
Handling the 

Alcoholic Employee 

a superv iso rs training program 

How does your line supervision 
handle the employee suffering 
from alcoholic illness? 

The use of alcohol is widespread 
and generally acceptable in our so-
ciety. Thus, no employer is im-
mune to the possibility of alcohol-
ism developing among employees. 
Consider these statistics: Nearly 
three-four ths (71%) of the adult 
p o p u l a t i o n d r i n k in v a r y i n g 
degrees and one out of 15 who 
drinks will develop alcoholism.* 

Have your supervisors (both 
production and staff) been trained 
to know what employee behavior 
pa t te rns to look for when dealing 
with the alcoholic employee? 

Employees having alcoholism 
(sometimes called the "half-man" 
in business and industry, and now 
est imated by the National Council 

on Alcoholism to be not less than 
2.6 million unt rea ted cases in the 
USA) are adept at retaining their 
jobs by camouflaging the effect of 
their condition.^ 

Consider the fact tha t the 
average number of employees a 
l ine s u p e r v i s o r will no rma l ly 
supervise is about 10. The range of 
subordinates may vary from five to 
30, and in some ex t reme cases, a 
line supervisor may be directly or 
indirectly responsible for upwards 
of 50 subordinates or more 

"Half-Man" Subordinate 
As an example, a plant or mill, 

or a depar tment within a plant 
having 150 hourly-paid or "blue 
collar" employees could well have 
10 employees in various stages of 
alcoholism. Even with the addition 
of a s u p e r i n t e n d e n t , g e n e r a l 
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supervisor, and four line foremen, 
the ratio of blue collar employees 
to supervision would be 25 to one. 
The point remains that a large 
n u m b e r of ou r f i r s t l ine 
supervisors are constantly con-
f r o n t e d wi th t h e " h a l f - m a n " 
subordinate, and more pathetically 
have had little or no training in 
dealing with this problem. 

Various approaches in various 
c o m p a n i e s in h a n d l i n g t h e 
"half-man" employee are outright 
dismissals, prolonged or delayed 
action (many t imes supervisors 
cover up for the employee), or the 
establishment of a progressive 
training and educational program 
given to line management which is 
aimed at meeting the problem 
head on. Dismissal may unfor-
tunately be the final solution, but 
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it need not be the first and only ap-
proach. 

"We don't have a problem," an 
executive of a huge industrial com-
pany told a field representa t ive 
from the Texas Commission on Al-
coholism. "We fire our drunks!" 
Six m o n t h s l a t e r , s a y s a 
commission staff member , the ex-
employee (an executive) died of 
acute alcoholism. The local news-
papers reported heart failure as 
the cause of death.^ 

This article is not intended to be 
a dissertation on the "social work 
approach" of industry, nor is it 
meant to be a sympathet ic appeal 
asking for your mercy and consid-
eration of the "half-man" em-
ployee. Rather , it is an a t t empt to 
present to industrial training per-
sonnel a brief outline concerning a 
logical, systematic and realistic 
training tool to be incorporated in 
your total management develop-

ment t raining program. 
Many times, we, in the field of 

i n d u s t r i a l t r a i n i n g a r e h a r d 
pressed to justify our salaries and 
existence on a management staff , 
simply because it is difficult to 
measure the resul ts of our work. 
Here then, is an area you might 
consider, since the est imated an-
nual cost to all employers in the 
United Sta tes of unt rea ted alcohol-
ic cases varies from two billion 
(that 's with a B), to over four bil-
lions of dollars annually! 

In a March 19, 1968, repor t by 
the National Council on Alcohol-
ism, Industrial Services Depart-
ment, New York, the est imated 
annual cost to employers of 
untreated alcoholism cases was 
$4,276,033,000!^ 

The Outline 
This outline is intended to be 

flexible enough so tha t small, 
medium, and large size companies 
can use it as a guide. It certainly is 
not the last word, nor is it intended 
to be. 

1. Statement of Company Policy 
Simply s ta ted , your company re-

g a r d s a lcohol i sm a m o n g i t s 
employees as an illness which is 
t rea table . Define alcoholism and 
explain the purpose of the policy. 

IA . Supervisors Responsibility 
Since the company's concern 

with alcoholism is strictly limited 
to its effects on the employee's 
performance of his or her job, the 
supervisor or line management 
must be held responsible for the 
implementation of t he policy, by 
following a set of pre-determined 
procedures. 

IB . Employees Responsibility 
Employees will be encouraged 

to seek diagnosis, comply with 
diagnostic referrals , and cooperate 
with prescribed therapy. This ill-
ness will be handled in the same 
manner as any other non-alcoholic 
illness. All cases will be handled in 
confidence, and the implementa-
tion of the policy requires no 
special regulations, privileges or 
exemptions from the s tandard ad-
ministrat ive practices now in ex-
istence and applicable to any em-
ployee's normal job performance 
requi rements . 

2. Administration 
This spells out by job title, who 

in the company will have the total 
responsibility for the operation of 
the program. 

3. Procedure 
This focuses on certain pre-

t r ea tmen t functions through co-
ordinated effor ts of management 
and union personnel. These func-
tions include: 

A. Creation of a plant wide cli-
mate through generalized educa-
tion processes — the distribution 
of f ree l i tera ture to a t tempt to re-
duce the social s t igma associated 
with alcoholism. 

B. Enlisting the cooperation and 
support of t he local union organiza-
tion. 

C. Identify and motivate to 
t r ea tmen t possible alcoholic cases 
where poor job performance is 
concerned. 

D. Develop a follow-up program 

to assure procedures are being fol-
lowed. 

E. Schedule initial and follow-up 
training meetings, pointing out the 
necessity of keeping records, ob-
serving behavior pat terns , and 
formal and informal discipline ac-
tion to be taken. 

4. Personnel Administration 
This outlines the basic role the 

Personnel Depar tment will plan, 
including labor relations involve-
ment, cooperation with t he union, 
and t h e fact tha t s tandard adminis-
trat ive procedures will be used. 

5. The Supervisor's Role 
A. Supervisors need to be alert 

and observe employee work per-
formance especially when it fails to 
meet, established work s tandards . 

B. Supervisors will document all 
specific instances of employees 
behavior failing to meet these 
s tandards . 

C. Supervisors will conduct cor-
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r e c t i v e i n t e r v i e w s w h e n sub-
s tandard performance is warrant -
ed, and tell the employee the com-
pany is willing to offer counseling 
or diagnostic services to assist 
him. If the employee accepts he or 
she will be referred to professional 
sources. In some cases this might 
be active members of Alcoholics 
Anonymous as well as certain local 
community agency resources. 

D. If the employee refuses help, 
and his or her performance contin-
ues unsatisfactorily, he or she is 
given a firm choice between pro-
fessional diagnosis once again, or 
a c c e p t i n g e x i s t i n g d i s c ip l i na ry 
procedures usually exercised for 
all cases of unsatisfactory job per-
formance. 

E. Supervisors should not "play 
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doctor" by a t tempt ing to diagnose 
the cause, nor should they discuss 
"drinking problems" with em-
ployees under their direction. Su-
pervisors should refrain from writ-
ing the diagnosis or supposition 
tha t an employee has alcoholism on 
any company forms. Finally, a 
supervisor should not terminate a 
previously satisfactory employee 
for unsatisfactory performance be-
fore giving the employee appro-
priate opportunities to seek assis-
tance. 

6. The Role of Training 
This program is based entirely 

on employee job performance. I t 
requires keeping records and data 
by supervision when evaluating 
employees, as well as a knowledge 
of interviewing techniques when 
a p p r a i s i n g t h e e m p l o y e e in 
pr ivate . The line forman must be 
instructed to keep the channels of 
communication open between him 
or herself and his or her superiors, 
as well as certain staff individuals. 

The number of t imes a super-
visor is required to schedule a job 
performance appraisal interview in 
pr ivate is dependent upon the em-
ployee and his or her behavior, his 
or her acceptance or rejection of 
assistance, the na ture of his or her 
job, advice of his or her superiors, 
etc. Thus role-playing, "buzz" ses-
s ions , i n t e r p e r s o n a l g r i e v a n c e 
procedure reviews are excellent 
subject mat te r s for supervisory 
conferences related to alcoholism. 

Each supervisor should be given 
a list of on-the-job signs of pro-
gressive alcoholism, since once 
drinking is unmistakably identified 
and related to the performance 
problem, the illness has usually 
reached a middle stage, especially 
among the blue collar employee. A 
brief review of t r ea tmen t and re-
covery services provided by local 
community agencies will enlarge 
the supervisor 's unders tanding of 
the totality of this problem. 

Finally, the supervisor should be 
m a d e a w a r e of l abor and 
management ' s coordinated efforts 

to achieve their mutual objective, 
the employee's restoration to good 
health and productivity. This is ne-
cessary and vital to the success of a 
program of this nature . 
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