
Software
EHS

OSHA’s  
Top 5 for the  
Construction  
Industry

How to avoid the most  
frequently cited violations



Software
EHS

www.kpa.io  |  866.356.1735 2

OSHA Citations
They’re rampant, they hide in plain sight, and they have potentially dire consequences 
for your people and your bottom line. Is your organization doing enough to avoid the 
most common Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) citations?

No matter how much you know (or think you know) about the most common workplace violations 

out there, it’s clear that organizations could use some help.

In fiscal year 2020, OSHA issued 6,276 violations in the construction industry, of which 
4,871 were cited as serious.1 

The top violations were:

1  https://www.osha.gov/pls/imis/citedstandard.naicsman? 
    p_esize=&p_state=FEFederal
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Every year, thousands of 
preventable incidents occur, 

causing needless injuries, 
illnesses, and—in some 

cases—deaths. 

www.kpa.io  |  866.356.1735 3

This list has remained largely unchanged for a decade. The reality is undeniable: many 

environment, safety, and health professionals are failing to adequately recognize and mitigate the 

greatest sources of workforce risk. 

Every year, thousands of preventable incidents occur, causing needless injuries, illnesses, and—in 

some cases—deaths.  From OSHA penalties to workers compensation claims to legal, operational, 

and reputational costs, businesses pay a significant toll.

Don’t let your employees or your organization become statistics. In this resource, you’ll learn how 

to avoid the 5 most frequently cited OSHA standards in the construction industry, one by one. The 

following pages contain explanations of each hazard, along with warning signs to look out for and 

prevention checklists you can use to improve compliance and minimize losses.

But before we begin, let’s take a closer look at what’s at stake—the price your organization pays 

when these hazards go unaddressed.



2  https://www.osha.gov/penalties
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The Cost of an  
OSHA Violation

OSHA penalties can exceed $13,000 per violation and as much  

per day for every day the issue hasn’t been fixed by OSHA’s deadline. 

The fine for a willful or repeated violation can be 10 times as much. 

In 2021, the maximum penalty for such a violation is  $136,532.
2

And those are just the direct costs. Organizations that don’t adequately address 
common workplace hazards can expect to pay hundreds of thousands—even 
millions—in indirect expenses.

Of course, the true costs of a safety violation are incalculable. No one can put a number on an 

employee’s life. Suffice it to say, it’s in your organization’s best interest to bring your annual 

number of injuries and illnesses to zero. 

Fortunately, avoiding an OSHA citation isn’t as complex or cost-intensive as many people think. 

Small steps can save you 6 or 7 figures—or even save someone’s life. 

Read on to learn about the 5 most common OSHA violations in the construction industry and 

what you can do today to reduce their chances of happening on your jobsite. 

Examples of indirect  
workplace hazards expenses

 � workers’ compensation claims from 

people who have experienced injuries 

and illnesses

 � lost productivity during and after an 

incident

 � lowered workforce morale due to fear 

and uncertainty around risk areas

 � hours of labor spent identifying and 

fixing the issue

 � expenses of cleaning and replacing 

equipment that’s out-of-date, damaged, 

or broken 

 � legal and compliance fees

 � negative publicity and reputational 

damage

https://www.osha.gov/penalties
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Edge Guarding

OSHA definition: OSHA’s regulation (29 CFR 1926.501) that covers unprotected sides 

and edges states that “Each employee on a walking/working surface (horizontal and 

vertical surface) with an unprotected side or edge which is 6 feet (1.8 m) or more 

above a lower level shall be protected from falling by the use of guardrail systems, 

safety net systems, or personal fall arrest systems.”

Simple definition: When workers are performing work at heights of 6 feet or more 

near openings or edges they must be protected from falling.  T
he
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Number One Isn’t Always a Good Thing

For the 10th year in a row fall protection was the most frequently cited OSHA violation. OSHA 

issued 557 violations in 2021 under “Residential Construction – Lack of Edge Guarding on Edges 

6 Feet or More Above Lower Level”. And, number two on the list was “Residential Construction – 

Lack of Leading Edge Guarding 6 Feet or More Above the Lower Level” with 264 total violations.

How to Protect Workers at Heights

OSHA defines fall protection as “any equipment, device, or system that prevents a worker from 

falling from an elevation or mitigates the effect of such a fall.” Employers may choose from the 

following fall protection options:

 � Guardrail System – A barrier erected along an unprotected or exposed side, edge, or other area 

of a walking-working surface to prevent workers from falling to a lower level.
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 � Safety Net System – A horizontal or semi-horizontal, cantilever-style 

barrier that uses a netting system to stop falling workers before they 

make contact with a lower level or obstruction.

 � Personal Fall Arrest System – A system that arrests/stops a fall before 

the worker contacts a lower level. Consists of a body harness, anchorage, 

and connector, and may include a lanyard, deceleration device, lifeline, or 

a suitable combination.

 � Travel Restraint System – A combination of an anchorage, anchorage 

connector, lanyard (or other means of connection), and body support to 

eliminate the possibility of a worker going over the unprotected edge or 

side of a walking-working surface.

Why Edge Guarding Violations Happen

Edge guarding violations are very common because construction workers 

are frequently exposed to fall hazards when working on rooftops, openings 

on sides of buildings, scaffolding and other heights.  According to the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), of the 5,333 worker deaths in 2019, 880 

were the result of a slip, trip and fall accident. Falls are the number one 

cause of deaths in the construction industry.

Signs You’re at Risk of an Edge Guarding Violation

 � You work in construction: Working at heights is extremely common in 

the construction industry. Anytime a worker is working at 6 feet or more 

near unprotected openings and edges there is a risk of falling. And the 

farther the fall, the more dangerous the outcome.

 � Your workforce hasn’t been trained properly or consistently: Every 

worker who works at heights needs to understand the risks of a fall and 

what measures must be put into place to prevent them from falling.

Training should be conducted annually.

How to Avoid an Edge Guarding Violation:  
Your Prevention Checklist

Personal Fall Arrest Systems

Are all anchorages capable of supporting a 5,000-pound load per 

worker attached? 

Has all personal fall arrest equipment been inspected prior to use 

for wear and damage, including tears, burns, ripped stitching, and 

buckle or connector damage? 

Do lifelines, lanyards, snap hooks, and D-rings have a minimum 

strength of 5,000 pounds?

Has a rescue plan been designed and implemented for the 

particular fall protection system being used on the project?

Have employees been trained in rescue equipment and 

techniques?

Guardrail System

Are guardrails at the proper height? The height of the toprail 

must be between 39 inches (0.9 meters) and 45 inches (1.2 meters). 

Each toprail or guardrail system must be capable of withstanding 

200 pounds of force.

Are midrails installed correctly? Midrails must be installed 

approximately halfway between the toprail and the platform 

surface. The midrail must support 150 pounds of force.
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Scaffolding

OSHA definition: OSHA’s scaffolding rules “[aim] to protect workers using scaffolding 

in construction work. Scaffolding hazards continue to rank high on the list of the 

most frequently cited standards in the construction industry. Scaffold-related 

fatalities account for a significant number of fatalities in the construction  

workplace.”3 

Simple definition: A scaffold is a temporary structure that allows people to work 

in areas that are high off the ground or otherwise inaccessible. OSHA’s scaffolding 

standards lay out safe and proper methods for scaffolding used in construction jobs.

T
he
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There are three types of scaffolds commonly used:

 � Supported scaffolds consist of one or more platforms held up by rigid structural elements such 

as beams, brackets, poles, legs, or frames.

 � Suspended scaffolds are platforms raised by non-rigid means, such as ropes or cables. 

 � Aerial lifts are elevating devices mounted to vehicles. Examples include extendable boom 

platforms, aerial ladders, and vertical towers.

OSHA’s scaffolding standard covers each of these kinds of scaffolds, as well as ladders, stilts, 

protection from falling objects, weather conditions, and other related hazards. The standard is 

extensive and detailed, specifying everything from fall protection measures to guardrail height to 

inspections and training.

3  https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3150/osha3150.html

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3150/osha3150.html
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Why Violations Happen

Scaffolding violations are common because scaffolds are standard 

construction equipment. The majority (65%) of construction projects 

involve scaffolds, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.4 Millions of 

construction workers across the US work on scaffolds every year.

The BLS estimates that 3 issues account for over 70% of all scaffolding 

accidents:

 � Planking giving way when equipment is defective, damaged, poorly 

maintained, or incorrectly assembled

 � Slips and trips due to slippery surfaces, missing protective measures 

(such as guardrails), and/or inadequate training

 � Falling objects

Overall, most scaffolding violations are the result of faulty equipment, 

dangerous environmental conditions, improper training, or a combination 

thereof.

Signs You’re at Risk

 � You work in construction: Scaffolds are commonplace in the construction 

industry. Every time a worker needs to be elevated, there’s risk involved.

 � Your equipment has been in use for a long time: As discussed above, 

faulty and badly-maintained equipment is a leading cause of scaffolding 

accidents.

 � Tools and/or materials on the worksite aren’t secured: Any object 

resting on or above a scaffold can fall and become deadly.

 � The weather’s bad: Scaffolding is riskier during storms and periods of 

high wind, as well as immediately after rain or snowfall. Precipitation 

creates slippery surfaces, increasing the danger of slips and falls.

 � Your workforce hasn’t been trained properly or consistently:  

Every worker who works on a scaffold needs to be able to demonstrate 

knowledge of safe conduct.

 � The wrong person (or no one) is in charge: OSHA specifies that a 

“competent person” must be on hand to a) determine whether scaffolds 

are safe to use, b) direct others in erecting and dismantling scaffolds, and 

c) conduct training and inspections.

How to Avoid a Scaffolding Violation:  
Your Prevention Checklist

Are the right fall protection and/or fall arrest systems in place?

Are guardrails at the proper height? 

Is crossbracing at the proper height? 

Are midrails installed correctly? 

Are footings strong enough? 

Are platforms fully planked or decked?

Are scaffolds completely supported?

Can scaffolds bear the necessary weight?

Have all employees been trained on proper scaffolding use?

Are inspections conducted as often as necessary?

4  https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/scaffolding/construction.html
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Fall Hazards

OSHA definition: OSHA’s Subpart M addresses the requirements and criteria for 

fall protection in construction workplaces. It applies when workers are working at 

heights of 6 feet or more above a lower level. The provisions of Subpart M can be 

found in Title 29 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Subpart M - Fall Protection, 29 

CFR 1926.500, 29 CFR 1926.501, 29 CFR 1926.502, and 29 CFR 1926.503.  

Simple definition: When construction workers are performing work at heights of  

6 feet or more they must be protected from falling.  T
he
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OSHA’s Top of the Tops

When looking at OSHA’s top 10 most cited standards in 2020 the clear winner for most violations 

goes to fall hazards on roofs, scaffolds, lifts and ladders. And not surprisingly, for the 10th year in a 

row fall protection was the most frequently cited OSHA violation. 

Historically, falls are the leading cause of fatalities in construction, and they account for about one-

third of all fatalities in the construction industry. The vast majority of the fall fatalities are to lower 

levels. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reported that of the 5,330 worker fatalities in the US in 

2019, 1,066 occured in the construction industry and estimate that over 300 of those deaths were the 

result of a fall. BLS estimates that eliminating fall hazards in construction would save approximately 

300 lives annually. Workers who are most at risk are laborers, roofers and carpenters.

OSHA recognizes that fall incidents are typically complex events that can involve a variety of 

factors. OSHA’s standard for fall protection addresses both human factors as well as equipment-

related issues in its effort to protect workers from fall hazards. 
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Why Fall Protection Violations Happen

Fall protection violations are very common because construction workers 

are frequently exposed to fall hazards when working on rooftops, openings 

on sides of buildings, scaffolding, mobile elevated work platforms (lifts), 

ladders and other heights.  According to the BLS, of the 5,333 worker deaths 

in 2019, 880 were the result of a slip, trip and fall accident. 

Some common causes of fall protection violations include:

 � Improper ladder use

 � Using a defective ladder

 � Scaffolding collapse

 � Lack of scaffold inspection by a competent person

 � Absence of guardrails

 � Faulty stairways

Signs You’re at Risk of Fall Protection Violation

You work in construction: Working at heights is extremely common  

in the construction industry. Anytime a worker is working at 6 feet or  

more near unprotected openings and edges there is a risk of falling.  

And the farther the fall, the more dangerous the outcome.

Your workforce hasn’t been trained properly or consistently:  

Every worker who works at heights needs to understand the risks of a fall 

and what measures must be put into place to prevent them from falling.

Training should be conducted annually.

www.kpa.io  |  866.356.1735 10
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How to Avoid a Fall Protection Violation:  
Your Prevention Checklist

Personal Fall Arrest System

Are all anchorages capable of supporting a 5,000-pound load per 

worker attached? 

Has all personal fall arrest equipment been inspected prior to use 

for wear and damage, including tears, burns, ripped stitching, and 

buckle or connector damage? 

Do lifelines, lanyards, snap hooks, and D-rings have a minimum 

strength of 5,000 pounds?

Has a rescue plan been designed and implemented for the 

particular fall protection system being used on the project?

Have employees been trained in rescue equipment and 

techniques?

Guardrail Systems

Are guardrails at the proper height? The height of the toprail 

must be between 39 inches (0.9 meters) and 45 inches (1.2 meters). 

Each toprail or guardrail system must be capable of withstanding 

200 pounds of force.

Are midrails installed correctly? Midrails must be installed 

approximately halfway between the toprail and the platform 

surface. The midrail must support 150 pounds of force.

Ladders

Are ladders free of damage and debris?

Are ladders the appropriate type and height for the job?

Are extension ladders set at an appropriate angle (4 to 1)?

Are ladders placed on a firm and flat surface?

Scaffold

Has the scaffold been designed by a qualified person?

Are guardrails or personal fall arrest systems being used for fall 

prevention/protection are required for workers on platforms 10 

feet or higher?

Is the scaffold inspected daily by a competent person prior to each 

work shift?

Holes

Are all holes in floors greater than 2 inches covered and properly 

labeled?

Training

Have employees been trained in accordance with OSHA’s 

regulation 1926.503?



Software
EHS

www.kpa.io  |  866.356.1735 12

Jobsite Inspection

OSHA definition: OSHA’s regulation “General Safety and Health Provisions (29 CFR 

1926.20)” covers jobsite inspections. It states that “Such programs shall provide for 

frequent and regular inspections of the job sites, materials, and equipment to be 

made by competent persons designated by the employers.” 

Simple definition: Employers must perform regular inspections of jobsites, 

equipment and materials to ensure the safety of workers. The inspections must be 

conducted by a competent person.T
he

 O
SH

A
 S

ta
nd

ar
d

Competent Person

OSHA defines a “competent person” as “one who is capable of identifying existing and predictable 

hazards in the surroundings or working conditions which are unsanitary, hazardous, or dangerous 

to employees, and who has authorization to take prompt corrective measures to eliminate them” 

(29 CFR 1926.32(f)). 

By way of training and/or experience, a competent person is knowledgeable of applicable 

standards, is capable of identifying workplace hazards relating to the specific operation, and has 

the authority to correct them. Some standards add additional specific requirements which must 

be met by the competent person.
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Jobsite Inspections

Safety inspections are the most effective way to identify hazardous 

conditions at the jobsite. Construction sites, in particular, require constant 

monitoring and observations to stay on top of constantly changing safety 

issues.

A good jobsite inspection program will identify potential OSHA violations, 

liability issues, and risk exposures. Jobsite safety inspections will identify 

safety issues, and should include recommendations for addressing the 

problems. Periodic inspections are important because they identify hazards 

and provide opportunities to fix them before injuries and accidents can 

occur. 

OSHA doesn’t specify how often jobsite safety inspections should be 

conducted, but at construction worksites, the need for inspection may be 

daily, weekly, or monthly. Inspections should also take place when major 

changes or events occur, like weather events, to identify hazards. 

Inspection records should be maintained once inspections and corrective 

actions have been completed. 

Signs You’re at Risk of a Jobsite Inspection  
Violation

 � You work in construction: Construction jobsites can be  

dangerous places with many hazards. Those hazards can include:

 � Falls from heights

 � Excavation/trench collapse

 � Scaffolding or ladder collapse

 � Electrical hazards

 � Caught in moving parts and machinery

 � Struck by falling or flying objects

 � Injuries caused by repetitive motion

 � Hearing damage caused by exposure to loud noises

 � Exposure to hazardous chemicals

 � Your workforce hasn’t been trained properly or consistently: Every 

worker who works at construction sites needs to understand and identify 

the many risks and what should be done to prevent them.Training on 

hazard identification should be conducted annually. Additionally, workers 

should understand that they must report unsafe conditions to a supervisor 

right away.

13www.kpa.io  |  866.356.1735 
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How to Avoid a Jobsite Inspection:  
Your Prevention Checklist

Daily Inspections

Some daily inspections are required. For example, forklifts and respirators 

must be checked before each shift. Others are recommended by the 

equipment manufacturer, and some OSHA standards require that the 

manufacturer’s recommendations be followed. 

Equipment operators should perform these inspections at the beginning of 

the shift for:

Forklifts

Aerial lifts

Other machinery

Slings

Rigging

Hand and portable power tools

Personal protective equipment

Frequent Inspections

Some workspaces and equipment require “frequent” inspection.  

Equipment and areas subject to frequent inspection—typically at least 

weekly, or whenever conditions change—include:

Electrical power and lockout/tagout procedures

Fall protection

Trenches, excavations, and shoring

Crane and operator certification

Scaffolds

Stairways and ladders

Monthly Inspections

Some OSHA standards require monthly equipment inspections, included 

are:

Fire extinguishers

Eyewashes and safety showers

Cranes and hoists

Emergency escape respirators and self-contained breathing 

apparatus
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You Don’t Have to 
Manage Your OSHA 
Requirements Alone

Have questions? Looking for more detailed  
OSHA compliance guidance? 

KPA is here to help. 

To truly protect your workforce and bottom line, you’ll need in-

depth information—and not just about OSHA’s top 5, but every 

potential hazard that exists in your organization. You’ll also need 

to conduct a thorough evaluation of your facilities to identify 

current gaps and risk areas.

KPA’s unique combination of software, training, and consulting 

services can provide the coverage your people and your 

organization need.

Get Started with KPA

Give us a call: 866-356-1735 
Send us an email: info@kpa.io 
Get a demo: kpa.io
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