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Drug and Alcohol Safety

Working Under the Influence: A Major Threat to
Workplace Safety from Safety.BLR.com

Working under the influence is as much of
a threat to workplace safety as a DWI is to
safety on the road. In fact, one in five
American workers report that they have
been put in danger or injured as a result of
a fellow employee's substance abuse. Here
are some other statistics about workplace
substance abuse:

 Over 70 percent of substance abusers
are employed.

 Alcohol and drug abuse has been
estimated to cost American businesses
billions of dollars every year in lost
productivity, healthcare costs, and
workers' compensation claims.

 Up to 40 percent of industrial fatalities
and 47 percent of industrial injuries
can be linked to substance abuse.
Substance abusers are more than three
times as likely to have an accident on
the job.

Be Prepared to Act

Because you're responsible for employee
safety and productivity, you're in the front
lines of the battle to keep your workplace
alcohol and drug free. This means you
must:
 Understand your organization's

substance abuse policy
 Be able to identify performance

problems that may be the result of
alcohol and drug abuse

 Know how to work effectively with
employees to manage these problems.

 Make appropriate referrals to
employees in need of assistance for
alcohol‐ or drug‐related problems

Ignoring a performance problem that
might be related to substance abuse is
not an option.

Recognize the Symptoms

To manage substance abuse problems
effectively, you first have to be able to
recognize the symptoms. A number of
specific performance and behavior
problems are common to workers who
abuse alcohol and/or other drugs.

Performance problems include:

 Inconsistent work quality
 Poor concentration
 Reduced productivity
 Increased absenteeism
 Extended lunch periods and early

departures
 Carelessness and mistakes
 Errors in judgment
 Risk taking and disregard for safety

Behavior problems include:

 Frequent financial problems
 Avoidance of friends and colleagues
 Blaming others for own shortcomings
 Complaints about problems at home
 Deterioration in personal appearance
 Complaints and excuses of vaguely

defined illnesses
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Please note, however, that an employee who displays any of these symptoms doesn't
necessarily have a substance abuse problem. There could be other reasons. But, of course,
when an employee's performance deteriorates for whatever reason, you have to take action.

Intervene Appropriately

Intervening appropriately to manage a
performance problem that might be drug
or alcohol related takes tact and
persistence. Here are some suggestions:

 Maintain control. Use performance
documentation, accident records, and
so on to support your case. Remember,
the focus should always be on the
employee's job performance, not
suspected substance abuse.

 Be clear and firm. Talk about required
standards of performance and
consequences if expectations are not
met. Explain the organization's
substance abuse policy, without making
accusations of substance abuse.

 Be supportive. Offer help in resolving
performance problems. Advise the
employee to consider whether poor
performance is caused by an underlying
personal problem.

 Identify local resources. If the
employee admits a problem and your
organization has an Employee
Assistance Program (EAP), provide the
employee with a referral, emphasizing
that confidentiality will be respected
as far as possible. If an EAP is not
available, check with HR to get a list of
resources in your area, and encourage
the employee to get help.

 Continue to monitor job performance.
If performance continues to decline,
apply progressive discipline as
necessary.

Handle Crisis Situations
Effectively

On occasion drug‐ or alcohol‐related
problems can lead to crisis situations, such
as:
 Dangerous or threatening behavior
 Obvious impairment
 Possession of alcohol and other drugs
 Illegal activity such as drug sales or

theft

When faced with a potential crisis, you
must act quickly and correctly. To help
guide your response, ask yourself questions
like these:

 What exactly did I see? Does there
appear to be illegal activity or policy
violations taking place?

 Is a group of people involved or a single
employee?

 Am I the direct supervisor to anyone
involved in the incident?

 Are reliable witnesses available?
 Is any danger involved in taking action

or not taking action?
 Is the situation serious enough to

require calling security or law
enforcement?

 Does the situation require expert
consultation with HR or the EAP?

 Is this a situation that calls for
reasonable‐suspicion drug testing? Have
I documented what I've seen and what
I've done in response?
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Some Do's and Don'ts

DO:

 Emphasize that you are only concerned
with work performance or conduct.

 Have documentation on performance
available when you talk with
employees.

 Remember that many problems get
worse without assistance.

 Encourage employees to get help for
personal problems, including substance
abuse.

DON'T:

 Try to diagnose the problem.
 Moralize (limit comments to job

performance and conduct issues only).
 Discuss alcohol and drug use (stick

strictly to the topic of performance).
 Be misled by sympathy-evoking tactics.
 Cover up (if you protect people from

their problems, it enables them to stay
the same).

 Make threats that you do not intend to
carry out.


