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Smart and Safe Ladder Usage Prevents Falls and Tragedies 
 
Superstitious people consider walking under a ladder to be bad luck, but most real ladder danger arises from using 
defective ladders, poor ladder choice, or misuse.  Falls are one of the most common hazards found in all occupational 
settings, with falls from ladders making up nearly a third of fall related deaths.   The good news is common sense, thinking 
before climbing, and following safe usage and smart selection guidelines go a long way towards preventing ladder falls, 
injuries, and deaths.    
 
Materials and types.  Ladders come in a wide variety of lengths, types, and materials.  The most common materials are 
wood, metal, and plastic/fiberglass.  OHSA 29 CFR-1910 provides safety guidelines for using ladders.  ANSI (American 
National Standards Institute) provides ladder guidelines with a focus on materials, construction requirements, test 
requirements, and labeling.  Only Type I (Industrial) and Type II (Commercial) ladders should be used in the workplace; 
these ladders are constructed for more rugged work conditions with higher weight capacities. ANSI provides detailed 
requirements for Wood and Metal ladders:    

Wood ladders.  ANSI A14.1-2000. Wood ladders should be constructed of a high-density wood with a moisture 
content of no more than 15%, and be free of sharp edges and splinters. Visual inspection should reveal no shake, 
wane, compression failures, decay, or other irregularities.   
Metal ladders. ANSI A14.2-2000. For metal ladders, the specific design and construction requirements are 
minimized because of the wide variety of metals and design possibilities. However, all design need to meet the 
ANSI performance requirements for metal ladders and shall be without structural defects or accident hazards, 
such as sharp edges and burrs. 

 
Ladder Inspection.  The manufacturer instructions should always be read before using a ladder for the first time.  Before 
each usage, a ladder should be thoroughly inspected. All rungs should be firm and unbroken, braces should be fastened 
securely, and ropes, pulleys, locks, wheels, joints and other moving parts need to be in good working order. If an 
inspection reveals damage, the ladder should be repaired if possible, otherwise it should be taken out of service.  
 
Ladder Set-up.  A good rule of thumb is when standing on the ground at the base of a ladder, the climber should be able 
to grab the rails with arms extended out straight. If the climber bends at the waist, the ladder is too shallow.  If the climber 
bends their arms, the ladder is too steep.   Additional ladder set-up guidelines include: 

• Place at a 75% degree angle - one foot away from the wall for every four feet of working ladder height 
• Ensure feet of a ladder are level and positioned solidly on the ground   
• Use boards under the legs for support if ground is soft or uneven  
• Ensure both sides of ladder are against a wall or other support   
• Do not place on top of other objects   
• Do not place in front of doorways  
• If a ladder must be used near a door, make sure door is blocked or a second person is at the ladder base 
• Do not extend a ladder three or more feet over a point of support  
• If near power lines or other sources of electrify, consider fiberglass or wood ladders to avoid electrical shock  
• When possible, tie off ladders to prevent slipping   
• When using a stepladder, ensure legs are spread fully and locked into position  

 
Ladder Climbing.  Safe ladder climbing requires common sense and thinking before you climb. 

• Test the ladder to verify it is secure  
• Make sure hands, footwear, and rungs are dry 
• Have a second person hold the bottom of the ladder    
• Have three-points of contact on the ladder at all times - both hands and one foot, or one hand and two feet 
• Do not climb while caring heavy materials or equipment   
• Always face the front of the ladder 
• Center weight between the side rails  
• Do not lean backward or to either side 
• Do not stand on top 2 rungs of a stepladder or top 4 rungs of an extension ladder  
• Only allow one person on a ladder at a time   
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Gowrie's Safety & Loss Prevention insights are created by Kellie Crete.  Kellie manages Gowrie Group's Safety & 
Loss Prevention practice area and has more than 25 years of experience in safety and loss control, and specializes in advising the 
marine industry and other niche segments of the commercial marketplace. Kellie is an OSHA authorized instructor.   For more 
information, kelliec@gowrie.com, p: 860.399.2881, c: 508.509.3788, www.gowrie.com/safety  
   
Gowrie Group. Always on Watch. As one of the nation's Top 100 independent insurance agencies, Gowrie Group provides total 
risk management services to individuals and businesses with complex insurance needs. Gowrie Group offers comprehensive 
insurance solutions matched with trusted advice and a commitment to service excellence. Gowrie Group’s portfolio of offerings 
includes commercial, home/auto, equine, and yacht insurance, as well as employee benefits solutions. The company's 140+ 
professionals service clients across the US from offices in Westbrook CT, Darien CT, Newport RI, North Kingstown RI, and 
Marshfield MA.  For more information, www.gowrie.com or 800.262.8911. 

 
Media questions:  Whitney Peterson, VP of Marketing, whitneyp@gowrie.com, 860.399.2812. 
 
Sources: OSHA: 29 CFR 1910.25, 29 CFR 1910.26, and OSHA Guide to Stairways and Ladders; ANSI:  ANSI A14.1-2007, ANSI A14.2-2007, ANSI 
A14.5-2007; Grainger; Gowrie Group. 
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