
[Meta: There are many types of fall hazards on any given worksite. One in particular, is a 
leading edge. What’s the best way to protect workers from this type of fall? Leading edge fall 
protection is an important element of your company’s safety program. Let’s review your 
options for leading edge fall protection. ] 
[Keyword: Leading edge fall protection ] 
 

Top Benefits of Leading Edge Fall 
Protection 

 
Fall hazards are present in many workplaces. Especially in the construction industry. One 
particular type of fall hazard is working around a leading edge. Leading edge fall protection 
must be in place to protect employees in these areas.  
 
What methods are you using to protect your workers? First, let’s review what a leading edge 
is. Then, we’ll review your options for protecting against such hazards.  

What is a Leading Edge? 
There’s a lot of misconception about what a leading edge really is. OSHA has a very specific 
definition for it.  
 
They define it as a the edge of a walking/working surface which “changes location as additional 
sections are placed, formed, or constructed.” The leading edge itself is an exposed side and edge that 
leaves workers unprotected.  
 
Examples of leading edges include: 
 
● Floors 
● Roofs 
● Formwork 
● Decking 
 
This type of work creates challenging hazards for employees. OSHA gives us some guidance on 
what kinds of fall protection can be used to mitigate these hazards. 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=10756
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=10756


OSHA Requirements 

Remember, the fall protection rule for construction applies to anyone working at heights of six 
feet or more. The two main OSHA requirements for leading edge fall protection are listed 
below.  
 
OSHA standard 1926.501(b)(2)(i) states that any employee constructing a leading edge shall be 
protected. Workers have the option of using the following methods of fall protection:  
 
● Guardrail systems 
● Safety net systems 
● Personal fall arrest systems 
 
If employers cannot safely implement one of the above options, they must create a fall 
protection plan. These plans are passive and administrative methods of protecting employees. 
They can only be used when the preferred methods are not feasible. Or, if they create a greater 
hazard to the employee.  
 
OSHA standard 1926.501(b)(2)(ii) states that the same rules apply for any workers who may be 
affected by the leading edge work. So, if Employee A is constructing the edge, he must be 
protected. But, so must Employee B who is working nearby.  

Leading Edge Fall Protection 
There are many ways to protect workers from leading edges. OSHA has a very helpful Fall 
Protection in Construction guide that explains the various methods of leading edge fall 
protection.  
 
Conventional methods of fall protection are best. These include the use of guardrails, safety 
nets, and fall protection equipment. But sometimes, those methods just aren’t an option. That’s 
when fall protection plans come into play.  
 
Let’s take a closer look at each of these options.  

Guardrails and Safety Nets 

Guardrails are pretty standard in most workplaces—even for construction work. Permanent 
railing is best of course, but temporary rails can also be erected. Guardrails must meet specified 
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requirements for height, location, and strength. OSHA’s Construction Guide details all of the 
specifications they must meet.  
 
Safety nets must also meet specific criteria. A drop test must be performed on any nets that 
have been installed. The purpose of this test is to ensure their capability of withstanding a load 
should a person fall. The Construction Guide will help you to better understand the use of 
safety nets.  

Fall Protection Equipment for Leading Edge Applications 

One of the best ways to protect workers from a leading edge is for them to wear fall protection 
equipment. There are two ways to do this. One is for workers to wear a personal fall arrest 
system. The other is to wear a fall restraint system. These two types of fall protection are not the 
same. Let’s review.  

Fall Arrest 

A personal fall arrest system (PFAS) consists of three basic parts: the ABC’s. Anchor point, 
body harness, and connection device. This type of system will protect the worker in the 
event of a fall. It’s designed to catch and suspend them before they hit the ground.  
 
The equipment absorbs the energy of a fallen worker, and limits the forces on their body. 
When worn correctly, workers should have minimal injuries after taking a fall while 
wearing a PFAS.  

Fall Restraint 

Instead of wearing a PFAS, workers can wear a fall restraint system. This type of fall 
protection equipment prevents a worker from ever experiencing a fall.  
 
Think of it as a “dog on a leash” scenario. The worker must wear either a body belt or a 
body harness. They’re also connected to a restraint lanyard, which only extends so far. 
The lanyard must be short enough so that an employee cannot reach the leading edge. He 
cannot fall, because he can’t get close enough to do so.  
 

As you can see, the two methods of using fall protection equipment are quite different. But 
each one is acceptable to use.  
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The best option will depend on the work of your employees. Talk with your crew supervisors 
to get a better understanding of the work. There might be situations where one type of 
protection is preferred over the other.  

Implementing Fall Protection Plans 

When conventional fall protection systems are not feasible, employers must implement fall 
protection plans. These plans must meet OSHA’s specified criteria, including the following: 
 
● Must be prepared by a qualified person 
● Must be specific to an exact location 
● A competent person must supervise the implementation of a fall protection plan 
● The plan must document why conventional systems are infeasible 
● The plan must include specified practices, procedures, and/or training 
 
There are many different types of fall protection plans. Below is a summary of three of them including 
warning lines, controlled access zones, and safety monitoring systems.  

Warning Lines 

A warning line system is to be used for roof work only. For a warning line, a barrier must 
be erected on all unprotected sides or edges of the roof. This type of system is used to warn 
employees that they are getting close to a fall zone.  
 
Warning line systems have specific criteria that they must meet. Refer to the Construction 
Guide for more information.  

Controlled Access Zones 

One of the fall protection plans you may choose to implement is a controlled access zone 
(CAZ). OSHA defines a CAZ as a work area that is not protected with conventional fall 
protection systems. Access must be limited and only those who have to perform work there 
may enter.  
 
Refer to OSHA’s letter of interpretation for more information on controlled access zones. 
You can also read more about them in the Construction Guide.  
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Safety Monitoring Systems 

Safety monitoring is another system that is only allowed in roofing applications. It’s a 
system designed for low-slope roof work. Basically, it allows for a “monitor” to patrol the 
area, and warn workers when they are getting too close to the edge.  
 
Review the requirements of safety monitoring systems in the Construction Guide. 

 

Leading edge fall protection in review:  
Glossary of terms 

There’s a lot to consider when choosing which method is best for leading edge fall protection. 
And the choice may vary from job site to job site. So, it may be a good idea to have multiple 
types of protection equipment on hand. Here’s a review of what you might need. 

Fall Arrest 

Equipment you’ll need for a personal fall arrest system include: 
 
● Anchor Points 
● Body Harnesses 
● Connection Devices 

Fall Restraint 

Fall restraint is designed to prevent a worker from reaching a fall zone.  

Safety Nets 

Safety nets will “catch” a worker after they have taken a fall. Remember, they must be tested 
and approved after installation.  

Barriers 

You can always put up cones, barricades, warning tape, and other barriers. It’s a good idea to 
have a variety of barrier equipment on hand.  
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The key to worker safety is understanding the risk hazards that workers face. Leading edge 
work requires specific safety equipment, training and planning. They are particularly 
dangerous, because workers are highly exposed to a fall hazard. Make sure you understand the 
benefits of choosing the right fall protection to meet your needs.  
 
 
For more information on how to choose the right equipment, check out our recent posts, How 
to Find an Acceptable Fall Protection Anchor Point, [LINK TO ONCE THIS ONE IS 
POSTED ON WEBSITE] and The Ultimate Guide to Choosing the Right Fall Harness. You 
can learn more about connection devices in How to Choose the Right Deceleration Device: 
Energy Absorbing Lanyards vs. SRL’s.  

http://blog.gosafe.com/the-ultimate-guide-to-choosing-the-right-fall-harness
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