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Ladder Safety 

Preventing fall from height 
 

Ladders have been used in domestic and industrial settings for thousands of years. From the 
industrial revolution through the modern era, ladders have been a popular tool used to conduct work 
at higher (or lower) elevations in the construction, manufacturing, retail, maintenance and services 
industries.  
 
Work performed in elevated settings presents a hazardous work environment when the appropriate 
method of access or fall protection equipment is not initially selected. The ladder has generally been 
a convenient choice and a practical solution for performing work at heights or accessing hard-to-
reach areas. However, as the concern for worker health and safety increases, more scrutiny is 
placed upon the use of ladders in the workplace. Best practices and safer alternatives such as 
“Ladders Last” policies have coordinately developed, paving the way to a safer workplace. 

 

The Statistics 
 
The use of ladders in industrial settings has proven to be the source of hundreds of fatalities and 
thousands of injuries on an annual basis. Data provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and 
the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) support arguments that suggest 
ladders are dangerous tools that result in preventable workplace injuries and fatalities. Recent data 
published by BLS in 2016 reveals ladders were responsible for 183 fatalities and 15,590 
occupational injuries within the United States where the source was a ladder and the cause was a 
fall to lower level.

i
  

 
The construction, manufacturing and retail industries’ frequent use 
of ladders has resulted in a high number of occupational injuries and 
fatalities year over year. According to OSHA, fall from heights is the 
leading cause of death in the construction industry. In 2016, there 
were a total of 991 fatalities in the construction industry of which 370 
fatalities attributed to fall from heights. Out of those 370 fatalities, 
183 incidents involved use of ladders. Falls from the use of ladders 
at heights of less than six feet have proven to result in fatalities and 
critical injuries. The most commonly injured body parts resulting 
from falls from heights are the torso, and the upper and lower 
extremities.     

 
Research conducted on reportable incidents

1
 between 2011 and 2016 shows an increasing trend in 

both fatalities and injuries experienced when using ladders in the workplace. Based on the last six 
years of data, it is likely that occupational injuries and fatalities regarding ladder usage will increase, 
or at best, remain consistent. 

 

Solutions 
 

Due to the continuous misuse and abuse of ladders, regulatory agencies and private industries 
have initiated fall prevention campaigns hoping to reduce or eliminate workplace injuries involving 
ladders. The following efforts have been made toward preventing ladder related injuries: 
 

                                                           
1
 Injuries and fatalities captured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics qualifying criteria for the Survey of Occupational Injuries and Illnesses 

http://www.osha.gov/
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CCOHS. Web. 3 July 2018.  www.ccohs.ca 

 

 

Ladder Selection 

 
Injuries that result from the use of ladders are primarily due to the improper selection and utilization 
of a ladder to complete a particular task. Selecting the appropriate ladder for the designated task 
will reduce the overall risk of working at elevation. Two commonly used ladders are: 

1. Portable Ladders 
a. Stepladders 
b. Extension Ladders 

2. Fixed Ladders 

 
Ladders that can readily be moved or carried usually consist of side rails joined at intervals by step, 
rungs, cleats or rear braces. They can further be classified as Stepladders (self-supporting) and 
Extension ladders (non-self-supporting). Non-self-supporting and self-supporting portable ladders 
must be selected such that each supports at least four 
times the maximum intended load. 

 
Stepladders are self-supporting, non-adjustable 
structures with broad flat steps, two pairs of legs, and a 
hinged base. 

 When using a step ladder, do not step on the top 
cap or top step of the ladder. 

 Do not use cross bracing on the rear section of 
stepladders for climbing unless the ladders are 
designed and provided with steps for climbing on 
both front and rear sections. 

 Remember to use a metal spreader or a locking 
device to hold the front and back section in an 
open position when ladders are being used. 

 
 
Extension Ladders are non-self-supporting portable ladders that are adjustable in length. The ladder 
will typically consist of two or more sections that operate in brackets or guide that allow for 
adjustable lengths.  
 

 An extension or straight ladder used to access an elevated 
surface must extend at least three feet above the point of 
support. 

 A ladder extension must not deflect under a load that would 
cause the ladder to slip off its supports. 

 Securely fasten to an upper support where possible. 

 When situating an extension ladder, make sure there is one 
foot of horizontal distance between the ladder and the base 
of the placement area for every four feet on vertical distance. 

 Do not use an extension ladder in windy or inclement 
weather. 

 
Fixed Ladders are vertical ladders mounted permanently to a 
structure. These ladders are primarily used to access roofs or other 
structures for industrial purposes. 
 
If the total length of the climb on a fixed ladder equals or exceeds 24 feet (7.3 m), the ladder must 

http://www.osha.gov/
http://www.ccohs.ca/
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be equipped with ladder safety devices; or self-retracting lifelines and rest platforms at intervals not 
to exceed 150 feet (45.7 m); or a cage or well, and multiple ladder sections with each ladder section 
not to exceed 50 feet (15.2 m) in length. These ladder sections must be offset from adjacent 
sections and landing platforms must be provided at maximum intervals of 50 feet (15.2 m). 

 
“Ladders Last” Policies 

 
Major construction companies, engineering firms and service providers are adopting “ladders last” 
policies. These policies restrict the use of ladders until all alternative options for performing a job 
task that would require a ladder are exhausted. If a ladder must be used, an employee is required to 
submit a formal request to obtain and utilize the ladder. A formal request will typically require 
information concerning the job task, elevation requirements, the length of time required and the 
employee’s name. When employees are required to undergo a formalized process to utilize 
equipment, their attitude towards working in a potentially hazardous environment may be improved. 
Not only does a Ladders Last policy reduce the frequency of ladder usage, but it also encourages 
and promotes worker safety throughout the job site. 

 
For example, the Turner Construction Company introduced a Ladders Last policy in 2012 to combat 
the ladder injuries they were experiencing. Prior to 2012, Turner Company’s Ohio operation was 
averaging five ladder related injuries per year. Since 2012, the Ohio operation has only experienced 
three ladder injuries between 2013 and 2016. Turner claims the policy not only reduced fall hazards 
and accompanying injuries, but that it also reduced the time to perform a task and increased the 
operation’s overall productivity.

 ii
  

 
Alternative Methods 

 
Utilizing aerial lifts and temporary elevated working platforms to conduct work at elevation have 
both proven to be safer alternatives than utilizing ladders. Research suggests a worker is two times 
more likely to experience a fatality, and up to nine times more likely to experience an injury due to 
falling from height when using a ladder instead of an aerial lift or scaffold

iii
. Although there are other 

risks associated with the use of aerial lifts and scaffolds, this equipment is better suited to protect 
against fall from heights. Workers operating this equipment are required to be trained and have the 
requisite certification prior to use; this is not the case when using ladders. Personal fall arrest 
equipment is required for powered platforms, man-lifts, and vehicle-mounted work platforms. While 
aerial lifts require the use of fall protection, portable ladders and fixed ladders less than 24 feet long 
do not. Aerial lifts and temporary platforms also provide barriers and adequate surface area for 
storing tools and equipment. This safety feature has the additional benefit lessening workers 
frequency of ascending and descending elevated areas, and/or while holding tools. 

 
Training  

 
When alternative methods for conducting work at height are not available, workers should be 
trained on how to properly use a ladder. A ladder-training program must communicate the following 
OSHA advisory

iv
 safety items to workers: 

 

1. Before using a ladder, inspect it to confirm there is no structural damage such as a bent 
frame or loose or missing steps.  

2. Workers should be knowledgeable in selecting the appropriate ladder for the job task and at 
the same time should be aware of surroundings. 

3. Ladders should be placed on firm, even ground; use only in the full-open position.  Avoid 
slippery or wet surfaces.  Never place them on any object to gain additional height. 
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4. No obstructions should be in the immediate area of where the ladder is placed, nor should 
the ladder be placed in front of unsecure doorways or in areas that exhibit heavy foot-traffic.  
Avoid placing any ladder near overhead wires.  Never lean a ladder against an unstable 
surface (e.g. window pane).  

5. While climbing a ladder, three points of contact should be maintained. Reaching or leaning 
while on a ladder will increase the likelihood for a fall to occur.  Never have anyone else on 
the ladder with you. 

6. Tools or equipment should not be carried while ascending or descending a ladder. Using a 
tool belt or a pulley-system to transport tools or equipment is a preferred alternative. 

 
Maintenance & Inspection 

 

Ladder safety programs should include the inspection and maintenance of ladders. Frequent use of 
ladders in the workplace may result in product deterioration over time. Although workers are 
responsible for checking a ladder before it is used, it is a best practice for an employer to assure the 
quality of every ladder through a maintenance and inspection program. The Division of 
Occupational Safety and Health of California (Cal/OSHA) is a recommended public resource for 
attaining educational material pertaining to the inspection and maintenance of ladders

v
. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

As the attitude towards worker health and safety continues to improve, so will the concern of 
conducting work in elevated settings. Historically, workers found ladders to be convenient and cost-
effective tools for performing work at heights. Their utilization has, however, proven to create 
hazardous work environments. Alternative methods for working at heights and safety programs that 
incorporate the above features are likely to limit ladder utilization on the job site, and result in fewer 
occupational injuries and fatalities. Training and innovation are essential tools that will help prevent 
injuries and save lives. 

 

 

Information Resources 
 

 American Ladder Institute: https://www.americanladderinstitute.org/ 

 Bureau of Labor Statistics – Injuries, Illnesses, and Fatalities: https://www.bls.gov/iif/ 

 Occupational Safety and Health Administration – Ladder Safety Publications: 
https://www.osha.gov/pls/publications/publication.athruz?pType=Industry&pID=463 

 
 

AIG’s Client Risk Solutions stands ready to help your company manage risk.  
For more information on solutions from AIG’s Client Risk Solutions or the Casualty Risk Consulting 
group, visit:  

 For more solutions from AIG please visit Client Risk Solutions at www.aig.com/crs 

 For inquiries, please contact CRS@aig.com 

 

 
 
 
 

https://www.americanladderinstitute.org/
https://www.bls.gov/iif/
https://www.osha.gov/pls/publications/publication.athruz?pType=Industry&pID=463
http://www.aig.com/crs
mailto:CRS@aig.com
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Disclaimer 
 

The information, suggestions and recommendations contained herein are for general informational purposes only.  This information has been 

compiled from sources believed to be reliable.  Risk Consulting Services do not address every possible loss potential, law, rule, regulation, practice or 

procedure. No warranty, guarantee, or representation, either expressed or implied, is made as to the correctness or sufficiency of any such service.  

Reliance upon, or compliance with, any report in no way guarantees any result, including without limitation the fulfillment of your obligations under 

your insurance policy or as may otherwise be required by any laws, rules or regulations.  No responsibility is assumed for the discovery and/or 

elimination of any hazards that could cause accidents, injury or damage.  The information contained herein should not be construed as financial, 

accounting, tax or legal advice and does not create an attorney-client relationship. 

 

American International Group, Inc. (AIG) is a leading global insurance organization. Building on 100 years of experience, today AIG member companies 

provide a wide range of property casualty insurance, life insurance, retirement products, and other financial services to customers in more than 80 

countries and jurisdictions. These diverse offerings include products and services that help businesses and individuals protect their assets, manage 

risks and provide for retirement security. AIG common stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange.  

 

Additional information about AIG can be found at www.aig.com and www.aig.com/strategyupdate | YouTube: www.youtube.com/aig | Twitter: 

@AIGinsurance | LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/aig.  

  

AIG is the marketing name for the worldwide property-casualty, life and retirement, and general insurance operations of American International 

Group, Inc. For additional information, please visit our website at www.aig.com. All products and services are written or provided by subsidiaries or 

affiliates of American International Group, Inc. Products or services may not be available in all countries, and coverage is subject to actual policy 

language. Non-insurance products and services may be provided by independent third parties. Certain property-casualty coverages may be provided 

by a surplus lines insurer. Surplus lines insurers do not generally participate in state guaranty funds, and insureds are therefore not protected by such 

funds. 

 

©2019 American International Group, Inc.  All rights reserved. 

 

 
                                                           
 
i
 Bureau of Labor Statistics provided AIG with data that was sourced to display injuries and fatalities that included incidents where a fall to lower level 
occurred when using a ladder. 
 
ii
  Turner Construction Company – Ladders Last Policy (Turner Ohio - Ladders Last Policy) 

 
iii
 A research study conducted in 2017, which studies reportable incidents that occurred from using ladders, scaffolds, and aerial lifts from 2011 – 2015 (AIG 

- BLS: Fall From Height Incident Research) 
 
iv
 OSHA – Advisory Fall from Height Safety Information (Falling Off Ladders Can Kill: Use Them Safely) 

 
v
 Cal/OSHA Ladder Safety (Inspection, Use and Maintenance) 

 

 
 
 

 

 

http://www.aig.com/
http://www.aig.com/strategyupdate
http://www.youtube.com/aig
http://www.linkedin.com/company/aig
http://www.aig.com/
http://ohio.turnerconstruction.com/blog/ladders-last-keeps-safety-first
https://share.connect.aig/teams/crml/Worker%20Safety%20Team/White%20Papers%20and%20Risk%20Briefs/Fall%20From%20Height%20Incident%20Research%20Report_10.19.2017.pdf
https://share.connect.aig/teams/crml/Worker%20Safety%20Team/White%20Papers%20and%20Risk%20Briefs/Fall%20From%20Height%20Incident%20Research%20Report_10.19.2017.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3625.pdf
https://www.dir.ca.gov/dosh/etools/08-001/care.htm

