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Step Ladders: The Parts You’re Not Allowed to Stand On

TOPIC NO. DURATION AUDIENCE
TBT L-02 10 to 15 min All Crew

OSHA REFERENCE 29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(13) - 29 CFR 1926 Subpart X - 29 CFR 1910 Subpart D

PROJECT / JOBSITE DATE PRESENTED BY

01 THE HOOK

START HERE

Step ladders feel safer than extension ladders. They’re shorter. They stand on their own.
Anybody can pop one open. That’s exactly why they cause so many falls. Crews respect
what feels dangerous and underestimate what feels routine. The fall off a 6-foot step
ladder onto a concrete floor breaks bones the same way a fall off an extension ladder
does, and it happens twice as often because nobody’s paying attention. Today we’re
covering the parts of a step ladder you’re not allowed to stand on, and the one habit that
turns a step ladder into a leaning ladder it was never designed to be.

02 WHY STEP LADDERS GET MISUSED

A step ladder is a self-supporting ladder. It only works when it's fully open, with the spreader bars
locked, on level ground, with all four feet planted. The hinges and the spreader bars (required under
1926.1053(a)(8)) are what give it its strength. Anything else (folded, leaning, on uneven ground, on a
pallet, with somebody on the wrong part of it) and it's no longer the ladder it was engineered to be.

This talk covers the most-violated step ladder rules, all sourced directly from OSHA'’s ladder standard
(29 CFR 1926.1053).
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03 THE FIVE DANGER ZONES

These are the parts of a step ladder you cannot stand on, sit on, or use as a step:

STATUS PART OF THE LADDER WHY YOU CAN’'T STAND ON IT

The flat top platform with the tool tray. Explicitly
THE TOP CAP prohibited under 1926.1053(b)(13). Designed for tools,
not feet.

The rung directly below the top cap. Same OSHA
THE TOP STEP prohibition. Stops you from being able to grab the
ladder for support.

The fold-down tray for buckets. It's rated for paint
THE PAINT SHELF cans, not body weight. Stepping on it bends the hinge
and dumps you off.

The diagonal cross-pieces on the rear. Not a climbing
THE BACK BRACES surface unless your ladder is specifically designed and
rated for two-side climbing.

One foot on a front rung, one foot on a back brace.
STRADDLING Looks like extra reach. It's actually a one-second
balance failure waiting to happen.

OSHA is explicit on the top cap and top step under 1926.1053(b)(13): “The top or top step of a
stepladder shall not be used as a step.” That’s not a guideline. It’s a citation if an inspector sees you on
t.

04 THE MOST VIOLATED RULE
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STEP LADDERS DON’'T LEAN

A step ladder is self-supporting. It only works when it’s
fully open with the spreader bars locked, all four feet on
level ground. Folding it up and leaning it against a wall is
AGAINST the most common step ladder violation on jobsites, and
A WALL it's the easiest way to land flat on your back. The angle is
wrong, the feet aren’t designed for it, the spreader bars
are doing nothing. If you need a leaning ladder, get an
extension ladder. Don’t use the wrong tool.

THE #1 VIOLATION

FOLDED

/N IF YOU’'RE LEANING A STEP LADDER, YOU’RE ONE SLIP FROM THE
FLOOR

A folded step ladder leaning against a wall has none of the geometry that makes a step
ladder safe. The feet aren’t designed to grip at that angle. The spreader bars are hanging
open. The rails were engineered for vertical load on an A-frame, not lateral pressure. The first
time the wall flexes, your foot shifts, or you reach to one side, the ladder kicks out. There’s no
warning. If you can’t open the step ladder fully, you’re using the wrong tool.

05 SETTING UP RIGHT

Every time. Every job. Five-second pre-climb check:
00 Ladder is on level, solid ground with all four feet flat.
O Both spreader bars are fully extended and locked.
00 Ladder is tall enough to do the work without standing on the top step.
0 Set up to face the work head-on when possible.
0 If you must work on a wall, set the ladder PARALLEL to the wall, never lean it folded.
1 Not blocking a doorway (or door is locked open / guarded if it has to be).

(1 Duty rating label visible and matches the load (worker + tools + materials).

06 THE BODY RULES

Same fundamentals as any ladder: face the ladder, three points of contact, both feet on the same
step. If you need both hands free for a moment, plant both feet and lean your chest, thighs, or knees
forward into the ladder. Never lean back to reach overhead.
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And the same belt-buckle rule from extension ladders applies here: keep your belt buckle between
the side rails at all times. Better, your sternum. The moment you reach far enough that your buckle
clears a rail, the ladder wants to tip with you. Climb down and reposition.

07 WHY IT MATTERS

[ JOBSITE ]
FOR THE CREW

Step ladder falls happen most
often on “simple” tasks:
hanging a sign, swapping a
bulb, patching drywall. The
crews that respect step ladders
the same way they respect

[ INDIVIDUAL ]
FOR YOU

A 6-foot fall onto a concrete
floor breaks wrists, vertebrae,
and skulls. The OSHA
prohibitions on the top cap and
top step exist because too
many workers have been killed

[ HOME ]
FOR LIFE OFF-SITE

The garage step ladder is one
of the most dangerous tools in
your house, mostly because
nobody treats it like a tool.
Hanging Christmas lights,
painting trim, changing fixtures.

extension ladders have
measurably fewer incidents.

standing on them. Don’t add to Same five danger zones. Same
that number. rules.

08 TODAY’S DRILL

TODAY’S DRILL INSPECT EVERY STEP LADDER

Walk the work area and find every step ladder in use. Check each one: Is it fully open with
spreader bars locked? On level ground? Is the worker standing on a safe step (not the top
cap, top step, or paint shelf)? Is anyone leaning a folded one against a wall? Anything off, fix
it before end of shift. Tag and pull damaged ladders. The 10 minutes you spend now is the
cheapest insurance on the site.

09 CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1. Be honest. When was the last time you stood on the top cap or top step of a step ladder? What were you
trying to reach, and was there a taller ladder available?

2. Has anyone here ever leaned a folded step ladder against a wall? What happened?

3. On this site, are the right size step ladders available where crews need them, or do guys grab the wrong
size because the right one is too far away?
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10 ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF

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

NAME (PRINT) SIGNATURE

SUPERVISOR SIGNATURE
Date:

SKILLSIGNAL"

Construction Safety & Compliance

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