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01  START HERE

EVERYTHING UP WANTS TO COME DOWN.

Gravity never turns off. It is the one energy source on this site working 24 hours a day with no 

operator, no switch, and no warning sound. Every load we lift, every plank we set, every tool we 

carry above the deck is stored energy waiting for a reason to release. Today we find where it is 

stored and what is actually holding it back.

The Energy Wheel is a hazard recognition tool from research led by Dr. Matthew Hallowell at the 

University of Colorado Boulder. It prompts a crew to scan for ten types of energy: gravity, motion, 

mechanical, electrical, pressure, temperature, chemical, biological, radiation, and sound. In field 

studies, crews using the wheel found about 30% more hazards than crews using a standard pre-task 

plan. Without it, workers identified roughly 45% of the hazards present. This talk covers one spoke of 

the wheel.



02  WHAT GRAVITY ENERGY IS

Gravity energy is anything that can fall, and anyone who can fall. It has two forms on a jobsite. The first 

is a person at height. The second is an object above a person. Both are the same physics: weight times 

height. Double the height and you double the energy.

That math is why the researchers behind the Energy Wheel put falls from elevation and suspended 

loads at the top of the list of thirteen hazards most likely to kill a construction worker. It is also why falls 

are the leading cause of death in construction year after year.

500
FOOT-POUNDS

The Line Between a Bruise and a Funeral

Safety researchers at the University of Colorado set 500 foot-

pounds as the threshold where a serious injury or fatality becomes 

the most likely outcome. A 50-pound object dropped from 10 feet 

crosses it. So does a 200-pound worker falling a little over two 

feet. That is why a fall from four feet is treated as a high-energy 

hazard even when the deck looks close to the ground.

03  WHERE IT HIDES ON THIS SITE

  ⚡ Suspended Loads

Anything on a hook, a fork, or a 
sling. The rigging is the only thing 
between the load and the person 
under it. Nobody walks under a 
load. Ever. (1926.1425)

  ⚡ Leading Edges and Openings

Floor holes, roof edges, stair openings, elevator shafts. Six feet or more 
needs guardrails, nets, or a tied-off harness before anyone steps out. 
(1926.501)

  ⚡ Materials Stored Up High

Pipe, block, and rebar bundles on 
upper decks. Stacked, stable, and 
back from the edge, or it is a 
dropped object waiting for a bump. 
(1926.250)

  ⚡ Tools on the Deck Above

A wrench off a scaffold lands on a hard hat at full speed. Toeboards, 
screens, and tool lanyards are the control, not luck. (1926.451(h))

  ⚡ Spoil Piles at the Trench

Excavated material at the edge 
rolls back in on the people below. 
OSHA wants it at least two feet 
from the lip. (1926.651(j)(2))

  ⚡ Ladders and Step-Offs

Most falls on a site are not from the roof. They are from the second rung, 
the truck bed, and the top of the form. Low does not mean safe.



04  WHAT OSHA REQUIRES

RULE

1

Six feet, no exceptions

1926.501(b)(1) requires fall protection for any employee on a 

walking or working surface with an unprotected side or edge six feet 

or more above a lower level. Guardrail, safety net, or personal fall 

arrest. Pick one before the work starts, not after.

RULE

2

Nobody in the fall zone

1926.1425 keeps employees out of the fall zone of a suspended 

load, with narrow exceptions for the riggers hooking, unhooking, or 

guiding it. Everyone else stays out. Hoisting routes are planned to 

keep loads away from people, not through them.

RULE

3

Protect the people below

A hard hat is the last control, not the first. 1926.451(h) requires 

toeboards, screens, nets, or canopies where people work or pass 

below a scaffold. 1926.100 requires head protection anywhere 

falling objects are possible. Both, not one.

05  THE BLIND SPOT

  ⚠ SEEN BUT NOT SOLVED

Gravity is the hazard crews spot first. The research is clear on that. The blind spot is different. 

Crews see the edge and assume someone else handled it. They see the load and assume the 

rigger checked it. Seeing gravity is not controlling gravity. If you cannot point to the guardrail, the 

anchor, or the exclusion zone, the hazard is still live.

06  WHAT COUNTS AS A CONTROL

Finding the hazard is half the job. The other half is a control that still works when somebody makes a 

mistake. Left column counts. Right column does not.

  ✓ DIRECT CONTROL   ✗ NOT A CONTROL

Guardrail system built to 1926.502 at every open 
edge before work starts

A warning line ten feet back with nobody watching it



  ✓ DIRECT CONTROL   ✗ NOT A CONTROL

Harness tied off to a rated anchor before 
stepping onto the edge

A harness worn with the lanyard clipped to its own D-
ring

Taped-off exclusion zone under every pick, 
enforced by the signal person

Yelling “headache” as the load swings over

Toeboards and debris netting on the scaffold Telling the crew to be careful with their tools

07  WHY IT MATTERS

[JOBSITE]

Falls are the leading cause of 

death in construction. A site that 

controls gravity at every edge and 

every pick removes the single 

biggest killer from the board.

[INDIVIDUAL]

You do not get a second 

chance with gravity. A fall from 

height or an object from above 

does not leave time to react. 

The control has to be in place 

before the exposure starts.

[HOME]

Most fall deaths are not from 

the top of a high-rise. They are 

from a single story, a ladder, a 

truck bed. The ordinary stuff. 

That is the stuff that gets you 

home or does not.

08  TODAY’S DRILL

TODAY’S DRILL

WALK THE EDGE. FIND THE PICK.

Before this talk ends, every person names one edge, opening, or hole they will work near today and 

one load that will be lifted over the work area. For each one, name the control. Guardrail, anchor point, 

exclusion zone. If nobody can name the control, work at that spot does not start until somebody can.

09  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Where on this site today is someone working above someone else? Who owns the control 

between them?

2.  Think of the last time you saw someone under a load. Did anyone say anything? Why or why not?

3.  What is the lowest height you have ever seen someone get hurt from? Was it protected?



ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF

By signing below, each crew member confirms attendance at this toolbox talk and understanding of its content.

NAME (PRINT) SIGNATURE

SUPERVISOR SIGNATURE DATE



READY TO DIGITIZE YOUR TOOLBOX TALKS?
Stop chasing paper sign-offs across trailers and clipboards. SkillSignal puts your TBTs, attendance, and 

compliance records in one place your crews can actually use, in any language they speak.

Book a demo at skillsignal.com


