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Pneumatic Nail Gun Safety 
Nail guns are powerful, easy to operate, and boost productivity for nailing tasks. They are also responsible for 
an estimated 37,000 emergency room visits each year. Severe nail gun injuries have led to construction worker 
deaths. 
 

Nail gun injuries are common in residential construction. More than half of reported nail gun injuries are to 
the hand and fingers. One quarter of these hand injuries involve structural damage to tendons, joints, nerves, 
and bones. After hands, the next most often injured are the leg, knee, thigh, foot, and toes. Less common are 
injuries to the forearm or wrist, head and neck, and trunk. Serious nail gun injuries to the spinal cord, head, 
neck, eye, internal organs, and bones have been reported. Injuries have resulted in paralysis, blindness, brain 
damage, bone fractures, and death. 

Nail Gun Injuries 
 

There are seven major risk factors that can lead to a nail gun injury. Understanding them will help you to 
prevent injuries on your jobsites. 
 

• Unintended nail discharge from double fire. 
• Unintended nail discharge from knocking the safety contact with the trigger squeezed.  
• Nail penetration through lumber work piece. 
• Nail ricochet after striking a hard surface or metal feature. 
• Missing the work piece. 
• Awkward position nailing. 
• Bypassing safety mechanisms. 

 
 Six Steps to Nail Gun Safety 

 

1. Use the full sequential trigger 
• The full sequential trigger is always the safest trigger mechanism for the job. It reduces the risk 

of unintentional nail discharge and double fires—including injuries from bumping into co-
workers. 

• Consider restricting inexperienced employees to full sequential trigger nail guns starting out. 
Some contractors using more than one type of trigger on their jobs color-code the nail guns so 
that the type of trigger can be readily identified by workers and supervisors. 

2. Provide training 
• Both new and experienced workers can benefit from safety training to learn about the causes of 

nail gun injuries and specific steps to reduce them. Be sure that training is provided in a manner 
that employees can understand. 

3. Provide Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 
• Hard hats, High Impact eye protection, Hearing protection. 

4. Encourage reporting and discussion of injuries and close calls 
• Studies show that many nail gun injuries go unreported. Employers should ensure that their 

policies and practices encourage reporting of nail gun injuries. Reporting helps ensure that 
employees get medical attention (see #6 below). It also helps contractors to identify unrecognized 
job site risks that could lead to additional injuries if not addressed. Injuries and close calls 
provide teachable moments that can help improve crew safety. 
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Six Steps to Nail Gun Safety (cont) 

 

5. Establish nail gun work procedures 
Do’s… 

• Make sure that tool manuals for the nailers used on the job are always available on the jobsite. 
• Make sure that manufacturers’ tool labels and instructions are understood and followed. 
• Check tools and power sources before operating to make sure that they are in proper working 

order. Take broken or malfunctioning nail guns out of service immediately. 
• Set up operations so that workers are not in the line of fire from nail guns being operated by co-

workers. 
• Check lumber surfaces before nailing. Look for knots, nails, straps, hangers, etc. that could cause 

recoil or ricochet. 
• Use a hammer or positive placement nailer when nailing metal joinery or irregular lumber. 
• For placement work, keep hands at least 12 inches away from the nailing point at all times. 

Consider using clamps to brace instead of your hands. 
• Always shoot nail guns away from your body and away from co-workers. 
• Recognize the dangers of awkward position work and provide extra time and precautions. 
• Recognize the dangers of nail gun work at height and provide extra time and precautions. 
• Maintain three points of contact with the ladder at all times to prevent a fall—this means that 

clamps may need to be used for placement work. Holding a nailer in one hand and the work piece 
with the other provides only two points of contact (your feet). Reaching and recoil can make you 
lose your balance and fall. Falls, especially with contact trigger nailers, can result in nail gun 
injuries. 

6. Provide first aid and medical treatment  
• Employers and workers should seek medical attention immediately after nail gun injuries, even 

for hand injuries that appear to be minimal. Materials such as nail strip glue or plastic or even 
clothing can get embedded in the injury and lead to infection. Barbs on the nail can cause 
secondary injury if the nail is removed incorrectly. These complications can be avoided by 
having workers seek immediate medical care. 
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