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Changing positions

If a patient must spend a lot of time in bed, changing positions and 
keeping his body aligned is important.  It can help:

• exercise his joints 

• him breathe better 

• improve blood flow 

• prevent pressure ulcers (bedsores)

• him feel better 

• avoid harm to joints and muscles 

• improve range of motion 

Here are some things to remember about changing positions and 
lining up the body:

 1. Turn the patient often (at least every two hours or so).

 2. Don’t let limbs dangle over side of bed or get twisted when you 
turn him.

 3. Use pillows, rolled towels, foam wedges, footboards, backrests, 
blankets, etc. to keep the back in line.  This is for comfort and 
to keep pressure off skin.
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changing positions page 2

 4.  Ask the nurse, doctor or physical therapist about  
any special ways to position or turn the patient.  

 5. Use the turning chart below.  

 6. Read about pressure ulcers.  (Ask the nurse for  
this information.)

 
 Fill in the position he should be turned to at each  

time.  Plan the turning schedule around his activities.

8Positioning & Movement
The Teaching Book.

12 pm

2 pm

4 pm

6 pm

10 pm

8 pm

12 am

2 am

4 am

6 am

10 am

8 am

midnight noon

Back Right
Side

Stomach Left
Side
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Side turn

Use the steps below to safely turn someone to his side.   
(If he must keep his spine straight at all times, use the log  
roll to side turn .  Ask the nurse for information about this.)

Turning from back to side

 1. Wash and dry your hands.  You may use  
a waterless alcohol-based hand rub  
instead of washing your hands.   
Tell the patient what you are  
going to do.

 2. Reaching over from your side of the bed,  
cross far leg over the leg near you.

 3. Bring far arm across the chest.   
Bend the elbow a little.

 4. Put your hands on his  
far shoulder and hip, and smoothly  
roll him toward you until he is on his side.  Brace your  
legs against the side of the bed when you are rolling him.

 5. Bend the knee of the top leg, and bend elbow.   
Support with pillows.

 6. To center him in the bed, first walk around to other side  
of bed.  Hold him around the shoulder area, and gently  
pull the upper part of the body to the center.  Do the  
same with the lower part of the body.

 7. Wash and dry your hands, or use a waterless  
alcohol-based hand rub.

 8. You might find it helpful to write down on a turning chart 
the new position, the time and how the patient feels.  (Ask 
the nurse for this chart.)  

Continued on next page.
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side turn page 2

 
Safety tips for you

•  Lower your body a little, bend slightly at your  
hips and knees.

• Place your feet 12 inches apart.

•  Keep your back straight, and lean toward the patient.  
Don’t bend at the waist. 

•  Use your leg muscles to do the work, not your  
back muscles.

•  Wear low, rubber-soled shoes to prevent slipping.

•  Use a belt that supports your back if you have to  
lift and bend often. 

•  Don’t turn the patient by yourself, if he is  
heavier than you can handle.

•  If the patient has an electric bed, raise the bed up  
when repositioning, log rolling or doing bed baths  
to prevent back problems.
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Log roll to side

If the patient must keep her spine straight at all times,  
use the steps below to log roll her to her side.  You will  
need a helper and a drawsheet for this.  (To make a 
drawsheet, fold a sheet in half widthwise, place it across  
the bottom bedsheet, and tuck it under both sides  
of the mattress.)

Log rolling from back to side  
using a drawsheet

 1. Wash and dry your hands well, or you  
may use a waterless alcohol-based hand  
rub instead.  Tell the patient what you are  
going to do.

 2. Remove the covers, and pull the drawsheet out  
from under both sides of the mattress.  You and  
your helper stand on the same side of the bed.   
Roll the drawsheet up along the edge of the bed.  
Take the pillow from under the patient’s head,  
and lean it against the headboard.

 3. Cross patient’s hands and feet.
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log roll to side page 2

 4. You and your helper bend  
your knees slightly, and keep  
your backs straight.  On the 
count of three, lift the sheet,  
pulling her toward you.  Make 
sure her body does not bend.

 5. Put a pillow lengthwise  
between her legs, and cross  
her arms over her chest.

 6. You and your helper walk  
around to the other side of  
the bed.  One person stands  
across from the upper part  
of the body, and the other  
person stands across from  
the lower part of the body.   
Both of you reach across your  
part of the patient’s body and  
grab the rolled-up drawsheet.
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log roll to side page 3

 7. On the count of three, both  
of you gently roll her until  
she is on her side.  Make sure  
the head, spine and legs stay  
straight while rolling.

 8. Put the pillow back under her  
head.  Bend her top knee, and  
leave the pillow between her  
legs.  Put another pillow along  
her back.  If needed, use other  
pillows or folded towels under  
the neck and arms for support.

 9. Fold the drawsheet back over the pillow  
at her back, make sure her body is lined  
up right, and arrange the covers.  Keep  
linens as smooth as you can.
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log roll to side page 4

 10. Wash and dry your hands  
well, or use the alcohol-based  
hand rub.

 11. You might find it helpful to write  
down on the turning chart the  
new position, the time and how  
the person feels.  (Ask the nurse  
for this chart.)

Safety tips for you

•  Keep your body slightly lowered, bend slightly  
at your hips and knees.

• Place your feet about 12 inches apart.

•  Keep your back straight, and lean into patient.   
Don’t bend at waist. 

•  Use your leg muscles to do the work, not your  
back muscles.

• Wear low, rubber-soled shoes to prevent slipping.
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Moving someone up in bed

Sometimes the patient will slip down from the top of the bed.  
This is uncomfortable, and wrinkles in the sheets can cause 
pressure ulcers (bedsores) on her body.  You will need a 
helper and a drawsheet to do this lift.  (To make a drawsheet, 
fold a sheet in half widthwise, place it across the bottom 
bedsheet, and tuck it under both sides of the mattress.  
Drawsheet should be placed underneath the patient.)

 1. Wash and dry your hands well, or  
you may use a waterless alcohol-based  
hand rub instead.  Tell the patient  
what you are going to do.

 2. You and your helper stand beside  
or kneel on opposite sides of the bed.  

 3. Take the pillow from under her head,  
and lean it against the headboard.

 4. Roll both sides of the drawsheet toward her,  
and move her legs about 12 inches apart.

 5. Grab the top of the rolled drawsheet with one  
hand and the bottom with the other.

 6. Turn your bodies toward  
the head of the bed.  On  
the count of three, together  
lift (don’t drag) her toward  
the head of the bed.

15Positioning & Movement
The Teaching Book.

Continued on next page.

16



moving someone up in bed page 2

 7. Place the pillow under her head, smooth  
the drawsheet, and tuck it back  
under the mattress.

 8. Replace covers.

 9. Wash and dry  
your hands well,  
or use a waterless 
alcohol-based hand rub.

        Safety tips for you

•  Keep your body slightly lowered, bend slightly  
at your hips and knees.

• Place your feet about 12 inches apart.

•  Keep your back straight, and lean into patient.   
Don’t bend at waist. 

•  Use your leg muscles to do the work,  
not your back muscles. 

•   Wear low, rubber-soled shoes  
to prevent slipping.
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Keeping body aligned  
while sitting up

Use these steps to keep the patient’s body lined up right 
when he is sitting. 

 1. Wash and dry your hands well, or you may  
use a waterless alcohol-based hand rub  
instead.  Tell the patient what you are  
going to do.

 2. Make sure his head is up and his back is straight.

 3. Make sure there is even support for buttocks 
(bottom) and thighs.

 4. Place his feet on the floor or on wheelchair footrest.

 5. Support the forearms on the chair armrest,  
on his lap with a pillow or on a table.

 6. If in a wheelchair, lock safety lap belt  
and wheels.

 7. Wash and dry your hands well,  
or use the hand rub.
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Keeping body aligned  
while lying on back

Use these steps to keep the patient’s body lined up right 
when she is lying on her back. 

 1. Wash and dry your hands well, or you may  
use a waterless alcohol-based hand rub  
instead.  Tell the patient what you are going  
to do. 

 2. Place a pillow under her head and on top  
of her shoulders.

 3. Place arms straight down sides with palms of hands 
facing down.  Support forearms with pillows or pads.

 4. Place legs about 12 inches apart.

 5. Place a pillow under the back of the calves.

 6. Place pillows along the outside and slightly  
beneath each thigh if needed.

 7. Wash and dry your hands well or use the hand rub.
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Keeping body aligned while 
lying on stomach

Use these steps to keep the patient’s body lined  
up right when she is lying on her stomach.

 1. Wash and dry your hands well.  Or  
you may use a waterless alcohol-based  
hand rub instead.  Tell the patient what  
you are going to do.

 2. Place her on her stomach.  
(Use log roll technique.  Ask the  
nurse for information on this.) 

 3. Check to see that backbone is straight and head  
is turned sideways.

 4. Arms should be bent at elbows and placed on either 
side of head.

 5. For women, place a pillow under stomach or a small 
towel under shoulders to keep pressure off breasts.

 6. Legs should be straight and slightly apart.

 7. Place a pillow under lower legs to keep  
pressure off toes.

 8. Wash and dry your hands well, or use the hand rub.
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Note: 
 Many people don’t like this position or can’t be in it very 
long.  Change to another position after 15 – 20 minutes.



Keeping body aligned while lying 
on side

Use these steps to keep the patient’s body  
lined up right when he is lying on his side. 

 1. Wash and dry your hands well.  Or you  
may use a waterless alcohol-based hand  
rub instead.  Tell the patient what you are  
going to do.  

 2. Put a pillow under his head.  (Take care that your finger 
nails don’t dig into the patient.)

 3. If he is not in the middle of the bed, hold him around 
the shoulder area and gently lift the upper part of the 
body to the middle.  Do the same with the lower part  
of the body.  

 4. Keep the bottom leg straighter, and bend the top  
leg at the knee.  Place a pillow between legs.

 5. Slide the arm that’s touching the bed up to the  
pillow at his head.  Keep the palm facing up.  

 6. Place the other arm out straight or slightly bent. Place 
a pad or small pillow under the arm from the elbow  
to the fingers.  Wrap the fingers over the pillow.

 7. Wash and dry hands well, or use the hand rub.
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Keeping body aligned while 
reclining on back 

Use these steps to keep the patient’s body lined up right when 
he is sitting half-way up on his back. 

Reclining on back

 1. Wash and dry your hands well.  Or you  
may use a waterless alcohol-based hand  
rub instead.  Tell the patient what you  
are going to do.

 2. Make sure his spine and legs are straight  
and in the middle of the bed.

 3. Place one or more pillows under head, or raise hospital 
bed to 45 degree angle.

 4. Bend his knees a little, and put a pillow under  
thighs.  (If patient is in a hospital bed, use the foot 
button/crank to bend the bed at his knees.)

 5. Put pillow under calves to take pressure off heels.  Also, 
avoid pressure on the elbows and coccyx (tailbone).

 6. Put pillow or pad against footboard  
of bed to cushion feet.

 7. Place pillows under forearms for support.

 8. Wash and dry your hands  
well, or use the hand rub.
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