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01  START HERE

“HEADS UP” IS ALREADY TOO LATE.

A 1-pound wrench dropped from 30 feet hits the ground at roughly 30 miles per hour. A nut. A 

bolt. A short length of rebar. None of these are small when they’re falling. “Heads up” is a verbal 

warning that arrives a fraction of a second before the impact, which is the same as no warning at 

all. OSHA’s falling-object rules under 1926.451(h) exist because hard hats alone don’t catch a 

brick. Today we walk through what stops the object before it leaves the platform: toeboards, 

screens, guardrail openings, canopies, debris nets, and how you stage material so it can’t fall in 

the first place.



02  THE RULE: HARDHAT IS THE FLOOR, NOT THE CEILING

1
HARDHAT + 1 MORE

What 1926.451(h)(1) Requires

“In addition to wearing hardhats, each employee on a scaffold shall be 

provided with additional protection from falling hand tools, debris, and 

other small objects through the installation of toeboards, screens, or 

guardrail systems, or through the erection of debris nets, catch 

platforms, or canopy structures that contain or deflect the falling 

objects.” The hardhat is the baseline, required under 1926.100. It does 

not satisfy 1926.451(h) on its own. One of the listed additional 

protections has to be in place. No exceptions.

03  TWO CATEGORIES. TWO STRATEGIES.

OSHA splits falling-object hazards into two buckets. The protection that works for a dropped bolt is not 

the protection that works for a stack of rebar. Know which one applies.

  ✓ SMALL OBJECTS: CONTAIN THEM   ✗ TOO LARGE: STAGE AND SECURE

Hand tools, debris, fasteners, broken pieces, 
dropped material. Anything that can be physically 
caught by a barrier between the platform and the 
edge.

Pipe, rebar bundles, sheet goods, ducting, large 
stock. Objects too heavy or oversized for a 
toeboard, screen, or net to safely deflect or contain.

Toeboards, screens, paneling, small-opening 
guardrails, canopy structures, debris nets, catch 
platforms. Or barricade the drop zone below. 
(1926.451(h)(2))

Per 1926.451(h)(3), place these objects AWAY from 
the edge of the platform and SECURE them (chock 
rolling stock, tether bundles, strap stacks). The 
barrier is distance plus restraint.

Strength specs are in the standard. Toeboards: 50 
lb force. Panels/screens: 150 lb force per 
1926.451(g)(4)(ix). Pick a system that’s engineered, 
not improvised.

“I’ll just balance it carefully” is not staging. If it could 
roll, slide, or shift in a wind gust or bump, it isn’t 
secured.

04  THE SIX PROTECTIONS, LIGHTEST TO HEAVIEST

When small-object protection is required, 1926.451(h)(2) gives you a menu. Pick the one that matches 

the actual hazard. Match the protection to the material, not to whatever’s easiest to grab.

LEVEL

1

Hardhats on Everyone Above and Below

1926.100 requires head protection where there’s a hazard of impact, falling, or 

flying objects. On a scaffold and beneath one, the hat is non-negotiable. It’s the 

baseline, not the plan.



LEVEL

2

Barricade the Drop Zone Below

Per 1926.451(h)(2)(i), the area below the scaffold to which objects can fall must 

be barricaded, and employees cannot enter. If no one’s under the scaffold, no 

one gets hit. Hard barricades, not caution tape “for awareness.”

LEVEL

3

Toeboards on Edges Above 10 Feet

1926.451(h)(2)(ii): a toeboard must be erected along the edge of platforms more 

than 10 feet above lower levels, for a distance sufficient to protect employees 

below. Float (ship) scaffolds get a narrow exception: ¾ inch by 1½ inch wood 

edging is allowed in lieu of a toeboard.

LEVEL

4

Paneling or Screening When Material Stacks Higher

Per 1926.451(h)(2)(iii), when tools or materials are piled higher than the top 

edge of the toeboard, paneling or screening must extend from the toeboard (or 

platform) to the top of the guardrail, for the length needed to protect employees 

below. Per 1926.451(g)(4)(ix), the screen withstands 150 lb of force without 

failure.

LEVEL

5

Guardrail with Small Openings

1926.451(h)(2)(iv): a guardrail system with openings small enough to prevent 

passage of potential falling objects. The standard guardrail with wide gaps does 

not satisfy this; you need mesh or close-spaced verticals sized to the smallest 

object on the platform.

LEVEL

6

Canopy, Debris Net, or Catch Platform

Per 1926.451(h)(2)(v), a canopy structure, debris net, or catch platform strong 

enough to withstand the impact forces of the potential falling objects must be 

erected over the employees below. Strength is sized by the Competent Person 

based on what could actually fall.



05  TOEBOARD SPECS YOU SHOULD KNOW BY HEART

3.5"
MINIMUM TOEBOARD HEIGHT

The Three Numbers That Make a Toeboard a Toeboard

Per 29 CFR 1926.451(h)(4): (1) minimum 3.5 inches from the top edge 

of the toeboard down to the level of the walking surface; (2) clearance 

above the walking surface no more than ¼ inch (debris must not roll 

under); (3) capable of withstanding 50 pounds of force applied in any 

downward or horizontal direction at any point along the toeboard. A 

1x2 stood on edge does not pass any of these tests. A 1x4 securely 

fastened does.

06  WHAT THE CREW OWES THE SYSTEM

  ⚠ NEVER REMOVE, BYPASS, OR STEP OVER A FALLING-OBJECT PROTECTION

The Competent Person picks and installs these systems. Your job is to leave them in place. Don’t 

pull a toeboard to “make room” for a piece of stock. Don’t cut an opening in a debris net. Don’t 

move a barricade because you’re crossing through “just this once.” If a protection genuinely has to 

come down to do the work, the Competent Person makes that call, controls the area below, and 

the protection goes back up before the next shift. Per 1926.451(f)(7), any alteration to a scaffold 

or its protection happens only under Competent Person direction. You are not the Competent 

Person. You are the person who keeps what they installed installed.

07  WHY IT MATTERS

[JOBSITE]

Struck-by is one of OSHA’s 

Fatal Four for construction. 

Falling objects account for 

roughly 1 in 10 construction 

deaths. The protections in 

1926.451(h) aren’t paperwork. 

They’re the difference between a 

wrench bouncing off a toeboard 

and a wrench in someone’s 

skull.

[INDIVIDUAL]

A hardhat catches a dropped 

tape measure. It does not catch 

a piece of pipe. The toeboard, 

the net, and the barricade catch 

the stuff the hat won’t. Knowing 

what’s above you on a site is as 

important as knowing what’s in 

front of you.

[HOME]

The person killed by a falling 

object usually never saw it 

coming. Their family found out 

from a phone call. Three feet of 

toeboard and a barricade tape 

line are very cheap insurance 

against that phone call.



08  TODAY’S DRILL

TODAY’S DRILL

WALK ABOVE. THEN WALK BELOW.

Before the shift starts: one person walks the scaffold platform and answers, out loud, two questions. 

(1) What’s the smallest object up here that could fall over the edge? (2) Is the protection sized for that 

object? Then a second person walks the ground beneath the scaffold and answers: (3) Is the drop 

zone barricaded or canopied where workers are, and (4) is anyone stationed under the scaffold 

without overhead protection? If any answer is unclear, the Competent Person gets called BEFORE 

work starts overhead.

09  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Has anyone here ever dropped something off a scaffold? What was it, what landed below, and 

what protection was (or wasn’t) in place?

2.  Look at the scaffold on this site today. What protection level (1 through 6) is installed? Does it 

match the smallest object that could fall from where work is happening?

3.  If a barricade is in your way to get a load delivered, what is the right move? Who calls it? And how 

does the barricade get put back?



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


