
TOOLBOX TALK
L-04  ·  Setting an Extension Ladder Right

T O P I C  N O .

L-04
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 G U L A T O R Y  R E F E R E N C E

29 CFR 1926.1053 (Subpart X, Stairways and Ladders)  ·  29 CFR 1910 Subpart D (Walking-Working 
Surfaces)  ·  ANSI A14 ladder standards

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 PROBLEM ISN’T BALANCE
It’s the setup that decided it before you climbed.

S T A R T  H E R E

SET IT WRONG, IT FALLS WITH YOU.
Most ladder falls aren’t a balance problem. They’re a setup problem. The base kicks out. The top 
slides sideways. You reach past the rail and the whole thing tips. The fall is the last thing that 
happens. The setup is what decided it. Get the numbers right before you put your weight on it.

02  WHY SETUP DECIDES IT
A non-self-supporting ladder doesn’t stand on its own.

An extension ladder is held in place by gravity, friction, and angle. Get any of those wrong and physics 
takes over. According to NIOSH and CDC analysis, about 81 percent of construction-worker fall injuries 
treated in emergency rooms involve a ladder. Head injuries account for nearly half of fatal ladder falls. 
And the most common contributing factors aren’t exotic: wrong angle, unstable surface, no top 
extension, no barricade, no inspection.

OSHA’s 1926.1053 standard tells you the rules. The math tells you why they work. Get both right and 
the ladder stays under you.

03  THE NUMBERS
Four numbers decide whether the ladder stays planted.



4 : 1
T H E  A N G L E

For every 4 feet of working length up the wall, the base sits 1 foot out. 
That puts the ladder at roughly 75½ degrees.

Working length is the distance along the rail from the foot to where it 
touches the top support. One-quarter of that working length is how far 
out the base goes.

29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(5)(i).

3 FT
A B O V E  T H E 

L A N D I N G

When the ladder is used to access an upper level, the side rails extend 
at least 3 feet above the landing. That gives you something to hold while 
you step on and off.

Can’t extend 3 feet? Secure the top to a rigid support and provide a 
grab-rail or other handhold to mount and dismount.

29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(1).

10 FT
F R O M 

E N E R G I Z E D 
L I N E S

Keep the ladder, your body, your tools, and your materials at least 10 
feet from energized overhead lines up to 50 kV. Higher voltages need 
more clearance.

Lines closer than 10 feet? Get them de-energized, insulated, or covered 
before anyone climbs.

OSHA enforcement guidance and 29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(12).

1 HAND
O N  T H E  L A D D E R

At least one hand firmly grasping a rung or side rail at all times when 
climbing up or down.

Sliding your hand along the rail is not grasping. A hand that’s sliding 
can’t stop a fall.

29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(20) and (b)(21).

04  SETTING IT UP RIGHT
Six steps before the first foot goes on the rung.

S T E P

1

INSPECT IT  F IRST

Before you carry it, before you stand it up, look it over. Cracked or split rails. 
Missing or bent rungs. Loose or damaged feet. Broken rung locks. Corroded 
rivets. Anything sketchy and the ladder gets tagged “Do Not Use” and pulled 
out of service. Don’t talk yourself into “good enough.” 1926.1053(b)(15) and (b)
(16).



S T E P

2
STABLE,  LEVEL,  NOT SLIPPERY

Both feet on a level, stable surface. Not soft dirt. Not loose gravel. Not a sheet 
of plywood balanced on something. If the surface is slippery, the ladder gets 
secured or you don’t use it there. 1926.1053(b)(6) and (b)(7). Slip-resistant feet 
are not a substitute for tying the ladder off.

S T E P

3
BOTH RAILS TO THE WALL

The top of a non-self-supporting ladder rests with both side rails supported 
equally against the wall or structure. Don’t lean one rail on a window frame, a 
corner, or one bracket. The only exception is a ladder built with a single-
support attachment. 1926.1053(b)(10).

S T E P

4
SET THE ANGLE:  1  OUT FOR EVERY 4  UP

Base distance from the wall equals one-quarter of the working length. Working 
length 24 feet means the base sits 6 feet out. Steeper than that and the ladder 
kicks back when you step off. Shallower and the base slides out from under 
you. The target angle is roughly 75½ degrees. 1926.1053(b)(5)(i).

S T E P

5
3 FEET OVER THE LANDING (OR SECURE THE TOP)

Side rails extend at least 3 feet above the landing. That gives you something to 
hold while transitioning. Can’t extend 3 feet? Secure the top of the ladder to a 
rigid support that won’t deflect, and use a grab-rail or other handhold for the 
mount and dismount. 1926.1053(b)(1).

S T E P

6
BARRICADE DOORWAYS,  AISLES,  DRIVES

If the ladder is set up where someone can walk into it, drive into it, or open a 
door into it, secure it or barricade the area. Cones. Caution tape. A spotter. A 
swung door doesn’t care that you’re 18 feet up. 1926.1053(b)(8).

05  WHAT “FIRM GRIP” MEANS
OSHA says “grasping.” Sliding your hand isn’t it.

  ✓ G R A S P I N G  ( R I G H T )   ✗ S L I D I N G  ( W R O N G )

One hand wrapped fully around a rung or rail. 
The hand can stop a fall.

One hand resting on the side rail, sliding up as 
you climb. The hand will slip the moment a foot 
does.



Tools in a belt or pouch. Heavy materials 
hauled up after you with a rope or hoist.

Tools and materials in your hand, replacing 
your grip on the rail.

Body facing the ladder. Both feet planted on 
the rung. Belt buckle between the rails.

Climbing with one shoulder turned, hand 
sliding, body twisted to reach a tool.

06  STAY CENTERED
The belt-buckle rule, in plain language.

Keep your belt buckle between the two side rails the whole time you’re up there. The moment your 
buckle leaves the rail line, your center of gravity is past the base and physics is making a decision. 
Don’t reach for a wire two feet to your right when you can climb down and move the ladder six inches 
over.

Repositioning takes 30 seconds. A side fall takes one. 1926.1053(b)(22).

07  ELECTRICAL CLEARANCE
Metal ladders and energized lines kill people.

  ⚠ N E V E R  A  M E T A L  L A D D E R  N E A R  L I V E  P O W E R

Aluminum, steel, and wet wood are all conductive. Use ladders with nonconductive side rails 
(fiberglass) wherever you, your tools, or the ladder could contact exposed energized lines or 
equipment. Stay 10 feet from overhead lines up to 50 kV. More for higher voltages. If lines are 
closer than 10 feet, get them de-energized, insulated, or covered before anyone climbs. 29 CFR 
1926.1053(b)(12).

08  NEVER DO THIS
Four lines you don’t cross. Ever.

  ⚡ N E V E R  M O V E  A  L A D D E R  W I T H  
S O M E O N E  O N  I T

Don’t shift it. Don’t reposition it. Don’t “just nudge it 
over.” If the ladder needs to move, the person 
climbing comes down first. 1926.1053(b)(11).

  ⚡ N E V E R  U S E  A  L A D D E R  F O R  
W H A T  I T  W A S N ’ T  B U I L T  F O R

Not as a bridge. Not as a horizontal walkway. Not 
leaned sideways across an opening. Used for the 
purpose it was designed for. 1926.1053(b)(4).

  ⚡ N E V E R  T I E  T W O  L A D D E R S  
T O G E T H E R  F O R  L E N G T H

Two 16-foot ladders lashed together is not a 32-
foot ladder. It’s a structural failure waiting to 
happen. Get the ladder built for the height. 
1926.1053(a)(7).

  ⚡ N E V E R  C L I M B  W I T H  A  L O A D  
T H A T  T A K E S  A  H A N D

If carrying it means you can’t grasp the ladder, it 
doesn’t go up with you. Use a tool belt, a hoist, a 
rope, a bucket: anything that keeps both hands 
free. 1926.1053(b)(22).



09  WHY IT MATTERS
What proper setup actually buys you.

[ J O B S I T E ]

A ladder set right doesn’t slide 
out at noon when someone 
bumps the base. The job moves 
on schedule. The crew doesn’t 
lose a man and a Monday 
morning to a fall report.

[ I N D I V I D U A L ]

Head injuries account for nearly 
half of fatal ladder falls. Setup 
decides whether you go home 
Friday or wake up in a trauma 
ward. The 30 seconds to set the 
angle is the cheapest insurance 
you’ll buy.

[ H O M E ]

Most ladder injuries happen on 
home extension ladders. Same 
physics, same rules. 1 out for 
every 4 up. 3 feet above the 
gutter. Both feet on something 
solid. This works on your own 
roof too.

10  TODAY’S DRILL
On the actual ladder you’re using right now.

T O D A Y ’ S  D R I L L

WALK THE LADDER YOU’RE USING

1. Eyeball both rails, all rungs, both feet. Anything broken or missing, the ladder is out.

2. Check the ground. Both feet planted on something stable and level? If no, fix it or don’t 
climb.

3. Check the angle. Stand at the base. Toes against the feet. Stand straight up and reach your 
arms out level. Your palms should hit a rung at shoulder height. That’s roughly 4:1.

4. Check the top. Does it extend 3 feet over the landing? If not, is the top secured to a rigid 
support?

5. If the ladder is anywhere people walk, drive, or could open a door, set up a barricade.

6. If anything fails, fix it before the first foot goes on the rung.

11  CREW DISCUSSION
Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

01.  When was the last time you set up a ladder and didn’t check the angle? What were you working 
on, and what made you skip it?

02.  What does this crew do when a ladder needs to go where the surface isn’t stable? Walk us 
through what actually gets done.

03.  If a ladder on this site got cracked tomorrow, who pulls it out of service? Where does it go? Is that 
procedure clear to everyone here?



ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF
By signing below I confirm I attended this toolbox talk, understood the content, and had the opportunity to ask 
questions.

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 D A T E



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 ?
Stop chasing paper sign-offs. Run sign-offs, attendance, and OSHA-aligned content from one 

app.

Book a demo on  skillsignal.com


