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Toolbox Talk Training: Basic Electrical Safety — Important Things to Know About GFCls

In previous toolbox talks, we covered how grounding and double-insulated tools help
reduce the risk of electric shock while working with power tools. Today, we're focusing on
another critical safety device that provides protection when using electrical equipment in
wet or damp conditions. This device is the ground fault circuit interrupter, commonly known
as a GFCl.

Under normal conditions, when a tool is plugged into an outlet, electrical current
flows from the power source to the tool through the “hot” wire in the cord. When the tool is
switched on, the current powers the equipment and then returns to the outlet through the
“neutral” wire. In a properly functioning circuit, the amount of current leaving and returning
should be equal. A difference in that flow—such as when electricity leaks to
ground—indicates a ground fault, which can create a shock hazard.

A GFCl is designed to detect even very small differences in current flow. If it senses
that electricity is not returning as expected, it reacts almost instantly by shutting off power
to the circuit. This rapid response helps prevent serious electric shock injuries. GFCI
protection is commonly found on construction sites, portable generators, and in areas where
moisture may be present, such as bathrooms, kitchens, outdoor work areas, garages, mixing
areas, and rooftops. It’s also important to remember that when a GFCI protects a circuit, it
typically safeguards all receptacles downstream of it in that circuit, but not those located
upstream.

GFCI protection can be provided in several forms. The most common is a GFCI
receptacle, which usually has “TEST” and “RESET” buttons located in the center. GFCI
breakers installed in electrical panels provide protection for entire circuits, and portable GFCI
devices can also be used to protect tools plugged into standard outlets. All of these devices
function in a similar way and include test and reset features.

Because GFCls can wear out or malfunction over time, they must be tested
regularly—typically at the start of each shift. Testing is done by pressing the “TEST” button,
which should trip the device and shut off power. You should hear or feel a click when it trips.
You can verify it is working by plugging in a tool, such as a drill, and confirming it does not
operate. Once testing is complete, press the “RESET” button to restore power.

If a GFCI does not trip or reset properly, it must not be used. It should be clearly
marked or taken out of service and reported immediately to your supervisor so a qualified
electrician can repair or replace it.

Does anyone have questions about identifying or testing GFCl receptacles, breakers,

or portable devices? Thank you for attending today’s toolbox talk. Please remember to sign
the training certification form to receive credit for your participation.
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