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Drugs and Alcohol in the Workplace
Unite is concerned that there are a number of members who are risking their health and their jobs through
substance abuse. In line with common terminology, this abuse will be described throughout this policy in terms of
drugs and alcohol. It should be noted that, ‘drug abuse’ follows the HSE definition, and refers to the use of illegal
drugs, and the misuse, whether deliberate or unintentional, of prescribed drugs and substances such as solvents.
Although alcohol is a drug, it is referred to separately in this policy because society tends to regard it differently from
other drugs. In practice however, the measures needed to deal with alcohol problems in the workplace are very
similar to those appropriate to other drugs and substances. It is important that employers have in place drug and
alcohol policies that have been developed with Unite involvement, to ensure that they are in the best interests of
Unite members. Such policies will be essential where any drug and alcohol problems are found to exist, but,
preferably, they should be agreed in advance of any such problems coming to light.
A drug and alcohol policy is a formal statement which sets out a company's policy and procedure including education
and training for helping employees with drug or alcohol related problems. Within the policy, an employee with a
drug or drink problem should be seen in the same way as one with a more generally accepted health problem. Such
a policy should assume that employees, at whatever level, who are identified as having a drug or drink problem
affecting their work performance, conduct at work, or working relationships, will be offered help rather than
dismissal.
It is not only illegal drugs that cause problems at work. Legal ones, including prescription drugs, can be misused. In
addition some drugs, even when prescribed by a doctor, can affect someone’s ability to work, especially if the job
requires a high level of concentration or alertness. However, many people have conditions that require drugs to
help them live a normal life and could not work without them.





The social use of alcohol and drugs may have no direct effect on a person’s work, but if they come to work under
the influence of either of these it will impair their performance and can lead to them taking risks or putting
others at risk. This could be an issue for all groups of workers. Many drugs can also have psychological effects
that can affect performance or mental wellbeing, especially after long-term use or if a dependency develops.
Alcohol and drugs have no place in the workplace, unless required for a medical condition, however Unite also
believes that employers should not interfere in a person’s private life unless it impacts on their work.
Many people who drink socially or use recreational drugs at weekends do not, in any way perform any worse, or
take more time off sick as a result. If however a person’s health suffers, or they are trying to work while under
the influence of drink of drugs then it can become a workplace issue. It is also a matter for trade unions because
many people turn to alcohol or drugs because of the stress of work, or to painkillers because of musculoskeletal
problems caused by work.

Substance misuse



Substance misuse is described as the problematic use of alcohol, drugs and other substances.
Drug or alcohol use can become problematic when an individual uses a substance so regularly or in such
quantities that they start to depend on it in order to feel normal in everyday life. Dependence can develop into
addiction, where day to day life focuses on obtaining and regularly drinking or taking a drug to maintain either a
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physically stable state or a preferred mental state. In the case of alcohol, the term misuse can refer to binge
drinking or regular heavy drinking.
It is important not to confuse substance misuse, with occasional use of alcohol or drugs. Nevertheless, all forms
of substance use, whether alcohol or drugs, legal or illegal, can affect the workplace. Those with dependency
problems may find that their performance is affected, that they develop mental health problems, or they are off
work more often. At the same time, any person who either uses drugs or alcohol at work, or who comes to work
while under the influence of drugs or alcohol could put themselves and their colleagues’ safety at risk.

Drug and alcohol abuse at work








A survey by Drug Scope and Alcohol Concern found that 27 per cent of employers say drug misuse is a problem
at work while 60 per cent have experienced problems due to staff drinking alcohol. While that may be what
employers think there is little evidence that this is accurate.
The 2017 crime survey for England and Wales showed that 4.3% of adults between 16 and 59 had taken an illicit
drug in the last month. This figure has fallen since a decade ago despite a number of additional drugs (legal
highs) having been made illegal in 2016. The most common illicit drug used is cannabis, followed by cocaine.
Many of those who have taken drugs in the last month are not in work because they are unemployed or unable
to work. Of these that are at work, the vast majority of people restrict their use to social use at weekends.
Among people who are at work, the use of prescription drugs is much more common. An estimated 1.5 million
people are addicted to prescription and over-the-counter drugs in the UK. A large number of others use them
occasionally. Many of these drugs can have a significant effect on performance, concentration, or alertness.
In the case of alcohol, an NHS survey said that 25 per cent of men reported drinking over 8 units and 16 per cent
of women reported drinking over 6 units on at least one day in the past week. This does not mean that these
people have a dependency issue or that it is affecting their work, but it is estimated that between 3 per cent and
5 per cent of all absences are due to alcohol.
Many people use alcohol or drugs to help cope with work-related stress, and if there is a problem with alcohol or
drug misuse in your workplace then this maybe part of a wider stress problem. Some forms of drugs are also
used to combat fatigue. Even caffeine, a legal and very commonplace substance, can be used to cover up
tiredness caused by excess hours at work.

The law

Under the Health and Safety at Work Act, the employer has a duty to ensure the health, safety and welfare of
employees and develop a health and safety policy. Section 7 of the Act requires employees to take reasonable care
of the health and safety of themselves and others who may be affected by their acts or omissions at work. While the
Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations say employers should conduct risk assessments. This would
include the use or presence of drugs and alcohol at work, if there appears to be a risk to workers. The main causes
must then be treated in the same way as any other workplace hazard by the implementation of preventive
measures.
It is a criminal offence under the Misuse of Drugs Act for any person knowingly to permit the production, supply or
use of controlled substances on their premises except in specified circumstances (such as when they have been
prescribed by a doctor). The Medicines Act 1968 also controls the sale of drugs that are considered medicine.

Safety Critical Work
A number of organisations have made demands that where employees are involved in ”safety critical
work”, they need to be subject to regular, random drug and alcohol testing. There may be some
justification for this in special circumstances, though Unite still questions the effectiveness of drug testing
in general, in light of the discussion above.
“Safety critical work” has typically involved public transport drivers and some areas of the defence related
industries. However, if any organisations are seeking to use “safety critical work” as a requirement for drug
and alcohol testing, they must provide a full justification for this and draw up a precise and specific
definition of what is meant by “safety critical work”. Any references to drug and alcohol testing for safety
critical workers must be clearly defined and subject to formal agreement with Unite.
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Random Testing

The Unite view is that that there should be no random or company-wide drug or alcohol testing. Any proposals to
introduce testing must be discussed in detail between the employer and Unite, in light of the practical, legal,
industrial relations and ethical implications.
Proposals for testing must be subject to:
 written justification for the tests
 description of test procedures and their verification/effectiveness
 stating of standards to be reached
 the consequences of failing the test
 safeguards on continuity of employment
 verification of the qualifications of the testers
 medical confidentiality of results
If testing procedures are agreed, they must only be enacted on suspicion based on specific personal observations
that the person concerned is under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Tests will be at the expense of the company.
Any person testing positive shall have the right to challenge the results and obtain an independent analysis of the
sample. Any person testing positive, and who accepts the results, should be referred for treatment and advice in
accordance with the rest of this policy.
Checklist around Drug Testing Drug testing is a costly and time-consuming process that is often used by organisations as
a substitute for an effective drugs and alcohol policy. There is no real evidence that regular drug testing has any effect on
production or safety, and branches should resist it. However, if an employer does introduce a testing programme unions
should ensure that:








It is done by a laboratory accredited by the UK Accreditation Service.
Before a testing regime is introduced there is a 28 day period to allow people to come forward with any concerns or
disclose any problems.
It is part of an effective and agreed workplace drug and alcohol policy which aims at supporting any person with a drug
or alcohol problem.
There is an information and education campaign on drugs and alcohol
It is only done after impairment testing has been carried out and there is evidence that the person may be impaired as
a result of drugs.
No samples are taken without the informed consent of the person (this cannot be given under duress).
There is an appeals process, with right to union representation, if anyone tests positive

Negotiating a policy

Prior to developing a policy, it is best to find out what problem exists, if any. That can be done through looking at
sickness and disciplinary records, accident investigation reports or talking to any provider of occupational health or
counselling services for the organisation if they exist. However, even if there is no evidence of a problem then you
should encourage your employer to develop a policy.
The policy should set out its aims. These should include:





Recognition that alcohol and drug abuse is both a health problem and a safetyproblem.
That drug and alcohol abuse should be prevented through both increasingawareness of the issue and changing
the culture of the organisation.
That those employees with a problem should be identified at an early stage.
That assistance should be offered to those with a drug or alcohol related problem.

Key elements of a policy

Any policy should address the following issues:



It should make it clear who has overall responsibility for implementing the policy.
It will cover both legal and illicit drugs.
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The policy should cover all employees, including senior managers.
The employer should guarantee that any employees who seek help will be treated in a non-judgemental
supportive way and should guarantee confidentiality.
It should lay down processes for dealing with any cases when someone is believed to be impaired by drug or
alcohol while at work and outline when, if at all, alcohol can be consumed while at work or on work premises.
It should ensure that all managers are trained to spot the early signs of abuse and there will be procedures to
ensure that any problems are discussed with staff at an early stage.
Alcohol and drug misuse should be treated as a medical and not a disciplinary matter. There will also be
recognition that in many cases alcohol and drug use can lead to addiction which may require help.
If drug or alcohol testing is to be used as part of a drugs and alcohol policy, it should be restricted to safety
reasons and staff should be aware of their rights.
The policy should outline how employees can get assistance both within the organisation and, if necessary,
outside.
It should stress that any requests for assistance or treatment will be treated confidentially.
The employer should consider making available alternative work where this will help an employee’s
rehabilitation.
The policy should make it clear that absence for treatment and rehabilitation will be regarded as normal sickness
absence.
There should be a recognition that staff may relapse.
The policy should outline under what circumstances disciplinary action may be taken. This may include where
help is refused and performance is consistently poor due to drug or alcohol abuse, or where a person comes to
work under the influence of drugs or alcohol and others are put at risk.
The employer should undertake to run an information and awareness campaign in support of the policy.
It is also important that any policy is regularly monitored and reviewed.

Safety Reps Check List

There are a number of positive steps that safety representatives can take to raise awareness and tackle problems
related to drugs and alcohol misuse.





Membership awareness and information
o Safety representatives can work with local support organisations and take the opportunity of raising
awareness of drugs and alcohol misuse through posters or leaflets.
Surveys and inspections
o Safety representatives could conduct a survey to find out whether drugs and alcohol misuse is a problem
in the workplace. This can be done on a confidential basis as some members may be reluctant to
contribute otherwise. Safety representatives can also use their routine inspections or undertake special
inspections to speak to members. Safety representatives should report any concerns and those of their
members to management in writing.
Supporting members
o Sometimes a person with a drug or alcohol problem will contact you asking for help. While you are not
expected to be a counsellor or expert you can talk to the person and suggest that they seek help from a
local support or addiction service, or even through their GP.

Resources/Further information
UC www.tuc.org.uk/resource/drug-testing-workplace
HSE pages on drugs and alcohol www.hse.gov.uk/alcoholdrugs
Hazards magazine www.hazards.org/workstyle/index.htm
Business in the Community toolkit https://wellbeing.bitc.org.uk/all-resources/toolkits/drugs-alcohol-and-tobaccotoolkit-employers
UK Gov www.gov.uk/government/collections/drug-driving#table-of-drugs-and-limits
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