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Training is not the only weapon in an 
organization's fight against drug and 
alcohol abuse at work, but without it 
a company cannot successfully wage 
the war. 

Many organizations are implemen-
ting hard-nosed policies, such as 
tougher penalties and mandatory 
testing (urinalysis, etc.). But dealing 
with substance abuse use isn't solely a 
policy and testing issue, as the research 
in this article suggests. It involves val-
ues, motivation, stress, communica-
tion, change, and conflict manage-
ment—all basic management skills. I 
have found that the companies that 
have avoided or decreased drug use 
at work have done so through 
training their supervisory and 
management personnel, creat-
ing employee assistance pro-
grams, and concentrating on 
both substance abuse and 
man agement issues. 

My conclusions are based 
on recent research conducted 
by Human Resources Research, 
a division of my company. This 
project was the first to look 
specifically at the actions, poli-
cies, and responses of organizations 
concerning training issues and sub-
stance abuse. The results follow. 

The respondents 
In February 1988 we mailed surveys 

to 500 training professionals randomly 
selected from a special interest group 
of management trainers. In the cover 
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letter, we asked the recipient to for-
ward the survey to the most appro-
priate person. 

We received 60 usable surveys—a 12 
percent response rate, which compares 
very favorably to other surveys on 
substance abuse. Nearly 60 percent of 
the respondents were from companies 
with 500 to 5000 employees on the 
payroll; the rest were divided fairly 
evenly above and below those limits. 
A fifth of them were from the health-
care industry, 17 percent from finan-
cial, 10 percent from retailing, and 8 
percent from manufacturing; the rest 
represented a wide range 

of industries, from insurance and con-
struction to transportation and 
entertainment. 

Key findings 
Sixty-five percent of the responding 

organizations have formal employee 
assistance programs. Only 26.7 per-
cent provide training concerning the 
abuse of alcohol or other substances. 
Most of that training focuses on pol-
icy and procedures; only some of it 
focuses on confronting, counseling, 
and legal issues. 

Training programs on substance 
abuse are not integrated well with 
other management training efforts. 
Likewise, examples of substance abuse 
problems are uncommon in regular 
management training activities. Pro-
gram information sometimes is shared 
or coordinated. 

The most frequently used tech-
niques for substance abuse training are 
the traditional ones: lecture and case 
studies. The least-used techniques are 
those that involve participants: ex-
periential exercises, simulations, self-
assessment, and self-study materials. 

Attitudes toward an issue as com-



Drugs at Work 
By James W. Schreier 

Organizations with more than 500 
employees are more likely to conduct 
training on substance abuse issues than 
smaller companies. Organizations with 
more than 5,000 employees are even 
more likely to conduct training. 

Not a new problem 
While the problem of drugs and 

alcohol in organizations is not new, 
the last two years have seen an increase 
in concern. Publicized incidents of 
on-the-job substance abuse (such as 
the Amtrak wreck a couple of years 
ago, where the engineer was found to 
have been smoking marijuana), new 
surveys, and the rising interest in 
drug testing have sparked increased 
attention. 

Training magazine's 1987 survey of 
the training industry included for the 
first time questions about substance 
abuse. Responses to the six questions 
were as follows: 
• 24.8 percent drug test employees 
with probable cause; 
• 8.5 percent drug test employees 
without probable cause; 
• 14.2 percent drug test job 
applicants; 
• 67.1 percent have a formal policy on 
substance abuse; 
• 37.9 percent have an employee assis-
tance program; 
• 25.4 percent conduct or sponsor 
training for substance abusers. 

While the results in this article are 
from my company's most recent sur-
vey, it was our fourth national survey 
on substance abuse, and our research 
showed a continued increase in on-

the-job substance abuse incidents and 
in concerns about specific substances, 
testing, and policy issues. 

For example, 95 percent of organi-
zations have had direct experience 
with employee substance abuse on the 
job, and 98 percent of respondents feel 
that the alcohol and drug abuse prob-
lem within their organizations is the 
same or more serious than it was five 
years ago. 

The research also concluded that 
while President Reagan's "war on 
drugs" directly targeted the workplace, 
only 10 percent of the survey respon-
dents feel that this movement has bet-
ter than a 50 percent chance of suc-
ceeding. Furthermore, although there 
is some movement toward tougher 
penalties, stricter policies, and an in-
creased emphasis on testing, survey 
respondents still rank education as the 
alternative with the most potential for 
eliminating drugs in the workplace. 

A majority of respondents feel that 
cocaine is different from other drugs in 
the workplace, and 24 percent of the 
organizations have changed their pol-
icies because of it; 44 percent in-
creased training. 

In each of our four studies, respon-
dents have cited poor job performance 
as the number-one motivating factor 
for developing policies concerning 

substance abuse and testing. Absen-
teeism and the rise in cases among 
employees have had the next largest 
impact in the most recent study. 

Now let's look at some of the more 
specific findings of our most recent 
survey. 

What activities are provided? 
The first questions in the survey 

asked respondents to identify their 
program activities. This includes 
employee assistance programs (EAPs), 
wellness or health programs, and 
whether or not they provided training 
related to employee use of alcohol or 
other substances. While a majority of 
organizations have EAPs (65 percent), 
significantly fewer (33.3 percent) have 
wellness or broader health programs. 
And only 26.7 percent provide train-
ing related to substance abuse. 

Organizations with more than 500 
employees are more likely to have 
EAPs than those with fewer than 500 
employees. Wellness and health pro-
grams are more common in organiza-
tions with more than 5,000 employees. 
Training related to substance abuse is 
nonexistent in organizations with 
fewer than 500 employees; it is more 
common in organizations with more 
than 5,000 employees. 

The healthcare, transportation, and 
utility industries are most likely to 
conduct training related to substance 
abuse; financial organizations are the 
least likely to conduct this kind of 
training. 



Figure 1—Types of substance abuse training and who receives it 

Facts Policy/ 
Procedures 

Identifying 
Users 

Confronting/ 
Counseling 

Legal 
Issues 

Employees 76.5 100.0 35.3 35.3 23.5 

Families 41.2 11.8 17.6 23.5 5.9 

Supervisors 76.5 94.1 76.5 64.7 58.8 

Middle managers 70.6 94.1 70.6 64.7 58.8 

Professionals 58.8 76.5 52.9 52.9 52.9 

Executives 76.5 94.1 52.9 58.8 70.6 

Survey respondents who do not 
conduct training related to substance 
abuse answered questions concerning 
attitudes about the role training might 
play. Respondents who do provide 
training related to substance abuse 
answered several additional questions 
concerning the specific types of train-
ing they conduct, how they integrate 
substance abuse training with other 
management training, and what train-
ing techniques and materials they use. 

What kind of training? 
For organizations that conduct train-

ing in substance abuse, we provided a 
matrix of sample target audiences and 
specific topics. We asked respondents 
to identify the topics covered for six 
groups of people: employees, families, 
supervisors, middle managers, profes-
sionals, and executives. Figure 1 shows 
the responses to these questions. 

All of these respondents currently 
conduct training on organization 
policy and procedures; just over three-
quarters of them offer training on facts 
about alcohol and other substances. 
The remaining topics—identifying 
users, confronting and counseling, and 

legal issues—receive less attention. But 
there are some important differences 
in topics for different audiences. 

The number of organizations con-
ducting training on confronting and 
counseling skills and legal issues is 
higher than we expected. And we were 

Organizations whose 
training programs teach 
supervisors and middle 
managers to look for 
actual drug use seem 
to be going overboard 

surprised at some organizations' em-
phasis on identifying users. If they train 
supervisors and middle managers in 
spotting users by identifying perfor-
mance problems, that seems fine. But 
organizations whose training programs 
teach supervisors and middle man-
agers to look for actual drug use seem 
to be going overboard. 

Figure 2—Training techniques for 
substance abuse 

Not 0 1 2 3 4 
Used f 1 1 1 )— 

Used 
Extensively 

Lectures 
Case studies 
Videotapes/films 1.9 
Role plays 1.9 
Self-assessment 1.4 
Self-study materials 1.4 
Simulations 1.3 
Experiential exercises 1.2 
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Integration with other 
management training 

A key issue for substance abuse train-
ing is the relationship to other organi-
zational training efforts. Some organi-
zations have created employee educa-
tional programs on alcohol and other 
substances as part of EAPs or wellness 
efforts. Some have made them part of 
industrial health or safety efforts. 
Still others have conducted them 
through training and development 
departments. 

How a program is structured raises 
questions about its possible impact. If 
substance abuse programs for super-
visors and managers are to be effective, 
the organization must recognize the 
need for basic management skills. 

Our questionnaire collected infor-
mation showing the degree of coor-
dination and integration of the sub-
stance abuse training efforts with other 
management training. The results 
showed, as anticipated, that coordina-
tion is not very extensive. 

The organizations providing sub-
stance abuse training also provide 
regular management training oppor-
tunities for their management and 
professional employees. But the in-
tegration and sharing of information 
are relatively minimal. There are also 
few examples of substance abuse pro-
grams in regular management training. 

Focus of substance abuse 
training 

Our survey asked respondents what 
the focus of their programs was versus 
what they thought it should be. This 
was related to the earlier question 
about program content for different 
audiences in Figure 1. Specifically, the 
survey asked what role training should 
have concerning substance abuse. 
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Most respondents (47.1 percent) 
identified company policy and pro-
cedure as the number-one role of cur-
rent training efforts, followed by 
education and information (33 -8 per-
cent) and prevention (19.1 percent). 
But 33.5 percent identified education 
and information as the number-one 
role that the training should take. 
Prevention was second on their list 
(31.2 percent) and a company policy 
and procedure ran third (29-4 percent). 

Training techniques and 
methods 

Although we anticipated that only a 
small number of organizations would 
be conducting substance abuse train-
ing, we asked about specific training 
techniques they were using. 

Little is known about 
the most useful training 
techniques, and though 

many people are concerned 
about the issue, programs 
often are not conducted 

effectively 

We did this to help program devel-
opers spot opportunities for creating 
new materials. In many ways, training 
about substance abuse is a new area for 
companies and for trainers. Little is 

known about the most useful training 
techniques, and though many people 
are concerned about the issue, pro-
grams often are not conducted effec-
tively. Most organizations, our survey 
showed, use lecture and case studies, 
while few use simulations, experiential 
exercises, self-study materials, and role 
plays (see Figure 2). Incidentally, over 
half the responding organizations that 
conduct substance abuse training 
either developed their own materials 
or did not identify the specific pack-
aged programs they used. 

Attitudes toward substance 
abuse training 

Are education and training going to 
be the crucial factors in the war against 

Figure 3—Attitudes toward substance abuse training 

Substance abuse training makes a valuable contribution to effective management, and this contribution can be 

clearly demonstrated. ^ 4 9»-

Strongly 1 2 3 4 ' 5 6 7 Strongly 
Disagree [ 1 1 ^ 1 ' 1 Agree 
Percentage 1.7 5.1 8.5 22.0 22.0 28.8 11.9 

Substance abuse training could really put some people right, but of those who could benefit most do not risk taking 

"3art" -<4 3 ^ 
Strongly 1 2 3 4 ' 5 6 7 Strongly 
Disagree [ -I -I -1 •* "• '1 Agree 
Percentage 1.8 8.8 17.5 17.5 36.8 14.0 3.5 

Substance abuse training has little contribution to make to management. The real impact is through policy, rules, 

and testing. 

Strongly 1 2 " " 3 4 5 6 _ 7 Strongly 
Disagree [ 1 ^ 1 "• 1 9 
Percentage 27.6 37.9 20.7 6.9 5.2 1.7 0.0 

Substance abuse training is not about methods; it is about changing and learning to cope with change. 

-«5.4^ 
Strongly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Strongly 
Disagree [ 1 1 ' ' ' "l Agree 
Percentage 0.0 1.8 5.3 10.5 29.8 33.3 19.3 
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substance abuse? Is substance abuse 
training a poor substitute for tougher 
policies and testing programs? Or is 
substance abuse training really dealing 
with issues of employee development 
and change? 

These are tough questions for any-
one—training professional or not—to 
answer. Differences of opinion are ob-
vious in the distribution of responses. 
The majority of respondents feel that 
• substance abuse training can make 

a valuable contribution to effective 
management; 
• very often the people who need 
training aren't taking part; 
• training is the preferred solution to 
policy, rules, and testing; 
• substance abuse training is not 
about methods, but rather about 
changing and learning to cope with 
change. 

In Figure 3, it is important first to 
note the trends, clearly shown by the 
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key attitudes expressed above. It is 
equally important to note the range of 
responses to all items. Part of the 
reason is the changing nature of the 
problem—there have been increases in 
cases of employee substance abuse and 
constantly changing substances of 
popularity. But the fact remains that 
substance abuse and training are issues 
that will develop as attitudes, training 
techniques, and materials change. 

Recommendations 
As a result of our study, we gener-

ated a report that made several recom-
mendations concerning the increased 
need for training in the area of sub-
stance abuse policy and management 
practices. 

While the topic of training and sub-
stance abuse has received very little 
attention, organizations must develop 
creative strategies for preventing 
substance abuse in the workforce. This 
means new policies for intervention 
and treatment, new training programs, 
new programs for employee produc-
tivity and morale, and new programs 
for job and individual enrichment. 
Organizations must consider an inte-
grated approach that includes manage-
ment style, organization culture, and 
employee assistance efforts. 

Greater emphasis must be given to 
education. The substance abuse prob-
lem in organizations will be solved by 
increased educational efforts, better 
management techniques, and im-
proved treatment models. 

Organizations also must recognize 
the importance of training in the area 
of substance abuse programming. This 
training must go beyond efforts to 
teach the facts of substance abuse and 
the procedures of testing and em-
ployee assistance referrals. Rather, 
training must include the critical links 
between all areas of management re-
sponsibility and substance abuse. This 
means that issues related to substance 
abuse must be integrated into training 

- programs on management skills, super-
visory development, leadership and 
motivation, communication skills, in-
terviewing and performance appraisal, 
stress management, and executive 
development. 

Only an integrated approach to eli-
minating substance abuse that involves 
organization culture, management 
practices, and employee assistance pro-
gramming will effectively combat 
substance abuse in the workplace, 
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