WHITE PAPER

A Guide for Employers

/],?

Si



What to Do When OSHA Inspects
Your Workplace

When an OSHA CSHO arrives at your site, how you respond in the first few minutes sets
the stage for the rest of the visit. Expect the CSHO to introduce themselves and present
their credentials. This will include an official OSHA badge and photo identification. Take a
moment to verify them, politely but professionally.

It's not uncommon for larger employers to train their front-desk or security teams to
recognize and validate OSHA identification to ensure protocol is followed from the
outset. However, avoid any unnecessary delays. Stalling can be seen as evasive and may
create tension from the beginning. Keep
your tone calm, your attitude cooperative,
and your actions prompt.

Your organization should have a
designated representative ready to take
the lead. Ideally, this is a safety manager or
operations lead who is familiar with OSHA
procedures, knows the site layout, and can
speak confidently about the company’s
safety practices. If your safety lead is
unavailable, assign a backup in advance
and make sure they're prepared.

This representative should walk with

the inspector through each step of the
inspection. They're not only there to assist,
but also to help document what's being
done, what's being said, and how the
process unfolds. Their presence ensures
consistency in communication and helps
avoid misunderstandings.

First impressions aren't just about
politeness; they're also about confidence. If
the inspector sees your team is organized
and transparent, it sets a tone of mutual
respect from the start.
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Understand the Opening Conference

Before anything physical happens on the floor, the inspection begins with a formal
opening conference. This is where OSHA outlines the scope and reason for the visit. It's
your opportunity to gather important details and set clear expectations.

The CSHO will explain whether the inspection was triggered by a complaint, incident
report, referral, or as part of a programmed inspection like SST. If a complaint is involved,
you won't be told who filed it, but you will be given enough information to understand
the concern, usually a description of the issue and the work area involved.

Use this time to ask questions and clarify the
scope. Don't be afraid to respectfully ask:

What's the purpose of the inspection?

Which parts of the facility will be
reviewed?

Will the inspection involve safety, health,
or both?

Are there specific standards or hazards
the CSHO is focusing on?

Make sure the company’s representative
takes detailed notes throughout the
conference. These notes are useful not just
for internal review, but also in case follow-

up is needed later. For example, if the CSHO
verbally expands the scope of the inspection
mid-visit, having a record of the original scope
can help clarify boundaries and expectations.

The inspector will ask for some basic
documents upfront, such as your OSHA 300
logs or written safety programs. Be prepared
to provide what's requested but avoid
volunteering extra materials unless specifically
asked. A well-managed opening conference
signals that your team understands the
inspection process and is ready to cooperate,
not resist. That matters.
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During the Walkthrough: Stay Focused

Once the walkthrough begins, the inspection moves into action. This phase involves the
CSHO walking the facility, observing conditions, and evaluating workplace practices in
real time. Always assign a knowledgeable escort; it's a best practice. Their role is not
just to guide the CSHO but to keep a record of everything observed, noted, or questioned.
Never allow the inspector to tour the site alone. Doing so risks misinterpretation, missed
context, or even expanded inspection scope.

Stay focused on the purpose of the visit. If the inspection was triggered by a specific
complaint, say, faulty machine guarding in one department, do not volunteer access to
unrelated areas. Keep the tour contained unless the inspector has lawful cause to expand
the inspection.

As the inspection progresses:

Mirror the inspector’s actions. If they take photos, you take photos. If they collect a
sample, note what it was and where it came from. Keeping your own record helps
you respond appropriately if any issues arise later.

Fix hazards on the spot when possible. If a minor trip hazard is noticed and you can
remove it right then, do it. OSHA often sees this as a sign of good faith, and it may
positively affect how any violations are classified or penalized.

Inspectors may also want to speak with employees. These interviews are conducted
privately to protect worker confidentiality; however the worker can request their union
steward or representative to join (if applicable). You can't be present during these
conversations, but you can prepare your team in advance by:

Reminding them they have the right to speak
honestly,

Reassuring them that OSHA protects against
retaliation, and

Encouraging them to speak only about what
they know directly, not what they've heard
secondhand.

While the walkthrough might feel high stakes,
it's just one part of the larger process. The best
thing you can do is be observant, responsive, and

organized. N
h
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Document Requests: Be Prepared

When OSHA arrives, they're not just looking at your equipment and procedures, they're
also reviewing your documentation. In many cases, your paperwork can speak just as
loudly as your physical workspace. A well-organized set of documents demonstrates that
your company takes safety seriously. Disorganized or missing records, on the other hand,
suggest neglect and can invite further scrutiny.

Be ready to provide the following, quickly and without hesitation:

OSHA 300, 300A, and 301 Logs: These are your official injury and illness records.
OSHA typically asks to see logs from the current and previous calendar years.

Safety Data Sheets (SDS): If your workplace handles hazardous chemicals, your
SDS library must be current, complete, and accessible. These sheets must match
the chemicals actively in use.

Written safety programs: Examples include your hazard communication plan, PPE
policy, lockout/tagout procedures, and any job-specific protocols required by OSHA
standards.

Employee training records: This includes documentation of safety orientations,
hazard recognition, annual required safety training, job and/or equipment-specific
instruction, and any retraining that's occurred following an incident or job change.

Inspection and maintenance logs: OSHA may ask to see records for machines,
tools, vehicles, or even fall protection systems. These logs show that regular
inspections are being done, and that issues are being addressed.

If you can't find a requested document right away, be honest
and ask for a moment to retrieve it. Delays are fine if they're
short and reasonable. What you want to avoid is giving the
impression that you're stalling, guessing, or trying to clean up
your records on the fly. An option to streamline this process
is to use electronic or digital record systems (for example,
learning management system, document management, etc.),
which makes it faster and easier to produce the required
documentation.

STAGE e
Incident Reported i .-

And one more rule of thumb: don't offer more than what's
asked. Oversharing documents may unintentionally reveal
unrelated compliance gaps, which can broaden the inspection
scope.

SI How to Pass an OSHA Inspection: A Guide for Employers | 5


https://hsi.com/
https://hsi.com/solutions/learning-management-system
https://hsi.com/solutions/ehs-environmental-health-and-safety/document-management

The Closing Conference: Clarify Next Steps

The closing conference marks the end of the on-site portion of the inspection, but

it's not the end of the process. During this meeting, the CSHO will review their findings
with your team. You'll hear about any observed hazards, potential violations, and what
comes next in terms of OSHA's internal review. Keep in mind, the compliance officer does
not issue citations on the spot, that decision is made later, after a review process and
consultation with area director or other management professionals.

This is your chance to listen carefully and gather as much insight as possible. If you've
taken notes during the walkthrough, compare them to what's discussed here.

Common topics during the closing conference include:
The nature and classification of observed hazards
What standards may have been violated
Recommended timelines for abatement or correction
Your right to contest or request an informal conference

How the citation process works and what to expect in writing

Ask respectful, targeted questions if you need clarification. For example, if something
described as a “serious” hazard seems unclear, ask how that classification was
determined. If the inspector references a standard you're unfamiliar with, request the
citation number for review. The more informed you are, the more prepared you'll be
to act, whether that means correcting hazards immediately or preparing to contest an
alleged violation.
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Mistakes to Avoid During an OSHA Inspection

Even safety-conscious companies can trip up during an OSHA inspection. When stress is
high and the pressure is on, small missteps can lead to bigger problems. Here are some
of the most common, and avoidable, mistakes:

Being unprepared: If your team doesn't know who the
OSHA point of contact is or where required records
are stored, things can spiral quickly. Every company
should have a plan that covers roles, procedures, and
access to documentation.

Arguing with the inspector: You don't have to agree
with everything OSHA says, but you do need to stay
respectful. Challenging a finding during the visit rarely
changes the outcome and can harm your credibility.
Instead, take notes and follow up later through the
proper channels.

Offering too much information: If OSHA is there to
investigate machine safety, don't volunteer a tour of
your storage mezzanine. The broader the discussion,
the more likely it is that unrelated issues will come
under scrutiny.

Failing to fix obvious problems: If there's a hazard
that can be corrected immediately, like a blocked exit
or a frayed power cord, correct it. OSHA will note your
prompt action, and it could influence the citation’s
classification or penalty amount.

Not documenting the inspection: Everything OSHA
observes, you should document too. Take your own
notes, photos, and records of what's discussed. This
helps with follow-up actions and ensures accuracy if
there's a dispute later on.

Even a clean, compliant workplace can get cited if
you mishandle the inspection itself. Staying focused,
professional, and prepared can make all the difference.
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Create a Plan Before You Need One

Waiting until OSHA walks through your door is the wrong time to figure out what to do.
The best companies treat inspection readiness as part of their everyday operations, not
just something they scramble to handle at the last minute. Here's what a solid inspection
response plan should include:

- A primary and backup contact who are trained and prepared to meet with OSHA.

Fast access to required documentation, such as injury logs, training records, and
safety procedures. If you use an online/electronic document management system,
set up a read only access account for the inspector to use. Even better if you can
limit access to files pertinent to the scope of the inspection.

Facility maps or diagrams that help guide the inspection efficiently.

- Alist of known hazards and control strategies, updated regularly and reviewed with
department leads.

+ Clear communication protocols to inform key staff and prepare employees without
creating panic or confusion.

No one looks forward to an OSHA inspection, but it doesn’t have to feel like a crisis. With
the right mindset and solid preparation, your team can approach it with confidence, not
panic. Tools like response plans and checklists take the guesswork out of a stressful
situation and help ensure a consistent, professional response across every shift and
location.

Of course, the best inspection is one that ends with no violations. That starts long before
OSHA arrives, with a proactive safety culture built into your day-to-day operations.

Tools like response plans
and checklists take the
guesswork out of a stressful
situation and help ensure

a consistent, professional

response across every shift
and location.
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Many OSHA Fines Are Preventable
with a Proactive Approach

Most OSHA violations, and the costly fines that follow, don't come out of nowhere.
They're usually the result of missed hazards, inconsistent procedures, or breakdowns in
communication. The good news? A proactive safety program can prevent most of them.

Being proactive isn't about reacting quickly; it's about staying ahead of the risks. That
means building systems that support safety every day, not just when OSHA is watching.
Let's break down what it takes to create a safety program that's both practical and
prevention-focused.

F . 4._.-_:1
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1. Build a Strong Safety Plan

A safety plan is more than a binder on a shelf.
It's the foundation of your workplace culture,
and it needs to be a living part of how the
business operates every day.

Start with a thorough hazard assessment.
Walk through each area of your operation
and identify specific risks for each task

or department. Look for everything from
machine guarding issues to trip hazards,
confined spaces, or chemical exposures. Use
this information to guide your policies and
controls.

Once hazards are identified, eliminate them
wherever possible. If they can't be removed,
reduce the risk with administrative controls
and effective PPE.

Your safety plan should include:

——

Written policies and procedures that are
clear and specific to your site.

Emergency action plans that account
for real-world scenarios, chemical spills,
fires, severe weather.

|1\

Reporting procedures that are easy to
follow, not buried in bureaucracy.

Accountability systems to track follow-
through on safety tasks and inspections.

Mock OSHA inspections are a powerful tool

when done well. Choose someone who isn't

directly involved in day-to-day operations, or
bring in an outside safety consultant, to spot
what you might overlook. Use each drill as a
chance to learn and improve.
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2. Prioritize Safety Training

Training is an ongoing investment in your people, and your protection against
violations. Every employee should be trained for the exact hazards they face. That

might mean forklift operation, electrical safety, fall protection, or bloodborne pathogens.
Don't assume experience means knowledge. A long-time worker can still miss a step or
overlook new procedures. Training should also be practical. Hands-on learning, real-world
scenarios, and visual demonstrations are more effective than dense handouts or long
lectures.

It's also a good idea to include toolbox talks and safety briefings as part of daily

or weekly operations. These short check-ins keep safety top-of-mind and create
opportunities to share lessons from near-misses or recent industry incidents.
Documentation is key. Keep records for live training that include; topic, who attended,
what was covered, and who led the training. For online training, ensure the same
information is retained, including the content of the training at the time it was delivered.
These records may be your best defense in the event of an inspection or legal challenge.

What Happens in a Decontamination Line?

Training is an ongoing investment in your people, and
your protection against violations.
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3. Provide the Right PPE

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) is the
last layer of protection for your team, and

it only works if it fits well (including female
specific PPE), is in good condition, and is
used the right way. Start by identifying the
specific PPE required for each task. This
might include:

Respirators for airborne contaminants

Cut-resistant gloves for handling sharp
materials

Safety harnesses for work at height
Face shields for grinding or chemical use

But issuing PPE isn't enough. You also need
to train workers on how to use it correctly.
That includes inspecting gear before each
use, adjusting it for a proper fit, and knowing
its limits. A hard hat won't help if it's worn
backward or past its expiration date. Hearing
protection won't do much if it doesn't seal
properly or isn't used consistently. And ill-
fitting or poorly sized PPE won't be effective,
including when female workers are given PPE
for males, just in a smaller size.

OSHA requires employers to provide PPE at
no cost. Just as important, employers must
replace worn or damaged gear promptly and
make sure it's easy to access and store. When
leaders take PPE seriously, workers do too,
and that helps lower the risk of injury and
avoid costly violations.
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4. Empower Your Team

No safety program works without employee involvement. Workers are the eyes and ears
of your operation. They notice what's working, and what's not, long before it reaches a
supervisor's desk. But meaningful engagement starts with trust. Employees need to
feel confident that reporting a hazard won't put their job at risk. You can strengthen that
trust by offering anonymous reporting, publicly recognizing safety contributions, and
responding to concerns quickly and clearly.

When someone speaks up, act quickly and share what was done to fix the issue. Closing
the loop shows that their input matters. You can also give employees more ownership
by involving them in regular safety checks. Some companies rotate team-led safety
walkthroughs using a checklist. Others assign “safety captains” to help monitor daily
practices and guide new hires. This kind of participation builds accountability and pride.

But even strong safety programs aren't foolproof. If you do receive a citation, it's what you
do next that counts. Let's look at how to handle it the right way.
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What If You Get an OSHA Citation?

Receiving a citation from OSHA doesn’t automatically mean you're in serious trouble,
but it does mean you need to act. How you respond can affect everything from the final
penalty amount to your company’s safety reputation.

Once a citation is issued, OSHA provides written documentation explaining the violations,
proposed penalties, and required correction deadlines (called abatement dates). From the
day you receive the citation, you have 15 working days to respond.

You have a few choices:

Accept the citation by paying the fine and correcting the issue. This may be the
quickest option, especially if the violation is straightforward and you agree with
OSHA's findings.

Request an informal conference with the Area Director. This meeting gives you a
chance to ask questions, provide additional context, or negotiate a reduced penalty.
Many employers use this option to present documentation that wasn't available
during the inspection or to show that steps toward compliance have already been
taken.

Formally contest any part of the citation, including the violation itself, the
classification (e.g., serious vs. other-than-serious), the proposed fine, or the deadline
for correction. This starts a legal process that may involve the Occupational Safety
and Health Review Commission (OSHRC), where your case will be reviewed and
decided.

File a Petition for Modification of Abatement if you can't meet the original
correction deadline. In this petition, you must explain why more time is needed,
what interim steps you've taken to protect workers, and your plan to fully resolve the
Issue.

Regardless of which path you take, OSHA requires you to post a copy of the citation at
or near the work area where the violation occurred. This notice must stay in place for at
least three working days, or until the hazard is corrected, whichever is longer. This rule
ensures that workers are made aware of the hazard and the steps being taken to fix it. It
also reinforces that safety is a shared responsibility between employers and employees.

In some cases, citations might also impact your company’s eligibility for future contracts,
especially with government agencies or clients in regulated industries. Being transparent
about your corrective actions and showing improvement can help rebuild trust.
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How to Reduce Penalties

Not all citations lead to maximum fines. OSHA has discretion to adjust penalty amounts
based on several factors and knowing these can help you make your case for a reduction.

Here's what they consider:

- Your company'’s safety history: If this is your first citation or if you've maintained a
good record over time, OSHA may view your organization more favorably. A history
of repeat violations, however, can increase your penalties significantly.

Size of your business: Smaller companies often receive reductions because OSHA
understands that fines can create financial strain. Depending on the number of
employees, you may qualify for size-based adjustments.

Timely hazard correction: If you fix the hazard on the spot during the inspection or
shortly after, OSHA may reduce the fine under its “quick fix" policy. This shows good
faith and a proactive approach to worker safety.

Good-faith efforts to comply: Demonstrating a genuine commitment to safety can
also lower penalties. Examples include having a written safety program, holding
regular training sessions, or maintaining organized records. If you've tried to comply
but missed a step, OSHA may show leniency.

Participation in voluntary safety programs: If you're enrolled in OSHA's Voluntary
Protection Programs (VPP) or other cooperative safety initiatives, you may receive
consideration for showing a higher level of engagement.

Keep in mind that OSHA also considers the gravity of the violation. Serious or willful
violations involving imminent danger or repeat offenses won't receive as much
flexibility. The best way to reduce penalties, now and in the future, is to stay proactive.
Keep your records current, hold regular safety reviews, and document all corrective
actions taken. If an inspection results in a citation, approach it as an opportunity to

improve, not just a setback to manage.

The best way to
reduce penalties, now

and in the future, is to
stay proactive.
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Final Thoughts

OSHA inspections are never just about citations, they're about accountability, prevention,
and protecting people. Understanding the reasons for OSHA inspections, and the process
can help you better prepare. If you didn't read the white paper What Triggers an OSHA
Inspection? Here's What You Need to Know, then download it and add to your knowledge
and preparedness.

This isn't just about passing an inspection. It's about building safety into your
organization’s culture that protects your team, supports compliance, and strengthens
your reputation. When OSHA shows up, the most powerful thing you can do is show
them a workplace where safety isn't a scramble, it's standard.

Start with what you can control today: review your injury logs, update your safety
procedures, and make sure your team knows what to do when OSHA arrives.
Preparedness isn't a one-time task, it's part of running a responsible business. And now,
you've got the knowledge to do just that.

HSI can help.

OSHA inspections don't have to be overwhelming. HSI's comprehensive EHS software
and Al-powered tools help organizations identify risks, document compliance, and
streamline corrective actions. As the only provider offering a complete, integrated solu-
tion that combines powerful technology with subject matter expert (SME) reviewed online
training content, HSI ensures your team is always aligned with current OSHA standards.

With HSI, you gain confidence that your workforce, data, and processes are inspection
ready.

About HSI

HSl is your single-source partner for EHS, Compliance, and Professional Development solutions. HSI provides
integrated e-learning content, training solutions, and cloud-based software designed to enable your business to
improve safety, operations, and employee development. Across all industries, HSI helps safety managers, and
technical employees, human resources, first responders, and operational leaders train and develop their workforce,
keep workers safe, and meet regulatory and operational compliance requirements. HSI's focus is on training,
software, and services for safety and compliance, workforce development, industrial skills, and emergency care.
HSl is a unique partner that offers a suite of cloud-based software solutions including learning management,
safety management, chemical SDS management, and more, integrated with content and training so businesses
can not only monitor and manage multiple workflows in one system, but train employees via one partner.
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