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TOOLBOX TALK
Extension Ladders: Six Habits That Get People Hurt

T O P I C  N O .

TBT L-01
D U R A T I O N

10 to 15 min
A U D I E N C E

All Crew

O S H A  R E F E R E N C E    29 CFR 1926.1053   ·   29 CFR 1926 Subpart X   ·   29 CFR 1910 Subpart D   ·   
Ladders

P R O J E C T  /  J O B S I T E D A T E P R E S E N T E D  B Y

01  THE HOOK

S T A R T  H E R E

OSHA’s ladder standard, 29 CFR 1926.1053, is the third-most-cited construction 

standard in the country. Year after year. Same violations, same falls, same broken 

bones, same fatalities. Used right, an extension ladder is one of the cheapest, fastest 

tools on a jobsite. Used wrong, it puts a worker on the ground in a fraction of a second. 

Today we’re running through six specific habits that turn an extension ladder from a tool 

into an injury report.

02  WHY LADDERS ARE DIFFERENT

Most jobsite hazards announce themselves. A ladder doesn’t. It feels stable right up until the moment it 

isn’t, and once it goes, you have less than a second to react. The vast majority of ladder-related injuries 

don’t come from broken ladders. They come from how the ladder was used: where it was set, what 

was on top of it, who was on it, where the worker’s body was. Six specific habits cause the bulk of the 

damage.

03  THE SIX HABITS
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H A B I T

1

USING T HE WRONG L ENGT H

If your ladder is too short to reach the work safely, the answer is not to set it 

on a pallet, a box, a stack of bricks, or anything else to gain extra height. And 

it’s definitely not to lash two ladders together to make one longer one (which 

OSHA explicitly prohibits under 1926.1053(b)(3)). Walk back to the gang box 

and grab the right ladder. Five extra minutes is cheaper than a fall.

H A B I T

2

USING IT  AS  A  WAL K BOARD

Extension ladders are designed to be vertical, with weight on the rungs. They 

are not designed to be laid horizontally across saw horses to bridge a gap, 

span a trench, or serve as a temporary scaffold plank. Lay it flat and you can 

break the rails, snap a rung, or just lose your balance and step off the edge. If 

you need a horizontal surface, get the right scaffold.

H A B I T

3

TWO PEOPL E AT  ONCE

Only one person on a ladder at a time. Two people climbing or working from 

one extension ladder shifts the weight in ways the ladder wasn’t engineered 

for, and one person’s movement throws off the other’s balance. The only 

exception is a ladder specifically rated and labeled for simultaneous two-

person use. If the ladder isn’t labeled for it, it’s one person at a time.

H A B I T

4

CL IMBING T OO H IGH

Stay on the lowest rung that lets you do the work safely. Don’t step on or 

above any rung the manufacturer marks as unsafe (usually the top three 

rungs of an extension ladder). And don’t bridge yourself between a ladder 

rung and another surface (a windowsill, a beam, a stepladder). The moment 

your two feet aren’t on the same surface, the ladder can slide out from under 

you.
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H A B I T

5

LOSING POINTS  OF  CONTACT

OSHA expects you to maintain three points of contact while on a ladder: 

two feet plus one hand, or two hands plus one foot. Always face the ladder. If 

you have to use both hands briefly, plant both feet on the same rung and lean 

your chest, thighs, or knees forward into the ladder. Never lean back while 

reaching overhead. Backwards momentum off a ladder is one of the most 

common ways crews land on their head.

H A B I T

6

REACHING TO O FAR TO  THE S IDE

Reaching is the single most common cause of ladder falls. Crews stretch “just 

a few more inches” instead of climbing down to move the ladder, and the 

ladder pivots out from under them. The rule below is the simplest way to stop 

this from happening.

04  THE BELT BUCKLE RULE

T H E  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

BELT BUCKLE
BETWEEN

THE RAILS

ST AY CENTERED

Reaching to one side or the other is the most common 

way crews end up on the ground. Keep your belt buckle 

between the side rails of the ladder at all times. Better 

still, keep your sternum (center of your chest) between 

the rails. The moment your buckle clears a rail, the ladder 

wants to follow you. Reposition the ladder instead of 

stretching.

  ⚠ I F  Y O U ’ R E  R E A C H I N G ,  Y O U ’ R E  A B O U T  T O  F A L L

If you have to lean far enough that your belt buckle leaves the rails, that’s the moment to stop, 

climb down, and move the ladder. Crews tell themselves they’ll “just be careful.” The ladder 

doesn’t care how careful you’re being. Its center of gravity moves with you. Move with it 

instead. Climb down. Reposition. Climb back up. The 30 seconds you spend repositioning is 

the cheapest insurance on the site.

05  WHEN A LADDER ISN’T RIGHT FOR THE JOB
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Sometimes the safest call is to not use an extension ladder at all. Switch to a scaffold, a lift, or another 

platform when:

□   The work takes more than a few minutes at one position.

□   You need to handle materials that require both hands.

□   The reach exceeds what the belt-buckle rule allows.

□   The ground at the base is uneven, soft, or sloped.

□   The work area requires more than one worker at height simultaneously.

06  WHY IT MATTERS

[ JOBSITE ]
F O R  T H E  C R E W

Falls from ladders are one of 
the leading causes of 
construction fatalities. Most of 
those falls are preventable with 
the same six habits we just 
covered. The crews that run a 
clean ladder culture have 
measurably fewer incidents.

[ INDIVIDUAL ]
F O R  Y O U

A 6-foot fall onto concrete 
fractures vertebrae, shatters 
wrists, and can kill if you land 
wrong. The difference between 
a normal day and a hospital 
stay is often a 30-second 
decision to climb down and 
move the ladder.

[ HOME ]
F O R  L I F E  O F F - S I T E

More people get seriously hurt 
on home extension ladders 
than work ones, because 
there’s no foreman to check the 
setup. Same six habits. Same 
physics. Cleaning gutters or 
hanging holiday lights deserves 
the same attention.

07  TODAY’S DRILL

T O D A Y ’ S  D R I L L     W A L K  T H E  L A D D E R S

Before lunch, find every extension ladder in service on your work area. For each one, check: 

Is it the right length for the work? Is it being used vertically (not as a walk board)? Is one 

person on it at a time? Is the worker on a safe rung? Are they keeping three points of contact 

and a centered belt buckle? Anything off, fix it before end of shift. Tag out and pull any 

damaged ladders.

08  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Has anyone here ever fallen off a ladder, or come close? Which of the six habits was involved?
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2.  When was the last time you grabbed a too-short ladder because the right one was “too far” to walk to? What 

stopped you, or what should have?

3.  On this site, do you have the right scaffolds and lifts available so crews don’t default to extension ladders for 

jobs that need something else?
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09  ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF

All attendees confirm they participated in this Toolbox Talk and understand the content covered.

N A M E  ( P R I N T ) S I G N A T U R E

S U P E R V I S O R  S I G N A T U R E

_____________________________________________         Date: _______________

R E A D Y  T O  D I G I T I Z E  Y O U R  T O O L B O X  T A L K S ?

Digital sign-offs, instant distribution, and your full safety program in one place. No more paper.
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Book a demo at  skillsignal.com

https://skillsignal.com/

