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What is the impact of alcohol and drug use on workplace safety?

Does testing detect alcohol or drug related risk to workplace safety?

Does testing improve workplace safety?

Is it cost effective?

Best practice workplace testing programs
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background and rationale

1.2 Aims and objectives

1. Workforce vs workplace use
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2. Use vs impairment

3. Association vs causality

4. Comparable (relative) risk

5. A targeted vs universal approach
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2.1 Workforce alcohol and drug use

2 Alcohol and other drugs prevalence data
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2.2 Alcohol and drug use in the workplace 

Alcohol and/or drug 

use and attending work 

under the influence of 

alcohol or drugs was 

significantly more likely 

among young, male, 

never married workers 

with no dependent 

children.
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The hospitality industry had the 

highest proportion of workers 

who used alcohol at work 

or attended work under the 

influence of alcohol or drugs.
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2.3 Summary
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3 Workplace impact 

3.1 Accidents

Workers identified as 
‘problem drinkers’ were 
2.7 times more likely 
to have injury-related 
absences compared to 
non-problem drinkers. 
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3.2 Workplace injuries

Between 4% and 

15% of all workplace 

injuries treated at 

hospital Emergency 

Departments were 

associated with alcohol 

use (Pidd, Berry, 

Harrison, et al., 2006).
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Most studies have 

produced inconsistent 

and conflicting results.

Workers with a 

substance use problem 

had higher risk of 

workplace injury 

than those with no 

substance use problem. 

However, when other 

problem behaviours 

were controlled for, the 

relationship was weak. 
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3.3 Workplace fatalities

...other significant 

predictors of workplace 

injury among young 

workers were physical 

hazards and workload.

The proportion of 

injuries caused by 

alcohol or drug use is 

relatively small. Other 

factors such as fatigue, 

noise, dirt, dangerous 

working conditions, 

conflict at work, poor 

working conditions 

and procedures, poorly 

maintained equipment, 

and insufficient training 

and supervision of 

employees play a more 

important role.
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3.4 Absenteeism

3.5 Productivity

Research has identified 

a linear relationship 

between the quantity 

and frequency of 

alcohol consumption 

and absenteeism.
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3.6 Summary
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4 Drug testing techniques, 
technologies, and programs 

4.1 Workplace drug testing techniques

4.1.1 Point Of Collection Tests (POCT)
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4.1.2 Laboratory testing
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4.2 Detecting drug use: reliability and accuracy
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4.2.1 POCTs 

4.2.2 Laboratory analysis

Evidence concerning 

the effectiveness of 

urine and saliva POCT 

devices in detecting 

drug use is mixed.

Laboratory analysis 

is likely to be more 

accurate and reliable 

than field analysis with 

a POCT device
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4.2.3 Summary



4
: D

rug
 Testin

g
 Tech

n
iq

ues, Tech
n

olog
ies, an

d
 P

rog
ram

s 

23Workplace Drug Testing: 

4.3 Workplace drug testing technologies8
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4.3.1 Breath analysis

4.3.2 Urinalysis
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4.3.3 Saliva testing
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4.3.4 Summary
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4.4 Workplace drug testing programs
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5.1 Drug testing rationale, cost and effectiveness

5 Workplace drug testing efficacy 

The main objective 

of workplace drug 

testing programs in 

the U.S. is to deter 

drug use, rather than 

detect impairment/

intoxication.

Australia has no 

generic Federal or State 

legislation that covers 

workplace alcohol or 

drug testing.
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5.2 Testing as a deterrence strategy 

Workplace drug 

testing has, in some 

cases, led to industrial 

disputation.
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5.2.1 Summary

5.3 Testing as a strategy to reduce workplace accidents and injuries
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5.3.1 Summary

Research evidence for 

the efficacy of drug 

testing in reducing 

workplace accidents 

and injuries is 

inconclusive.
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5.4 The cost effectiveness of drug testing as a workplace safety strategy
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5.4.1 Summary

Of the few studies 

that have examined 

the cost effectiveness 

of drug testing, most 

have concluded that 

workplace testing is not 

cost effective.
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6.1 Employee acceptability of workplace testing 

6 Best practice workplace drug testing 
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6.2 Best practice approach to testing

If the testing program 

is perceived to 

be justified and 

procedurally fair, 

employees are less 

likely to hold negative 

attitudes toward it.
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6.3 Summary
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7 Summary and recomendations

7.1 Workers’ alcohol and drug use

7.2 The extent of alcohol or drug related injuries in Australian workplaces
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7.3 The relationship between workers’ alcohol or drug use and 
workplace safety

7.4 Drug testing to detect alcohol or drug related risk to workplace safety
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7.5 Drug testing as a strategy to reduce workplace accidents and injuries
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7.6 Drug testing as a strategy to deter use 

7.7 Best practice workplace drug testing programs
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Appendix A: 

Methodology
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