
TOOLBOX TALK
Basic Scaffold Safety: The Competent Person’s Role

TOPIC NO.

SC-02
DURATION

10 to 15 min
AUDIENCE

All Crew

OSHA REFERENCES

29 CFR 1926.450(b) Definitions  ·  29 CFR 1926.451(b)(10) and (b)(11)  ·  29 CFR 1926.451(d)(3)(i)  ·  29 CFR 
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01  START HERE

ONE NAME. ONE SET OF BRAKES.

Walk this site right now and ask three guys, “Who’s the Competent Person for scaffolds today?” If 

you get three different answers, or three blank stares, we have a problem. OSHA wrote that role 

into the standard because someone has to be able to shut a scaffold down before it kills 

somebody. Today we name them. We name what they do. And we name what you owe them.

02  WHAT OSHA ACTUALLY SAYS

Per 29 CFR 1926.450(b), a “Competent Person” is one who is capable of identifying existing and 

predictable hazards in the surroundings or working conditions which are unsanitary, hazardous, or 

dangerous to employees, and who has authorization to take prompt corrective measures to 

eliminate them.

Read that twice. It is two things, not one. The Competent Person has to know enough to spot the 

hazard, and the employer has to give them the authority to stop the work. Knowledge without authority 

is a guy with a clipboard. Authority without knowledge is a foreman guessing. Neither one is what 

OSHA requires.



The Competent Person is appointed by the employer, by name, for this jobsite. Not borrowed from 

another project. Not assumed by default. Named.

03  THE HEADLINE DUTY

BEFORE
EACH WORK SHIFT

Inspection Is Not Optional

29 CFR 1926.451(f)(3) requires the Competent Person to inspect 

scaffolds and scaffold components for visible defects before each work 

shift, and again after any occurrence that could affect structural 

integrity: a dropped load, a vehicle bump, a hard wind, a flooded base, 

anything. If that inspection didn’t happen, the scaffold isn’t cleared to 

climb.

04  COMPETENT VS QUALIFIED: NOT THE SAME PERSON

OSHA uses two different roles in the scaffold standard. They overlap but they are not interchangeable. 

Know which one applies to which decision on your site.

  ✓ COMPETENT PERSON   ✗ QUALIFIED PERSON

Identifies hazards in real time on this site, and has 
employer-granted authority to stop work and fix 
them. (1926.450(b))

Solves design and engineering problems by virtue 
of a recognized degree, certificate, or extensive 
experience. (1926.450(b))

Inspects scaffolds before each shift. Supervises 
erection, dismantling, modifications, repairs. Trains 
erectors.

Designs scaffolds. Signs off on engineered 
drawings. Trains scaffold users on hazards specific 
to that scaffold type.

Can shut down a scaffold. Can pull it from service. 
Can refuse to let a crew climb on.

Usually does not have stop-work authority on the 
floor. Provides the technical answer the Competent 
Person enforces.

Required at every site where scaffolds are in use. Required when scaffold height, design, or 
modifications need engineering judgment.

05  THE SIX DUTIES THAT MATTER TO YOU

Here’s what the Competent Person actually does on a site where scaffolds are in play. If any of these is 

missing, we’re not running a compliant scaffold operation.



DUTY

1

Inspect before every shift and after every incident

Visible defects, planking, footings, ties, guardrails, connections. Per 1926.451(f)

(3), this happens before the first climb of the shift, and again after anything that 

could affect structural integrity. No inspection, no use.

DUTY

2

Supervise erection, dismantling, and movement

Per 1926.451(f)(7), scaffolds are erected, moved, dismantled, or altered only 

under the supervision and direction of a Competent Person. The crew doing the 

work has to be experienced and trained for it.

DUTY

3

Approve modifications, alterations, and repairs

Mixing manufacturer components (1926.451(b)(10)) or mixing different metals 

(1926.451(b)(11)) is only allowed when the Competent Person confirms the 

scaffold is still structurally sound. No freelancing with frames.

DUTY

4

Confirm the scaffold can handle the load

Direct connections must be evaluated by the Competent Person before use to 

confirm supporting surfaces can hold the load (1926.451(d)(3)(i)). Scaffolds 

must support at least four times the maximum intended load (1926.451(a)(1)).

DUTY

5

Train the erectors and inspectors

29 CFR 1926.454(b) puts training of erectors, dismantlers, movers, repairers, 

and inspectors on the Competent Person. Scaffold users get trained by a 

Qualified Person under 1926.454(a). Different person, different group.

DUTY

6

Stop the work. Pull the scaffold from service

This is the duty that makes the role real. When a scaffold is unsafe, the 

Competent Person tags it out, removes it from service, and the crew stays off it 

until the hazard is corrected. No exceptions, no negotiations.

06  WHEN OSHA SPECIFICALLY REQUIRES ONE

The Competent Person is not a general manager position. OSHA names specific decisions only the 

Competent Person can make. If your site does any of these without one, that’s a citation waiting to 

happen.



  ⚡ Mixing Manufacturers

Components from different manufacturers can’t be 
intermixed unless the Competent Person says the 
resulting scaffold is structurally sound. (1926.451(b)
(10))

  ⚡ Mixing Metals

Different metals together require Competent Person 
sign-off that galvanic corrosion won’t drop strength 
below capacity. (1926.451(b)(11))

  ⚡ Irregular Surfaces

Setting up on uneven ground or unstable footing 
needs Competent Person evaluation of the base 
before the scaffold goes up. (1926.451(c)(2))

  ⚡ Direct Connections

Before any scaffold is used, the Competent Person 
must evaluate direct connections to confirm the 
supporting surface holds the load. (1926.451(d)(3)(i))

  ⚡ Suspension Rope Checks

On suspension scaffolds, ropes get inspected by the 
Competent Person before each shift and after any 
event affecting rope integrity. (1926.451(d)(10))

  ⚡ Access for Erectors

When putting up or taking down supported scaffolds, 
the Competent Person decides whether safe access is 
feasible and what it looks like. (1926.451(e)(9))

  ⚡ Fall Protection Feasibility

For erectors and dismantlers, the Competent Person 
determines whether fall protection is feasible and 
doesn’t create a greater hazard. (1926.451(g)(2))

  ⚡ Alterations and Repairs

Any scaffold that gets weakened, damaged, modified, 
or repaired comes back into service only when the 
Competent Person clears it. (1926.451(f)(7))

07  A CARD IN A WALLET IS NOT ENOUGH

  ⚠ A CERTIFICATE DOES NOT MAKE SOMEONE THE COMPETENT PERSON

OSHA has been clear about this for years (Standard Interpretation 06/17/2005): completing a one-

day or six-day scaffold course does not, by itself, make anyone a Competent Person. The 

definition requires two things the course cannot provide on its own. The trainee must actually be 

capable of identifying hazards on your specific site, and the employer has to grant them authority 

to stop the work. If we hand someone a card and never give them the green light to shut a 

scaffold down, OSHA does not recognize them as competent. Neither should we.



08  WHAT THE CREW OWES THE COMPETENT PERSON

3
THINGS YOU OWE THEM

Your Side of the Deal

1. Flag what you see. Cracked frame, soft footing, missing pin, loose 

plank, anything sketchy: report it before you climb. 2. Respect the tag. 

A red tag or “DO NOT USE” sign means the Competent Person 

already made the call. Don’t pull it off. Don’t go around it. 3. Never 

override a stop-work order. If they pulled the scaffold from service, the 

conversation is closed until they say it’s back. A supervisor doesn’t get 

to overrule that.

09  WHY IT MATTERS

[JOBSITE]

One trained eye, one set of 

brakes. The Competent Person 

is the difference between a near 

miss and a fatality report. A crew 

that knows the name runs 

tighter, gets fewer citations, and 

keeps work moving.

[INDIVIDUAL]

You don’t have to be the expert 

on every scaffold defect. You 

just have to know who is, and 

how to flag them. That’s a lighter 

burden, and a faster path to 

going home in one piece.

[HOME]

Most scaffold deaths happen on 

jobs that looked normal until 

they didn’t. Knowing the 

Competent Person by name on 

day one is the cheapest 

insurance policy your family has.

10  TODAY’S DRILL

TODAY’S DRILL

NAME THE COMPETENT PERSON. TODAY.

Before this talk ends, every person in this room writes down the name of the Competent Person for 

scaffolds on this jobsite, plus how to reach them. If you don’t know it, ask now. If we can’t answer it, 

that gets fixed before the next shift. BLS data on construction shows roughly 60 scaffold deaths and 

4,500 injuries every year, and almost a quarter of fatal falls in construction involve scaffolds or ladders. 

The Competent Person is the brake. Know the brake by name.

11  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Who is our Competent Person for scaffolds on this site today? If they walked off, who’s the 

backup?

2.  Think of a scaffold you’ve seen in the last month that you weren’t sure about. Did you flag it? If 

not, what stopped you?



3.  If the Competent Person tags a scaffold out and a foreman tells you to use it anyway, what do you 

do, and who do you call?



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


