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PORTABLE LADDER SAFETY – PART I - ISSUES 

 

While it may be a bit dramatic to say we cannot live without ladders, most would agree 

that we all need them at some point to complete a 

variety of tasks. Yet these wonderful useful tools 

are also a significant cause of injury each year. It 

is not the ladder’s fault that people get hurt; it is 

typically the human’s fault. So, what can we do 

to help decrease the number of ladder injuries 

each year? 

 

The issues with ladders 

Ladders come in many sizes and styles. Ladders are now being used that did not exist or 

were hardly seen 10 years ago. Extension ladders and step ladders are still the most 

commonly used types, but also gaining use are three-legged ladders, podium deck 

ladders, articulating ladders and others. Ladders are made of common materials such as 

aluminum, wood, fiberglass and steel. Each can serve a different purpose, such as helping 

to prevent electrical shock through conduction, or is made to be lightweight and portable 

for quick and easy movement. The type of ladder is dependent on what the contractor 

needs. Despite the differences and options, all ladders have one thing in common. Their 

primary purpose is to elevate the user above ground level. In doing so, the user becomes 

exposed to a fall hazard. Using the ladder properly protects from this hazard but only if 

you set it up and use it properly. Have you ever: 

• Stood on the top step of a stepladder? 

• Stood on the top cap of a ladder? 

• Used a stepladder as a means to access an elevated level? 

If answering honestly, most workers have been guilty of these missteps. These behaviors 

result in a significant number of falls from ladders. Not every fall fatality comes from a 

large extension ladder. Many fatalities occur to workers using small stepladders. 

 

What can be done? 

To change this thinking, we need to focus on how high a worker’s head gets above the 

lower level, since head injuries are among the more severe potential injuries. If an 

average worker is 6 feet tall, add the step height at which they are working and you have 

the potential distance a person’s head could travel. At this height, serious injuries can and 

do occur. And we haven’t even taken into consideration the person’s weight or the 

potential injury to the back or neck. Imagine being dropped on your head from a height 

just below a basketball hoop.  

 

Establishing the person’s head height may change one’s perception of how risky working 

from a ladder is. At the very least, it should help promote additional inspections of 

ladders to ensure that they are used correctly. 

 

 


