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Understanding Substance 
Abuse
WHAT WE KNOW, WHAT WE CAN EXPECT, AND WHAT WE CAN 
DO TO MINIMIZE THE EFFECT SUBSTANCE ABUSE HAS ON THE 
WORKPLACE.

The topic of substance abuse and its negative effects has been documented 
and discussed for a number of years.  Typically, the term ‘substance abuse’ 
involves excessive use of alcohol or drugs, but people tend to perceive it 

as the excessive use of drugs only. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual for Mental Disorders, 4th edition, substance use disorders pertain to 
substance use and dependence, and substance abuse refers to ‘an unhealthy 
pattern of substance (alcohol or drug) use’ that may result in: an inability to 
adequately take care of your responsibilities or fulfill your role at work, school, 
or home; the frequent use of substances in situations where it might be 
dangerous to do so (for example, driving while under the influence); repeated 
legal problems due to substance use (for example, public intoxication or 
disorderly conduct); and/or the continued use of substances even though the 
substance use is causing considerable problems in life.

The significant negative impact that substance abuse has on a person’s 
psychological and physical health, social patterns, workplace performance and 

The abuse of alcohol 

or illicit drugs is not 

a new phenomenon. 

However, new research 

is providing additional 

insight into the abuse 

of these substances, 

and new information 

on the dangers of 

prescription drug abuse. 
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productivity is well documented, as is substance abuse’s 
growing prevalence. Studies show that approximately one 
fifth of current drug and alcohol users experienced some 
personal or workplaces challenges in 2010, as a result of 
their substance abuse.1    

People have many reasons for using alcohol or drugs. 
Some may be looking for an easy way to escape stress 
at home, school, or elsewhere. Some may be using 
substances to “treat” or “self-medicate” depression 
or boredom. Still, others are simply curious. The exact 
causes of substance abuse cannot be pinpointed. However, 
certain factors do raise the likelihood of a person 
abusing substances. These factors include depression, 
low self-esteem, poverty, child abuse or neglect, family 
stress, and family history of substance abuse.

The effects of various substances
Different substances have different effects on a person’s 
physical and mental state.  Below are a few examples 
of commonly abused substances, and examples of their 
general, and more severe effects.2 

• Alcohol (beer, wine, spirits) - impaired judgment, 
slowed reflexes, impaired motor function, sleepiness or 
drowsiness, coma, overdose may be fatal

• Cannabis (marijuana, hashish) - distorted sense of time, 
impaired memory, impaired coordination

• Hallucinogens (lysergic acid diethylamide, phencyclidine, 
mescaline) - inattention, sensory illusions, hallucinations, 
disorientation, psychosis

• Opiates (morphine, heroin, codeine, some prescription 
pain medications) - loss of interest, overdose may be fatal. 
If used by injection, the sharing of needles may spread 
Hepatitis B, or C and HIV/AIDS

• Stimulants (cocaine, amphetamines) – elevated mood, 
overactivity, tension/anxiety, rapid heartbeat, constriction 
of blood vessels

Prescription drug abuse
Illicit drugs and alcohol are not the only substances that 
can affect health and safety. Prescription drugs, when used 
without a prescription and without the supervision of a 
doctor, can also have adverse effects on a person’s health.  
Substances such as depressants (sleeping medicines, 
sedatives, and some tranquilizers) can cause inattention, 
slowed reflexes, depression, impaired balance, drowsiness, 
or even coma.  The misuse of prescription drugs is very 
dangerous, and an overdose could be fatal.

Prescription drug abuse has been identified as a growing 
problem both at home, in the workplace, and for both 
young and older people. In fact, most managers report that 
prescription drugs are second only to alcohol, in workplace 
issues related to substance abuse. In the National Survey 

on Drug Use and Health, the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration defines prescription drug 
abuse as ‘the use of prescription pain relievers, tranquilizers, 
stimulants, or sedatives without a prescription of the 
respondent’s own, or use simply for the experience or feeling 
the drug causes’. This definition covers a wide range of 
behaviours — from misusing prescription medications 
to get high, stay awake, getting to sleep using someone 
else’s medication, or using it to address a legitimate 
medical need. What may seem like a harmless sharing 
of medications can lead to addiction, misdiagnosis of 
illnesses, life-threatening circumstances, and death. 

As of 2007, prescription drugs had become the 
second most commonly abused category of drugs, 
behind marijuana and ahead of cocaine, heroin, and 
methamphetamine.3 The United Nations-affiliated 
International Narcotics Control Board estimates that 
worldwide, the number of people abusing prescription 
drugs is closing in on the number of people using illegal 
substances.4  

Similarly, this presence of prescription drugs seems to 
open the door for young people to participate in more 
substance abuse. According to the National Center on 
Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University, 
teens who abuse prescription drugs are twice as likely to 
use alcohol, five times more likely to use marijuana, and 
twelve to twenty times more likely to use illegal street 
drugs such as heroin, ecstasy and cocaine than teens who 
do not abuse prescription drugs. These numbers seem 
particularly alarming, considering the fact that generally 
speaking, the use and reliance on prescription drugs to 
treat pain and illness, even in young people, has increased 
dramatically since 1990.5 There may be a few reasons for 
this increase and some cause for concern, as a result.  

Greater misuse of prescribed drugs has increased because 
medicine has improved, according to professionals at 
Harvard Medical School. This improvement in medicine 
means that today, more employees are working with chronic 
pains or illnesses that once forced them to stay home or go 
on disability leave. Consequently, prescription drugs are 
significantly more prominent in the workplace, and there 
is more of an opportunity for employees to share or abuse 
them.  

An increase in the misuse of prescribed drugs can also be 
attributed to shifting beliefs. There exists an increased 
belief that drugs can easily alleviate problems without 
consumers having to make any lifestyle changes. This 
increased use of drugs and medicines to treat chronic pain, 
illness or any accompanying symptoms and discomfort, 
means prescription drugs have a greater presence in 
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Alcohol, cannabis, and medications such as 
benzodiazepines, sleeping pills and painkillers appear to 
be the substances of greatest concern in the workplace, 
due to the prevalence of their use and their effect on 
psychomotor tasks. While hallucinogens such as LSD 
clearly have a negative effect on performance, a relatively 
small number of adults use them. Interestingly enough, 
although most people do not associate it with substance 
abuse, smoking can also have an effect on the workplace. 
Tobacco withdrawal has been shown to decrease cognitive 
functioning.7

Addressing substance abuse at work
The workplace can be an important forum to address 
substance abuse issues. Employers and employees can 
collaborate to design policies which outline what is 
acceptable behaviour and what is not. An Assistance 
Program can help troubled employees directly, or provide 
referrals to services in the community. In addition, key 
personnel and supervisors should be educated on how 
to recognize and deal with substance abuse issues and, 
as part of the Assistance Program, employees should 
be offered educational programs (e-Courses, printed 
materials) so they can be helped, and also participate in 
the learning process in order to help themselves.      

Workplaces are encouraged to establish policies or 
procedures so that help can be provided in a professional 
and consistent manner. It is important for key personnel to 
have a resource or procedure that they can rely on if the 
need arises. Employees may need to know that everyone 
will be treated the same way. Pre-planning, as for many 
other occupational health and safety issues, is the best 
way to avoid confusion and frustration in times that are 
already difficult.

A decrease in substance abuse in the workplace 
significantly increases the overall health and productivity 
of any organization. Having a complete understanding 
of what substance abuse is, how it affects personal and 
workplace lives and what can be done to minimize its 
negative impacts is part of living a healthier and more 
productive life at home and in the workplace.
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today’s world. A focus and reliance on prescribed drugs 
increases the likelihood of their misuse. Not all those that 
use prescription drugs abide by their limits or take the 
appropriate dose to treat whatever ails them.  

Impact on the workplace
Today’s workplace requires alertness, problem-solving 
skills, and in some environments — quick reflexes. Any 
impairment to these functions can cause serious accidents 
or interfere with the accuracy and efficiency of work.  
Those abusing substances may be impaired in a number of 
ways, and it is generally agreed that substance abuse has a 
number of impacts in the workplace, including; 

• general job turnover; 

• legal liabilities associated with accidents and injuries; 

• increased sick leave or other employee health benefit 
costs; 

• declining work relationships; 

• pilfering; 

• vandalism; and 

• grievances and/or arbitrations.

Other ways that substance abuse can cause problems at 
work include the after-effects of substance use (hangover, 
withdrawal). This may affect job performance, absenteeism, 
illness, and/or reduced productivity. Substance abuse may 
also affect the workplace by causing a person to have a 
preoccupation with obtaining and using substances while 
at work — interfering with attention and concentration.

Substance use and abuse occurs in virtually all populations 
and sectors. However, studies have shown that males, 
youth, and workers in particular sectors or occupations 
(i.e., construction, materials handling, transport, food and 
beverage, sales, journalism, mining) are more associated 
with workplace substance abuse. Workers in the 
construction, utilities, forestry/mining, wholesale/retail 
trade, public administration and finance/insurance/real 
estate sectors were most likely to report substance use at 
work, and multiple substance use. These at-risk industries 
tend to have higher concentrations of young males 18 to 
24 years of age — the demographic group most at risk for 
substance use.6  

Various personal and social factors can play a major role 
in the abuse of substances in the workplace. There may 
also be some contributing factors within the workplace 
itself. In general, some work-related factors can include: 
high stress; low job satisfaction; long hours or irregular 
shifts; fatigue; repetitious duties; periods of inactivity or 
boredom; isolation; remote or irregular supervision; and 
ease of access to substances.
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Homewood Human Solutions welcomes you to share in celebrating a healthy 
workplace. A comprehensive approach to workplace health involves three 
elements—health and lifestyle practices, workplace culture and supportive 
environment, physical environment and occupational health and safety.

In celebrating a healthy workplace for the month of November and beyond, some 
activities you may wish to consider include:

• a workplace health and/or wellness challenge;

• team building activities;

• communication round tables/discussion; and

• group extra-curricular events.

Getting involved in an awareness month may be a great way to kick-start your 
workplace health promotion strategy. It can assist your Wellness Committee in 
planning, implementing, and evaluating wellness programming that encourage 
employees to adopt and/or maintain healthy lifestyles. 

Your Assistance Program will be able to assist you in the 
development of your health promotions strategy.
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Want to know more about these new developments?  
Contact your Homewood Human Solutions™ Customer Relations Manager.
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