facilitator talking points

Slips, trips and falls (STFs) are common causes of 
MSDs 

Definition of STFs: 

•	 Slips occur when there is little friction or traction 
between footwear and the walking surface. 

•	 Trips occur when the foot collides with an obstruction 
or there is a foot contact with a highly tactile surface, 
resulting in the loss of balance and a likely fall.

•	 Falls can result from a slip or trip but many also occur 
during falls from low heights such as steps, stairs and 
curbs. This may also include accessing or egressing 
from plant, vehicles and machinery.

Common causes: 

•	 STF incidents often occur due to wet or uneven 
surfaces, obstacles in walkways, poor lighting, 
improper footwear and people rushing to complete 
work tasks.

Prevention: 

•	 MSDs from STFs can be prevented by designing the 
work area to remove slip and trip hazards, such as 
obstacles and surface contaminants. Key measures 
include ensuring suitable flooring and lighting, 
maintaining good housekeeping practices (e.g., 
clean and clear access ways), maintaining equipment 
to prevent leaks, using appropriate signage or 
barricades, and using proper footwear. 

Consider the work environment

Examples of sources of risk arising from the work 
environment: 

•	 Hot and cold environments can make handling objects 
more difficult.

•	 Wet environments (e.g., working in wet weather can 
increase the risk of slips or falls). 

•	 Slippery and uneven floor surfaces (e.g., poorly 
maintained floor surfaces can increase the risk of STFs).

•	 Obstructions (e.g., poor housekeeping can increase 
the risk of STFs).  

Facilitator tips

•	 Use examples of STFs and other incidents from your workplace and discuss how they were addressed.
•	 Encourage workers to report any hazards that could lead to STFs.

Notes
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Step 4: Discuss psychosocial hazards

Explain the impact of psychosocial hazards on MSDs and give workplace examples.

Facilitator talking points

Definition of psychosocial hazards: 

•	 Aspects of work and situations that may cause a 
stress response for workers, which in turn can lead 
to psychological or physical harm. Examples include 
role overload, role conflict, poor support, negative 
workplace relationships and low job control.

Impact on the body: 

•	 Stress from psychosocial hazards can increase 
muscle tension, decrease blood supply and muscle 
repairability, reduce mental focus and work 
performance, all of which can contribute to MSDs.

Facilitator tips

•	 Discuss any initiatives in your workplace aimed at reducing psychosocial hazards.
•	 Encourage workers to speak up about any psychosocial issues they face.

Prevention: 

•	 MSDs arising from psychosocial hazards can be 
prevented by creating a supportive work environment 
with clear role expectations, such as defining job 
responsibilities and performance standards to 
avoid ambiguity. Encouraging open communication, 
like holding regular team meetings and providing 
feedback channels, allows workers to voice concerns 
without fear. Providing adequate resources and 
support, such as ensuring sufficient staffing levels 
and ergonomic tools, can help workers manage 
workloads and reduce stress.       

Notes
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Step 5: Get feedback about safety issues

Ask workers about any concerns or safety issues they have about MSDs, including any suggestions for 
managing HMTs, STFs, and psychosocial hazards.

Facilitator talking points

Ask workers:

1.	 What tasks do you find physically demanding, tiring, 
awkward, or uncomfortable?

2.	 Which tasks or work areas are you most concerned 
about getting injured from?

3.	 Are there psychosocial hazards impacting your work 
(e.g., lack of support, poor change management, role 
conflict or role overload)?

4.	 Have you experienced any near-misses or incidents 
that could have resulted in an MSD?

After this discussion, prioritise the concern areas 
identified by the workgroup and discuss the best way to 
prevent an MSD from occurring.

Facilitator tips

Encourage workers to think about:

•	 How they can do their work with no (or less) exposure to HMT risk factors (high/sudden force, repetitive 
movement, sustained or awkward postures, and vibration).

•	 Work areas with work environment hazards such as poor lighting, wet flooring, walkway obstacles and inadequate 
housekeeping.

•	 Work situations, tasks and systems that can cause stress.

Discuss potential changes that can be made to sources of risk, such as the loads being handled, the overall design of 
work (including the task, work environment, and system of work), to eliminate or minimise MSD risks. For example:

•	 Changing the system of work, such as using lifting aids or re-designing the workplace layout to minimise carrying 
distances, can reduce stress on the body. 

•	 Maintaining clear walkways can prevent STFs.  
•	 Providing adequate resources and training ensures workers have the necessary support to perform tasks safely. 

Note: The risk of MSDs increases where multiple hazards combine and/or interact.

Notes
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Record of toolbox talk
Business name	   	 Date 

Facilitator	   	 Time 

Workers present

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Name		 Signature
	 

Topics discussed

Comments/feedback

SafeWork NSW supporting resources:
•	 Code of practice – Hazardous Manual Tasks
•	 Code of practice – Managing psychosocial hazards at work
•	 Hazardous manual task risk management worksheet
•	 Designing work to manage psychosocial hazards 
•	 Slips, trips and falls prevention guide 

https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/50078/Hazardous-manual-tasks-COP.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1008792/Hazardous-manual-tasks-risk-management-worksheet.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1283762/Designing-Work-to-Manage-Psychosocial-Risks.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1069321/slips-trips-and-falls-prevention-guide.pdf
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