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Workers who use ladders risk permanent injury or 
death from falls and electrocutions. These hazards 
can be eliminated or substantially reduced by 
following good safety practices. This fact sheet 
examines some of the hazards workers may 
encounter while working on extension ladders and 
explains what employers and workers can do to 
reduce injuries. OSHA’s requirements for extension 
ladders are in Subpart X—Stairways and Ladders of 
OSHA’s Construction standards.

What is an Extension Ladder?
Also known as “portable ladders,” extension ladders 
usually have two sections that operate in brackets 
or guides allowing for adjustable lengths. Because 
extension ladders are not self-supporting, they 
require a stable structure that can withstand the 
intended load. 

PLAN Ahead to Get the Job Done 
Safely.

 ♦ Use a ladder that can sustain at least four 
times the maximum intended load, except 
that each extra-heavy duty type 1A metal or 
plastic ladder shall sustain at least 3.3 times 
the maximum intended load. Also acceptable 

are ladders that meet the requirements set 
forth in Appendix A of Subpart X. Follow the 
manufacturer’s instructions and labels on 
the ladder. To determine the correct ladder, 
consider your weight plus the weight of your 
load. Do not exceed the load rating and always 
include the weight of all tools, materials and 
equipment.

 ♦ A competent person must visually inspect all 
extension ladders before use for any defects 
such as: missing rungs, bolts, cleats, screws 
and loose components. Where a ladder has 
these or other defects, it must be immediately 
marked as defective or tagged with “Do Not 
Use” or similar language.

 ♦ Allow sufficient room to step off the ladder 
safely. Keep the area around the bottom and 
the top of the ladder clear of equipment, 
materials and tools. If access is obstructed, 
secure the top of the ladder to a rigid support 
that will not deflect, and add a grasping device 
to allow workers safe access.

 ♦ Set the ladder at the proper angle. When a 
ladder is leaned against a wall, the bottom 
of the ladder should be one-quarter of the 
ladder’s working length away from the wall. 
For access to an elevated work surface, 
extend the top of the ladder three feet above 
that surface or secure the ladder at its top.

Reducing Falls in Construction:  
Safe Use of Ladders
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 ♦ Before starting work, survey the area 
for potential hazards, such as energized 
overhead power lines. Ladders shall have 
nonconductive side rails if they are used 
where the worker or the ladder could contact 
exposed energized electrical equipment. 
Keep all ladders and other tools at least 10 
feet away from any power lines.

 ♦ Set the base of the ladder that the bottom 
sits securely and so both side rails are evenly 
supported. The ladder rails should be square 
to the structure against which it is leaning 
with both footpads placed securely on a 
stable and level surface.

 ♦ Secure the ladder’s dogs or pawls before 
climbing.

 ♦ When using a ladder in a high-activity area, 
secure it to prevent movement and use a 
barrier to redirect workers and equipment. If 
the ladder is placed in front of a door, always 
block off the door.

PROVIDE the Right Extension Ladder 
for the Job with the Proper Load 
Capacity.
Select a ladder based on the expected load capacity 
(duty rating), the type of work to be done and the 
correct height. There are five categories of ladder 
duty ratings.

TRAIN Workers to Use Extension 
Ladders Safely.
Employers must train each worker to recognize and 
minimize ladder-related hazards.

Safe Ladder Use—DO
 ♦ Maintain a 3-point contact (two hands and a 

foot, or two feet and a hand) when climbing/
descending a ladder.

 ♦ Face the ladder when climbing up or 
descending.

 ♦ Keep the body inside the side rails.

 ♦ Use extra care when getting on or off the 
ladder at the top or bottom. Avoid tipping the 
ladder over sideways or causing the ladder 
base to slide out.

 ♦ Carry tools in a tool belt or raise tools up using 
a hand line. Never carry tools in your hands 
while climbing up/down a ladder.

 ♦ Extend the top of the ladder three feet above 
the landing. 

 ♦ Keep ladders free of any slippery materials.

Safe Ladder Use—DO NOT
 ♦ Place a ladder on boxes, barrels, or 

unstable bases.

 ♦ Use a ladder on soft ground or unstable 
footing.

 ♦ Exceed the ladder’s maximum load rating.

 ♦ Tie two ladders together to make them longer.

 ♦ Ignore nearby overhead power lines.

 ♦ Move or shift a ladder with a person or 
equipment on the ladder.

 ♦ Lean out beyond the ladder’s side rails.

 ♦ Use an extension ladder horizontally like a 
platform. 
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What is a Job-made Wooden Ladder?
A job-made wooden ladder is a ladder constructed 
at the construction site. It is not commercially-
manufactured. A job-made wooden ladder 
provides access to and from a work area. It is  
not intended to serve as a work platform. These 
ladders are temporary, and are used only until  
a particular phase of work is completed or until 
permanent stairways or fixed ladders are installed. 
A 24-ft. job-made ladder built to the American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI) A14.4-2009 
non-mandatory guidelines is shown below.

Training Requirements
Employers must provide a training program for 
employees using ladders and stairways. The training 
must enable each worker to recognize ladder-
related hazards and to use ladders properly to 
minimize hazards.

Constructing a Safe Job-made 
Wooden Ladder
Side rails

 ♦ Use construction-grade lumber for all 
components.

 ♦ Side rails of single-cleat ladders up to 24 ft. 
(7.3 m) long should be made with at least 2 in. 
(3.8 cm) x 6 in. (14 cm) nominal stock lumber.

 ♦ Side rails should be continuous, unless splices 
are the same strength as a continuous rail of 
equal length.

 ♦ The width of single-rung ladders should be at 
least 16 in. (41 cm), but not more than 20 in. 
(51 cm) between rails measured inside to 
inside.

 ♦ Rails should extend above the top landing 
between 36 in. (91.5 cm) and 42 in. (1.1 m) 
to provide a handhold for mounting and 
dismounting, and cleats must be eliminated 
above the landing level.

 ♦ Side rails of ladders which could contact 
energized electrical equipment should be 
made using nonconductive material. Keep 
ladders free of any slippery materials.

 ♦ Only put ladders on a stable and level surface 
that is not slippery.

Cleats
 ♦ Cleats should be equally spaced 12 inches on 

center from the top of one cleat to the top of 
the next cleat.

 ♦ Cleats should be fastened to each rail with 
three 12d common wire nails which are nailed 
directly onto the smaller surfaces of the side 
rails.

 ♦ Making cuts in the side rails to receive the 
cleats is not advisable.

 ♦ Cleats should be at least 1 in. (2.5 cm) x 4 in. 
(8.9 cm) for ladders 16 ft. (41 cm) to 24 ft. 
(7.3 m) in length.
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Filler Blocks
 ♦ Filler should be 2 in. (3.8 cm) x 2 in. (3.8 cm) 

wood strips.

 ♦ Insert filler between cleats.

 ♦ Nail filler at the bottom of each side rail first. 
Nail the ends of a cleat to each side rail with 
three 12d common nails. One nail is placed 1-1/2 
inch in from each end of the filler block.

 ♦ Nail the next two fillers and cleat, and then 
repeat. The ladder is complete when filler is 
nailed at the top of each rail.

 ♦ Make all side rails, rungs and fillers before the 
ladder is assembled.

Inspecting Ladders
 ♦ A competent person must visually inspect job-

made ladders for defects on a periodic basis 
and after any occurrence that could affect their 
safe use.

 ♦ Defects to look for include: structural damage, 
broken/split side rails (front and back), missing 
cleats/steps, and parts/labels painted over.

 ♦ Ladders should be free of oil, grease and other 
slipping hazards.

Safe Ladder Use
To prevent workers from being injured from falls from 
ladders, employers are encouraged to adopt the 
following practices:

 ♦ Secure the ladder’s base so that it does not 
move.

 ♦ Smooth the wood surface of the ladder to 
reduce injuries to workers from punctures or 
lacerations and to prevent snagging of clothing.

 ♦ Use job-made wooden ladders with spliced 
side rails at an angle so that the horizontal 
distance from the top support to the foot of the 
ladder is one-eighth the working length of the 
ladder. Ensure that job-made wooden ladders 
can support at least four times the maximum 
intended load.

 ♦ Only use ladders for the purpose for which they 
were designed.

 ♦ Only put ladders on stable and level surfaces 
unless secured to prevent accidental movement.

 ♦ Ensure that the worker faces the ladder when 
climbing up and down.

 ♦ Maintain a 3-point contact (two hands and a 
foot, or two feet and a hand) when climbing a 
ladder.

 ♦ Keep ladders free of any slippery materials.

 ♦ Maintain good housekeeping in the areas 
around the top and bottom of ladders.

Information provided by: OSHA


