You do not forget the call that starts with, “"He fell.” | have heard it from foremen with gravel in their voice and
from spouses who cannot find the words. Ladder falls on construction sites are not exotic events. They are
everyday hazards that turn in a heartbeat from routine to life changing. The law cannot rewind the minutes before

a misstep, but a focused claim strategy can keep a family afloat and give an injured worker a real shot at stability.

This is how a workers compensation lawyer approaches ladder cases in the field, the clinic, and the hearing room. It

is equal parts triage and persistence, grounded in how jobs are actually built, not in sterile textbooks.

The quiet math of ladder risk

On any busy site you will see ladders in clusters, leaning against forms, framed walls, and scaffold bays. They are
convenient, cheap, and deceptively simple. The hazard comes from repetition. A worker may climb a ladder thirty
times before noon, often with tools in hand, on uneven compacted soil, with wind fluttering house wrap beside
them and mud on the rungs. Most falls happen from modest heights, often 6 to 12 feet. That range looks

survivable, until you see what concrete and rebar do to a spine or an ankle on the landing.

Falls remain a leading source of serious injuries in construction. Fractures, spinal disc herniations, shoulder tears,
and traumatic brain injuries appear more often than you might expect from a two-story world. Rotator cuffs do
not forgive violent grabs for a rail. Ankles explode when a foot wedges between rungs during a slip. Even a short
fall can generate weeks in a brace and months in therapy. That is the medical side. The financial side compounds

quickly when the wage earner is out, overtime disappears, and benefits shift.

The first day sets the tone

A crew can be proud to a fault. | have heard men brush off pain because they did not want to slow production or
get labeled as soft. That instinct costs more than it saves. The first day is the most important day for the paper
trail that will determine the speed and strength of your claim. If you work for a subcontractor with a thin margin, if

you are on a new build with three tiers of contractors, or if English is not your first language, the basics still apply.
Here is the short list | give families and foremen for the first 24 hours after a ladder fall:

® Get medical care immediately and say clearly how it happened. The first medical note should read like the

truth you will tell for the next year.

® Report the injury to a supervisor the same day, in writing if possible, with date, time, location, and any

witnesses.

* Photograph the ladder, the setup, the surface beneath it, and any visible defects. Keep the ladder out of

service until someone documents it.

e Save names and phone numbers of anyone on the crew who saw it or helped after. Memory fades fast under

job pressure.

* Do not give a recorded statement to any insurance adjuster before you have spoken with a lawyer who knows

construction claims.

Those steps are not about drama. They are about clarity. When stories drift or documentation is thin, insurers

weaponize gaps.

How legality fits the jobsite reality



Workers compensation is no fault. That matters here. Even if you placed the ladder at a shallow angle or missed
the "three points of contact” rule in a rush, you are likely still covered. That coverage pays a percentage of lost
wages, medical treatment, and, in many states, specific benefits for permanent impairment. It does not require an
admission of fault by your employer.

At the same time, ladder cases often carry a second layer: third-party liability. If the ladder was defective, if a
general contractor removed tie-offs, if a property owner failed to provide anchorage or forced unsafe access, a
negligence claim may sit beside the comp case. Those lawsuits can address pain and suffering and full wage loss,
which standard comp does not, but they take longer and carry proof burdens. A smart plan preserves both

without letting one cannibalize the other.

What a workers compensation lawyer looks for on day one

You do not need a law degree to spot the essentials, but a seasoned eye helps when the details start fighting each
other. | start in three lanes.

First, employment and coverage. Who was paying you that day. Many tradespeople bounce among entities, with a
pay stub from a subcontractor, a time sheet stamped by a staffing agency, and direction from a foreman in
another company’s hard hat. We nail down the insured employer because that determines the carrier and the rules
we will live under. We also check union agreements for wage add-ons and employer-provided disability or pension

credits.

Second, mechanism and causation. We need a coherent chain from ladder setup to injury. | look for the surface
where the feet sat, the ladder type and rating, whether it was tied off, whether it was used as a bridge, whether a
bucket or spackle tray threw the balance off, and whether anyone adjusted it before the fall. If multiple crews

shared the ladder, we track which one supplied it and who was responsible for safety walks.

Third, medical triage with legal foresight. | want the first provider to understand that this is a work injury with a fall
from height, not a generic "back pain” chart. | want imaging when appropriate, early referral to specialists who
know construction demands, and a return-to-work plan that does not shove a laborer with a torn meniscus back
up a ladder because a checkbox says “light duty.”

The medical arc in ladder cases

Most ladder falls produce one of four medical paths: fractures, shoulder injuries, spinal injuries, or combined soft-

tissue trauma. All four require tempo and patience.

Fractures command the early days. A calcaneus fracture from a heel-first landing can keep a worker off the site for
months and may never return to pre-injury stamina. Distal radius fractures from bracing the fall often seem
simple, but the grip strength losses are real for carpenters and sheet metal workers. An ankle pilon fracture needs
orthopedic precision and may generate hardware that becomes a character in the case, with future care on the
table.

Shoulder injuries get underestimated until the arm stops obeying. A forceful grab at a rail or an instinctive reach
during a slip can tear a rotator cuff or labrum. These injuries often hide on early X-rays and appear later on an MRI
when therapy stalls. Insurers like to label them degenerative. The chart needs to tell the story of sudden onset

after the fall, a change in function, and objective findings over time.

Spinal injuries, especially in the lumbar and cervical regions, bring debates about preexisting degeneration. That is

common in tradespeople with years of physical work. The law usually recognizes that a work incident can light up a



previously quiet condition. We show the before and after. Work capacity notes matter here, because pushing a

body too soon into heavy lifts after a disc injury can break a good recovery streak.

Traumatic brain injury deserves its own respect. Even without a skull fracture, concussion symptoms after a ladder
fall can surface over days. Fog, headaches, light sensitivity, irritability, and sleep reversal sap a family.
Documentation in the first month matters. A workers compensation lawyer pushes for specialist evaluation if

symptoms linger so the claim matches the reality at home.

Across all paths, | watch for the milestones: initial diagnosis, start of therapy, specialist consult, maximum medical
improvement, and impairment rating. Many states use formal guides to rate permanent impairment. Those
numbers drive the settlement conversation but never tell the whole story when a trade requires endurance,

proprioception, and coordinated strength that office jobs do not ask for.

Real wage math, not fantasy paychecks

Weekly comp benefits hinge on average weekly wage. | have watched carriers calculate this by looking at a few
recent checks in a slow month and ignoring the overtime that keeps many families afloat. For union workers,
fringes and per diem deserve a hard look under state rules. For some, travel pay and shift differentials count. The

difference between a hurried calculation and a careful one can add hundreds per week.

Temporary total disability pays a percentage of that wage, often around two-thirds, within state-specific caps.
Temporary partial disability applies when a worker can return on restricted hours or light duty at reduced pay.
Permanent partial disability gets technical and depends on rating systems. A torn shoulder in a 40-year-old
ironworker with years left to hang beams is not the same as a minor rating for a desk worker, but the tables try to

reduce both to numbers. Part of the job is to build out vocational context, not just raw percentages.

Add to the mix liens for group health that paid early bills, unpaid mileage to appointments, and, in some states,
penalties for late checks. The worker should not have to chase these, but too often they do unless counsel applies

steady pressure.

Insurer playbook and how to answer it

You can predict the first five moves of a carrier in a ladder fall. They do not arrive with malice as much as habit and
budget.

* A recorded statement request within days, fishing for inconsistencies or admissions about angle or setup.

Response: keep it short and factual, after legal prep, and avoid speculation.

® A claim that the injury was minor because you did not go to the ER. Response: show the timeline, triage notes,

and how tradespeople often gut through pain until reality sets in.

* A focus on prior injuries or age-related changes on imaging. Response: obtain pre-injury function statements,

foreman letters, and precise medical opinions on aggravation versus degeneration.

® Steering to network doctors who move you fast to “released to work” without understanding site demands.
Response: select physicians who document restrictions with construction tasks in mind, not generic office

ergonomics.

e Surveillance and social media checks, hoping to catch a lift of a toddler or a grocery bag. Response: counsel
clients early about optics, honesty, and not letting a good day become the entire story of a fluctuating

recovery.



Experience teaches not to personalize these tactics. You answer them with structure. Every appointment, every

therapy note, every work restriction builds a wall around the claim so the adjuster has to play it straight.

Evidence beyond the accident report

Accident reports are often written in a rush and may reduce a rich event to a few checked boxes. We widen the
lens. Site photos tell more than adjectives can. The grade where the ladder feet sat, gouge marks that show kick-
out, a concrete lip that created a rocking point, weather conditions stamped by a weather app screen shot, and

the view from the worker’s vantage point make the mechanism real.

Retention of the actual ladder matters in a way many crews do not anticipate. Tossing a broken ladder into a
dumpster loses potential third-party claims. Tag it. Store it. Document who touched it. If the rungs show abnormal
flex or if the side rails delaminated, an engineer later may find a defect. Purchase records or job logs can tie that

ladder to a vendor or manufacturer.

We also gather the safety paper trail. Job safety analyses, daily huddles, and toolbox talk notes often show
whether ladder use was a planned part of the work or a workaround. Contracts between the general and subs
typically allocate safety duties. That language matters if someone higher on the chain dictated a ladder where a

scaffold or mobile elevating platform would have been safer.

OSHA inspections, if they occur, run on a separate track. Citations can help show unsafe conditions, but the comp

board will not require them. Do not wait for OSHA to validate your story. Build it with your own evidence.

Training, language, and the truth in the gaps

Many tradespeople learned ladder habits from the person ahead of them, not from a manual. Angles, tie-offs, and
foot placement become muscle memory without numbers attached. That is fine until an insurer tries to paint a
worker as reckless because a ladder leaned at the wrong degree. The law’s no fault posture protects against most
of that, but the soft pressure shows up in settlement talks. It helps to show that the crew received practical

training or that site conditions left no viable alternative.

Language gaps amplify these issues. If the injured worker speaks Spanish, Mandarin, or another language at
home, the first statement often filters through a bilingual co-worker under stress. Later, an adjuster will read that
note like a deposition transcript. When | see that dynamic, | work to get a clean, interpreter-backed account on

the record early, so the file contains the worker’s true voice.

Apprentices deserve attention. Their wage rates, training logs, and progression steps play into wage calculations
and future earning capacity. An apprentice shut out of journeyman status by a shoulder that never regains full

overhead strength loses more than a few weeks of pay. The claim should reflect that arc.

Undocumented workers and the protection of the system

| meet undocumented workers who fear that filing a claim risks their job or worse. Laws vary by state, but in many
jurisdictions, undocumented workers are entitled to comp benefits. The claim does not ask your immigration
status. Honest lawyers do not weaponize fear. Report the injury, get the medical care, and let counsel manage the

legal frame. Without a claim, the worker bears all the costs while the job moves on.

Return to work and the slow rebuild



Light duty can be a gift or a trap. When light duty keeps a worker connected to the job, with meaningful tasks
that respect restrictions, recovery often improves. When light duty means sitting alone in a trailer moving papers
for a few days and then, magically, full duty appears with no change in the body, we push back. Specificity saves
knees and shoulders here. “No climbing ladders, no lifting over 15 pounds, no overhead work, ten-minute breaks

every hour” forces the employer to be honest about tasks.

Work hardening programs can bridge the gap. If handled well, they simulate job demands and build confidence. If
the program ignores actual site tasks or rushes, it becomes a paper shield for a denial. | like to tie work hardening

goals to a worker’s actual trade tasks, not just general endurance metrics.

When third-party claims make sense
Not every ladder fall justifies a lawsuit beyond comp, but some do. A few examples from my files:

A painter used a brand-new fiberglass extension ladder that split at a riveted joint during normal use. The
manufacturer later issued a quiet notice about a bad lot. We preserved the ladder, engaged an engineer, and

pursued a product claim while the comp case paid the bills.

A framing crew had to access a header over a stairwell with no landing installed yet. The general refused a request
for a small platform and banned scissor lifts in that interior area to protect finished flooring. The foreman allowed a
ladder setup that spanned the opening. A fall cracked a pelvis. The contract assigned safety planning to the

general. A negligence claim followed.

A facility owner insisted that an electrical crew work overnight while custodial staff mopped around them. A wet
film near the ladder feet was visible on body cam footage from a responding EMT. The property owner’s policies

and custodial logs mattered.

These cases do not undermine comp. They supplement it. They take longer and require patience, but they can

address losses that comp cannot.

Settlement timing and structure

Comp cases reward patience to a point. Settling too early locks in assumptions about recovery and future care
that may be wrong. | like to reach maximum medical improvement or to establish a stable treatment plan before
serious talks. If an impairment rating exists, we still place it in context. A 6 percent arm rating in a drywall finisher is

not trivial when it translates to weaker lifts overhead and fatigue mid-shift.

Future medical needs shape settlements. Hardware removal, injections, or periodic imaging might be likely. In
some jurisdictions, a Medicare Set-Aside can become relevant if the worker is a Medicare beneficiary or reasonably
expects to be soon. That process estimates future medical costs for the work injury and sets funds aside to protect

Medicare's interests. It is not fun, but it is necessary in the right cases.

Structured settlements, paid over time, can stabilize finances for families who struggle with lump sums. Some
prefer a blend: a portion upfront to clear debts and modify a home, and the rest in monthly checks that mimic

wages. The right choice depends on discipline, household needs, and the predictability of future work.

The long tail of ladder injuries

The file may close, but the body keeps score. Ankles swell in the cold. A shoulder aches by noon. A back protests
after a few hours in a truck. Good settlements and awards anticipate those rhythms. They honor that the trades

ask more of bodies than most jobs, and that aging with a ladder injury means adjustments at home and work.



Expect a year from fall to a mature claim in a significant case, sometimes more when surgery enters the story.
During that time, predictability matters. Checks that arrive on the same day each week, approvals that do not
require emergency calls, and therapists who know your name, not your claim number, make a difference. A
workers compensation lawyer's quiet job is to create that predictability by removing friction. That looks like routine

emails and scheduled follow-ups, but it is the difference between chaos and a livable plan.

Mistakes | see and how to sidestep them

Silence after the fall is the most common mistake. Speak up, even if you think you will be fine in the morning. The
paper trail begins with your voice. The second mistake is agreeing to light duty that is not real. If you find yourself
climbing ladders three days after “light duty” began, call your doctor and your lawyer. The third is treating the case
like a fight with your foreman. It is not. Your employer may care about you and still follow the carrier’s lead. Keep

the relationships human and let counsel handle the claims machinery.

Do not post the heroic photo online. If your nephew drags you to a backyard barbecue and you smile through the
pain, an adjuster will frame that as a return to normal life. It is not fair, but it is predictable. Live your life, but

assume you are being watched and stay consistent with your restrictions.

Finally, do not wait to ask questions. If your adjuster goes silent, if your checks are light, if a nurse case manager
starts showing up at appointments with a clipboard and a sunny vibe, pick up the phone. Presence at medical
appointments can help with scheduling and authorizations, but the nurse does not control your treatment. Your

doctor and you do.

https://pr.timesofsandiego.com/article/Law-Offices-of-Humberto-lzquierdo-Jr-PC-Highlights-Critical-30-Day-
Workers-Compensation-Reporting-Rule-for-Atlanta-Employees/6a67826b928d990002e6cd81

What compassion looks like in a claim

Empathy in this context is practical. It is calling the spouse to explain what the next month will look like. It is
getting mileage checks processed so a brother who drives you to PT is not eating gas money. It is fighting for
therapy in a clinic near your home because three bus transfers on crutches is not treatment, it is punishment. It is

telling the truth about timelines so no one pins hope on a story the body cannot meet.

A ladder fall on a construction site shrinks a life to the space between the couch and the clinic for a while. The law
cannot restore everything a trade gives a person, the pride in solid work, the rhythm of a crew, the satisfaction of
a clean line. But the law can keep the bottom from dropping out, and with intention, it can give room for a return

that feels honest.

If you are in the middle of this, or you love someone who is, know that the system can work when handled with
care. Find a workers compensation lawyer who knows how a job truly runs, who can stand at the messy edge
where steel, wood, and human bodies meet gravity, and who will carry the file with enough steadiness that you

can carry the rest of your life.
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