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Combating Opioid Abuse in the Workplace

The opioid crisis reaches into the workplace, but 
employers often feel unprepared to deal with opioid 
misuse. Steps such as offering education about the risks 
and signs of abuse and updating both workplace policies 
and benefits can help employers meet this challenge.
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In 2017, an estimated 70,000 Ameri-
cans died of a drug overdose, with 
nearly 70% of those deaths involv-
ing opioids.1 That same year, 95% of 

the nearly 50,000 Americans who fatal-
ly overdosed on opioids were of work-
ing age. But while the National Safety 
Council (NSC) reported that 75% of all 
employers say they have been directly 
affected by opioid misuse, just 17% of 
human resources (HR) professionals 
feel extremely well-prepared to deal 
with the issue.2 

In the same report, NSC discovered 
that 85% of employers believe that tak-
ing opioids, even as prescribed, can 
impair job performance—Yet only 60% 
have current policies requiring employ-
ees to notify their employer when they 
are using a prescription opioid. In ad-
dition, only half of employers reported 
feeling confident in having appropriate 
HR policies and resources to deal with 
opioid use and misuse in the work-
place. Nearly 80% of employers sur-
veyed stated that they are not confident 
that individual employees can spot the 
warning signs of opioid misuse. 

This data confirms that the opioid 
crisis is not just taking its toll in the per-

sonal lives of those affected but also that 
employers across the country are grap-
pling with the impact of this epidemic.

The many negative side effects of 
opioid abuse affect employers of all 
sizes, and HR professionals can take 
several steps to support the organiza-
tions they work with during this public 
health crisis. Below are four steps for 
implementing a robust, comprehensive 
opioids-at-work policy.

Engage Leadership
First, HR professionals should con-

sider using a substance use cost calcu-
lator3 to educate themselves, leadership 
and the rest of their teams on the im-
pacts of opioid use and misuse in the 
workplace within their own company 
and for their clients. This tool provides 
business leaders with specific informa-
tion about the cost of substance use, 
which can amount to thousands of dol-
lars per year. To create awareness, these 
calculators consider where a facility is 
located, how many employees are in the 
organization, the employer’s industry 
and more.

Professionals in benefits, compensa-
tion and HR can also ask management 

and safety teams to identify areas in 
which improvements or changes should 
be made within the business and in the 
community. This can include research-
ing community groups that address the 
opioid crisis that a company or client’s 
company could support with dona-
tions, or events that leadership and em-
ployees alike could engage in, such as 
fundraisers or other charity events.

Above all, it is important to ensure 
that employees consistently and fre-
quently receive education about opi-
oids and the risk of addiction associat-
ed with them—and receive the support 
they need if they develop a substance 
use disorder.

Educate About the Warning 
Signs 

Second, it is critical for employees to 
be trained and familiar with the warn-
ing signs of opioid intoxication. Slurred 
speech and sudden absences from work 
are just a few signs employers should be 
aware of when determining whether an 
employee is abusing opioids. Manag-
ers and supervisors are often the first 
to notice impairment or other signs of 
drug use, so they should be trained on 
policies and procedures to recognize 
impairment. Signs of opioid abuse in-
clude overall sedation, memory issues, 
inability to concentrate, slowed reac-
tion times, lethargy and mood swings. 
The first step to responding is to talk 
to the individual to make sure they are 
ready to seek help and then find a phy-
sician or other health professional who 
can help. Identifying and addressing 
these situations early can prevent safety 
hazards and prevent opioid misuse 
from becoming worse.

Employers may choose to hire an 
expert to conduct a workshop or de-
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ploy tool kits that educate HR professionals and employees 
on how to evaluate and respond to an employee who appears 
to be misusing opioids. The NSC Opioids at Work Employer 
Toolkit4 includes free resources and tools on this topic to 
help HR and safety professionals, executive leadership and 
employees develop policies to protect their business from the 
negative impacts of opioid use in the workplace.

Update Policies and Benefits 
Third, the best way to increase and ensure confidential ac-

cess to help and treatment is to revise any HR policies and 
health care benefits that may affect opioid use. One option 
is to partner with medical insurers and employee assistance 
program (EAP) providers to offer benefits that both prevent 
and treat substance use disorders.

Within a benefits plan, choices to consider include cover-
ing alternative pain management options such as acupunc-
ture, physical therapy and chiropractic care at the same cost 
as pharmaceutical options and having flexibility in the end 
dates for coverage. Benefit plans should look at how they can 
remove barriers for treatment, balancing cost-effectiveness 
with the needs of employees. Components to consider in-
clude medications for medication-assisted treatment, health 
interventions, detoxification services, and prior authoriza-
tion polices and procedures. The goal when investing in any 
treatment program is to ensure that it actually works—mak-
ing sure the methods used are proven to be effective in help-
ing people achieve and maintain substance addiction-free 
lives. 

Coupled with health benefits, EAPs play a vital role in 
encouraging employee wellness and addressing substance 
abuse problems. The programs provide a low-barrier, confi-
dential way for employees to seek help quickly. 

EAPs also can monitor employee participation in and 
compliance with treatment, as well as return-to-work recom-
mendations. Specifically, EAPs can offer recommendations 
and referrals to local addiction counseling, support groups 
and treatment centers to help employees address workplace 
difficulties that may be related to misuse and abuse of pre-
scription painkillers, alcohol and other drugs. EAP services 
can be customized for any size company or organization.

Employers can work with the medical review officer in 
cases where an employee is identified as a potential sub-
stance abuser through a drug testing program and refer the 
employee to a substance abuse professional to determine 

whether the employee needs further care or treatment. EAP 
services may include crisis intervention, assessment, referral, 
short-term and followup counseling, treatment monitoring, 
and supervisor and management training.

EAPs are offered at 97% of large employers.5 However, 
studies show that only 5% of employees use them annually—
a percentage that has remained stagnant in recent years. Of-
ten, employees don’t understand the scope of this valuable 
benefit and may fear negative ramifications if they access 
help. Effective EAPs are widely promoted and recommended 
by leadership. 

Promotion of EAP services needs to clearly spell out who 
employees can talk to, how they can communicate with that 
resource and where. Employees must be assured that EAP 
services are absolutely confidential and protected by Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) pri-
vacy regulations.

To begin implementing a robust, comprehensive opioids-
at-work policy, employers should consider using a survey 
to obtain feedback from employees and work with a third-
party administrator to assess how prescribing rates, EAP ac-
cess and other data changes over time. A survey could ask 
employees to rate how much they agree with a statement on 
a scale of 1 to 5, and statements could include “I understand 
our policies on drug testing” or “I know how to find informa-
tion on what my health care plan covers.”

Another consideration is to develop a drug-free work-
place policy to mitigate the potential loss of productivity and 
profits. The policy should address the nature of the work-
force and follow sector-specific mandates for testing and, at a 
minimum, should include a written policy, supervisor train-

takeaways
• According to the National Safety Council (NSC), 75% of all 

employers say they have been directly affected by opioid misuse, 
and just 17% of human resources (HR) professionals feel 
extremely well-prepared to deal with the issue.

• A comprehensive opioids-at-work policy can help employers gain 
better control over opioid abuse.

• Employees should be trained and familiar with the warning signs 
of opioid abuse. 

• Employers should consider updating policies and benefits 
that affect opioid use and leverage their employee assistance 
programs (EAPs) to help address substance abuse problems.



benefits magazine march 202030

ing and employee education. Costs from the opioid epidemic 
topped $1 trillion from 2001 through 2017, and the sustained 
loss of labor productivity is projected to cost another $500 
billion through 2020 unless substantial action is taken.6

Employers should work with in-house or outside counsel 
to develop guidelines for contractors who may need to take 
opioids.

Above all else, when employers suspect an employee is 
struggling with substance abuse, they should consult legal 
counsel and carefully consider the legalities of drug-free 
policies in the workplace. From confronting employees who 
may have a prescription drug problem to understanding 
state labor laws, there are important legal issues to consider 
so that companies do not alienate employees who need sup-
port or put themselves at risk for litigation.

Create Awareness 
Creating awareness and understanding about opioid 

abuse and addiction among employees is one of the most im-
portant components to an effective opioids-at-work policy.  
Workers should be educated about the risks of taking opi-
oids, even when prescribed by a doctor, and provided with 
strategies for speaking with physicians about opioids.

One of the most meaningful things employers can do is plan 
an interactive and welcoming education session with employ-
ees about opioids. As part of this presentation, benefits and 
HR professionals can offer direct solutions, which may differ 
from one employer to the next depending on unique business 
needs. Examples of direct solutions include offering consumer 
drug mail-back envelopes and providing a flowchart of steps 
employees can take to seek help for themselves or a loved one. 
These sessions should include information about an organiza-
tion’s resources, such as how to access EAPs. A lunch and learn 
that includes survivor advocates or representatives from a lo-
cal nonprofit also can help increase awareness.

If workers are taking opioids, they should be educated on 
safe medication disposal—such as drug collection kiosks at 
hospitals, pharmacies, law enforcement agencies and drug 
take-back events in the community—and the importance 
of removing leftover medications from the home to prevent 
prescription drug abuse. Disposal options, such as medica-
tion mail-back programs, also can be made available as an 
employee benefit. 

Creating a culture of health and well-being at work is also 
an important part of combating abuse. Well-being includes 
physical, mental, emotional, social and economic health, and 
all of these factors can play a role in the risk for misusing 
opioids or developing an opioid use disorder.7

Establishing a support program for those in recovery who 
plan to return to work is another important aspect of reduc-
ing the impact of opioids at work.

Conclusion
The negative impacts of the opioid crisis at work present 

complex challenges for employers in all industries. Benefits 
managers, HR professionals and other business leaders have 
the ability—and most importantly, the responsibility—to 
take action to protect their people, productivity and profits 
from the devastating effects of the opioid crisis. 

Endnotes
 1. See www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/statedeaths.html.
 2. See www.nsc.org/in-the-newsroom/poll-75-of-employers-say-their 
-workplace-impacted-by-opioid-use.
 3. See www.nsc.org/forms/substance-use-employer-calculator or  
www.workplacementalhealth.org/Making-The-Business-Case/Substance 
-Use-Disorder-Calculator for an examples of calculators.
 4. See https://safety.nsc.org/rxemployeekit.
 5. See www.blog.businessgrouphealth.org/blog/eap-effectiveness/.
 6. See www.altarum.org/news/economic-toll-opioid-crisis-us 
-exceeded-1-trillion-2001.
 7. See www.nsc.org/Portals/0/Documents/RxDrugOverdoseDocuments 
/RxKit/2019/Opioids-in-the-Workplace.pdf?ver=2019-03-27-161805-350.
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