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Out of 16.6 million people with 
alcoholism, 2.6 million were 

also dependent on an  
illicit substance. 

www.LiveDrugFree.org 
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OSHA and Drug Free Workplace 
(DFW) Programs 
 
The mission of the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) is to 
assure safe and healthful working con-
ditions for working men and women by 
setting and enforcing standards and by 
providing training, outreach, educa-
tion, and assistance. OSHA is commit-
ted to strong, fair, and effective en-
forcement of safety and health re-
quirements in the workplace. 
 
OSHA inspectors, called compliance 
safety and health officers, are experi-
enced, well-trained industrial hygien-
ists and safety professionals whose 
goal is to assure compliance with 
OSHA requirements and help employ-
ers and workers reduce on-the-job 
hazards and prevent injuries, illnesses, 
and deaths in the workplace. 
 
Because research indicates that be-
tween 10% and 20% of the nation’s 
workers who die on the job test posi-
tive for alcohol or other drugs, imple-
mentation and maintenance of em-
ployer drug free workplace programs 
fall within the purview of OSHA’s mis-
sion. 
 
According to the Bureau of National 
Affairs (BNA), up to 40% of industrial 
fatalities can be linked to alcohol abuse 
and alcoholism. The National Institute 
on Drug Abuse (NIDA) has reported 
that drug-using employees are 3.6 
times more likely to be involved in 
workplace accidents and five times 
more likely to file a workers’ compen-
sation claim. Furthermore, Society of 
Human Resource Managers (SHRM) 
surveys have found that substance 
abuse is the third leading cause of 
workplace violence in America. 
 
As a part of the United States Depart-
ment of Labor, OSHA recognizes that  

drug and alcohol use impairment consti-
tutes an avoidable workplace hazard, 
and that drug free workplace programs 
can help improve employee safety and 
health and add value to American com-
panies. OSHA has therefore historically 
supported comprehensive drug free 
workforce programs—especially within 
certain workplace environments, such as 
those involving safety-sensitive duties 
like operating machinery. 
 
Does OSHA Regulate DFW  
Programs? 
 
The federal Occupational Safety and 
Health Act of 1970 covers most private 
sector employers and their workers. 
 
On the OSHA.gov website, in the archive 
section, there is an answer to the ques-
tion: “Does OSHA believe that an em-
ployer has a duty to provide a workplace 
free of employees performing assigned 
duties with mechanical machinery under 
the intoxicating influence of alcohol or 
under the influence of illicit drugs?” The 
agency director provided the following 
answer: “OSHA strongly supports 
measures that contribute to a drug free 
environment and reasonable programs 
of drug testing within a comprehensive 
workplace program for certain workplace 
environments, such as those involving 
safety-sensitive duties like operating 
machinery. Such programs, however, 
need to also take into consideration em-
ployee rights to privacy.” 
 
In answer to a question regarding 
OSHA’s position on enforcement of drug 
free workplace requirements, the agency 
answer was as follows: “Although OSHA 
supports workplace drug and alcohol 
programs, at this time OSHA does not 
have a standard. In some situations, 
however, OSHA’s General Duty Clause, 
Section 5(a)(1) of the OSH Act, may be 
applicable where a particular hazard is 
not addressed by any OSHA standard.” 
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Citations for violation of OSHA’s Gen-
eral Duty Clause are issued to employ-
ers when the four components of this 
provision are present, and when no 
specific OSHA standard has been 
promulgated to address the recog-
nized hazard. The four components 
are: (1) the employer failed to keep 
its workplace free of a “hazard”; (2) 
the hazard was “recognized” either by 
the cited employer individually or by 
the employer’s industry generally; (3) 
the recognized hazard was causing or 
was likely to cause death or serious 
physical harm; and (4) there was a 
feasible means available that would 
eliminate or materially reduce the haz-
ard. An employer’s duty will arise only 
when all four elements are present. 
 
OSHA Position on Employee Drug 
Education and Supervisor Training 
 
A comprehensive drug free workplace 
program includes employee drug edu-
cation and supervisor training. It is 
important that all employees be made 
aware of, and receive education 
about, the company substance abuse 
policy, along with information on the 
signs of substance abuse and preven-
tion methods. Supervisors must be 
trained on how to monitor employees’ 
performance, document substance 
abuse-related performance problems, 
and enforce the substance abuse poli-
cy. 
 
In regards to the importance of em-
ployee drug education and supervisor 
training, as part of a drug free work-
place program, the director of OSHA 
has said: “Any educational/training 
activity that helps employers and em-
ployees become aware of the dangers 
of working under the influence of alco-
hol, illicit drugs, and even some  

over-the-counter and prescription medi-
cations would be a good first step.” 
 
OSHA Position on Drug/Alcohol  
Rehabilitation 
 
Drug addiction is a complex medical 
problem with negative consequences 
that can affect almost every part of an 
employee’s life. 
 
Drug addiction treatment can be found in 
a variety of environments, using many 
different behavioral and pharmacological 
methods. There are over 10,000 drug 
addiction treatment facilities in the U.S. 
that offer counseling, behavioral therapy, 
medication, and case management to 
those suffering with substance abuse. 
 
In the area of drug and alcohol treat-
ment and counseling, according to the 
agency’s official website, OSHA “…under-
stands that many workers with sub-
stance abuse problems can be returned 
safely to the workplace, provided they 
have access to appropriate treatment, 
continuing care, and supportive ser-
vices.” 
 
Conclusion 
 
In summary, although OSHA does not 
require that employers maintain drug 
free workplace programs, the agency 
acknowledges that they are natural com-
plements to other business-based initia-
tives that help ensure safe and healthy 
workplaces and add value to America’s 
companies and communities. While 
OSHA does not officially regulate drug 
free workplace programs, employers and 
supervisors need to be aware that when-
ever an OSHA inspector finds violations 
of OSHA standards or serious hazards in 
the workplace, the agency may issue ci-
tations and fines. 
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