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TOOLBOX TALK
Handling Ladders: The Injuries That Don’t Make Headlines

T O P I C  N O .

TBT L-03
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 Subpart X   ·   29 CFR 1910 Subpart D   ·   General Duty Clause   ·   
NIOSH Lifting Equation

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

When a worker falls off a ladder, the whole site hears about it. When a worker pulls his 

back lifting one, smashes his fingers folding one, or clips a coworker in the face carrying 

one around a corner, it doesn’t make the news. But it makes the medical bills. It makes 

the lost-time report. It makes the kind of slow, nagging back injury that ends careers. 

Today is about the injuries that don’t make headlines, the ones that come from 

setting up, taking down, and moving ladders, before anyone ever steps on a rung.

02  THE NUMBER NOBODY TALKS ABOUT
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B A C K  I N J U R Y  R A T E

1 IN 5
W O R K P L A C E  I N J U R I E S

THE NUM BER NOBODY TAL KS ABOUT

Per OSHA’s own data, back injuries account for 1 in 

every 5 workplace injuries and illnesses, and 3 out of 

4 of those happen while lifting. The same data shows that 

4 out of 5 manual-handling injuries hit the lower back. 

Ladders are some of the heaviest, longest, most awkward 

objects on a jobsite. Carry them wrong and you’re a 

statistic before you ever get on a rung.

Most jobsite ladder talks focus on falls. They should. But the slow-burn injuries (back strains from 

carrying, smashed fingers from folding, blunt impacts from corners) outnumber the dramatic ones by a 

wide margin. They’re also among the most preventable. OSHA can cite ergonomic hazards under the 

General Duty Clause, and on a sustained-injury basis, your workers’ comp carrier is paying attention 

even if OSHA isn’t.

03  FIVE INJURIES, FIVE FIXES

I N J U R Y  T Y P E W H E R E  I T  H I T S H O W  T O  P R E V E N T  I T

B A C K  S T R A I N Lower Back

Two-person carry on long ladders. Use the walk-

up method to raise extension ladders. Never lift 

and twist.

P I N C H E D  
F I N G E R S

Hands / Knuckles

Hands on the rails away from the spreader hinges 

when opening or folding a step ladder. Watch the 

scissor zone.

S M A S H E D  
F I N G E R S

Fingertips

Don’t put fingers between the front and back 

sections during folding or carrying. The two 

halves snap shut fast.

B L U N T  I M P A C T Head / Face

Slow down at corners and doorways. Lower the 

leading end. Verbal warning before you round a 

corner.

S H O U L D E R  /  
W R I S T

Upper Body

Don’t reach overhead with a long ladder. Lift 

between mid-thigh and mid-chest, the “power 

zone.” Keep loads close.
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04  THE WALK-UP METHOD

This is the right way to raise a long extension ladder against a wall, alone or with a partner. Most back 

injuries from ladder setup come from skipping these steps:

S T E P

1

LAY THE LADDER FLAT

Place the ladder on the ground perpendicular to the wall, with the feet 

pressed firmly against the base of the wall. The ladder is now anchored at the 

bottom.

S T E P

2

WALK I T  UPRIGHT

Start at the top end. Lift it overhead. Walk hand-over-hand down the rungs 

toward the wall. The ladder pivots up against the wall as you walk under it. 

The wall does most of the lifting, not your back.

S T E P

3

SET T HE ANGL E

Now the ladder is fully vertical against the wall. Reach a low rung with one 

hand, hold a higher rung with the other for stability, and walk the bottom out 

until the ladder hits the proper angle (1 foot of base for every 4 feet of working 

height).

05  THE TWO-PERSON CARRY

Anything over 30 lbs or longer than your reach calls for a partner. NIOSH research shows the same 

load is exponentially harder on your back when carried solo and asymmetrically. For a long ladder:

□   One person at the front, one at the rear, both on the same side of the ladder.

□   Grip the side rails (not rungs) at waist height when possible.

□   Front person sets the pace and watches for hazards. Rear person watches the back end.

□   Walk in step. Communicate every direction change before it happens.

□   Lower as a team. Never let one person take the full weight while the other repositions.

06  PINCH AND SMASH POINTS

Step ladders pinch fingers in two places, both during folding:
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□   The spreader bar hinges near the top of the ladder. These act like scissors when the ladder closes. Hands 

stay on the rails, not on or near the spreader.

□   The space between the front and back sections. They snap shut faster than you can pull a finger out. Keep 

hands on the outside of the rails when folding or carrying.

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

Most blind-corner injuries on a jobsite come from somebody else’s ladder. Slow down at 

corners, doorways, and equipment turns. Lower the leading end of the ladder so if you do clip 

somebody, it’s a leg or hip, not a face. Call out before you round the corner. “Ladder coming 

through” takes a quarter of a second and prevents a hospital trip.

07  WHY IT MATTERS

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

These injuries cost real money. 
A pulled back puts a worker on 
light duty for weeks. A 
smashed finger pulls them off 
the tool. A blind-corner collision 
creates two casualties from one 
mistake. The fixes are free.

[ INDIVIDUAL ]
F O R  Y O U

Back injuries are progressive. 
The strain you ignore in your 
30s turns into chronic pain in 
your 50s. Carry smart now. 
Your future back is the one 
you’re protecting.

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

Most homeowners injure 
themselves the same way. 
Hauling a ladder out of the 
garage alone, leaning it the 
wrong way, smashing a finger 
folding it back up. Same 
techniques. Same outcomes.

08  TODAY’S DRILL

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

Before lunch, watch how ladders are being moved on this site. Is anyone carrying a long 

extension ladder solo? Is anyone walking around a blind corner without lowering the leading 

end? Is anyone gripping the spreader hinges when folding a step ladder? Each of those is a 

preventable injury waiting to happen. Coach the right technique. Make it the crew norm.

09  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Has anyone here ever pulled a back, smashed a finger, or got hit by someone else’s ladder? What were the 

conditions?
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2.  When was the last time you grabbed a long ladder solo because the other guy was “right there”? Did it 

actually save time, or did you risk a strain?

3.  On this site, are crews calling out at blind corners? If not, what would it take to make that the standard?
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10  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/

