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Marijuana use can  
increase the risk of  

developing psychosis 5-fold. 
www.LiveDrugFree.org 
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COVID-19 Pandemic & Substance 
Abuse Epidemic 
 
As everyone knows by now, drug and 
alcohol use increased during the  
pandemic due to considerably elevated 
stress, anxiety, boredom, and  
depression. 
 
The pandemic has had a significant  
impact on the workplace and on society 
in general with loss of lives, disruption of 
the economy and of peoples' lifestyles. 
But after the COVID-19 pandemic has 
ended, we will still be faced with the 
deadly epidemic of drug and alcohol  
addiction—and when it comes to  
substance abuse there is no vaccine. 
 
More than 15 million Americans currently 
suffer from alcohol addiction (including 1 
in 13 working adults), 7 million have an 
addiction to cannabis, and 4.8 million 
have an addiction to opioids. 
 
Addiction affects the brain’s ability to 
function normally, impacting neural  
circuits and manifesting in uncontrollable 
and dangerous behavior and personality 
changes. Workplace substance abuse  
also leads to other problems—such as 
theft, safety or OSHA issues, retaliation, 
vandalism, social media violations, and 
other business disruptions. 
 
Employees are 70 percent more likely to 
be involved in a vehicle accident, and 65 
percent more likely to have a heavy-
equipment accident if impaired at any 
level by drugs or alcohol. 
 
Substance-abusing employees can also 
be disagreeable and challenging to work 
with. They sometimes interfere with 
coworker’s jobs to the point of making it 
difficult to accomplish goals and  
company objectives. 
 
Employees often spend more time with 
coworkers than their families, and  

substance abusing employees can be so 
difficult to work with that they spoil any 
enjoyment of work. 
 
Management Challenges 
 
Even though some restrictions have 
been lifted, the pandemic has left  
employers with a number of challenges 
related to employee management. But 
one of the most important considera-
tions for a healthy and productive work-
force involves identifying and address-
ing potential substance abuse issues  
before they become problems. 
 
One of the most important ways of  
reducing the number of drug users in 
the workplace is using pre-employment 
drug testing—especially for those in 
safety-sensitive positions. Because  
hiring an applicant who abuses drugs or 
alcohol is risky and costly, pre-
employment drug screening, also known 
as job applicant testing, helps  
companies to mitigate the risk. 
 
In addition to pre-employment testing, 
reasonable suspicion testing can help 
identify employees who might be  
impaired on the job based on appear-
ance, behavior, speech, or bodily odors. 
This requires documenting unacceptable 
work performance along with physical 
manifestations such as an inability to 
communicate well, slurred speech, poor 
physical reactions, lack of coordination, 
etc. 
 
Another very important type of drug 
testing is post-accident testing. Testing 
after workplace accidents can help to 
identify the cause of accidents and  
injuries and absolve employees in the 
case of no impairment. Post-accident 
testing can also help to reduce workers 
comp insurance costs, which along with 
all other health-related insurance costs, 
are rising due to the pandemic. 
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Other forms of testing, such as random 
and return-to-duty testing, are helpful 
and acceptable, but must be done in a 
nondiscriminatory way that doesn’t  
single out specific individuals or subsets 
of employees. 
 
Of course, no drug testing should be 
conducted without first having a legally 
sound substance abuse policy in place. 
This is really the first and foremost step 
in implementing and maintaining a drug 
free workplace program. 
 
Annual employee drug education and 
supervisor training are also a vital part 
of a comprehensive drug free workplace 
program, and with the increase in drug 
use brought on by the pandemic, they 
are more important than ever. 
 
Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) 
have always been a fundamental part 
of drug free workplace programs, and 
with all the mental and emotional  
problems caused by the pandemic, they 
are more essential than ever.  
Employees need to be able to identify 
and manage emotions—especially with 
the high rate of pandemic-induced  
depression in America—and EAPs can 
provide much-needed professional  
assistance when personal problems  
impact the workplace. 
 
Employer and Supervisor Legal 
Rights 
 
Supervisors may be hesitant to take 
action when an employee is suspected 
of drug or alcohol abuse at work, but 
managers need to understand that they 
can legally discharge and discipline  
employees for violating company rules 
or for misconduct due to drug-related 
behaviors. Courts routinely uphold that 
employees cannot blame their work 
misconduct on a substance use disorder 

regardless of the cause of the addiction 
(the pandemic). 
 
The current use of alcohol and/or illegal 
drugs does not give an individual any 
“protected class” protections under the 
law. 
 
Supervisors within state-certified drug 
free workplaces are empowered to  
enforce substance abuse policies by state 
and federal laws, especially at companies 
with federal contractors and those with 
workers in safety-sensitive positions. 
 
Specific laws protecting employers and 
supervisors include the Controlled  
Substances Act, the Drug-Free Work-
place Act which applies to federal  
contractors and requires drug-free work-
places; state-mandated Drug Free Work-
place certification programs, the OSHA 
General Duty Clause, and the Americans 
with Disabilities Act, which does not  
protect individuals “currently engaging in 
the illegal use of drugs.” 
 
However, supervisors should also be 
aware of actions that are not protected 
under law, such as discriminating against 
a person when he or she has been  
rehabilitated and is not currently using 
drugs or alcohol; discriminating against 
employees for attending Alcoholics  
Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous (or 
similar) meetings; or holding recovering 
addicts to a higher standard of perfor-
mance or attendance than other  
employees. 
 
With the increase in substance abuse 
that has occurred as a result of a more 
than year-long pandemic, all companies 
should have comprehensive substance 
abuse policies and guidelines in place to 
govern drug and alcohol use. Failure to 
do so can invite injury, fines, and other 
legal action. 


