


from alcohol-related killings, suicides and
accidents.

Accidents occurring in the workplace can
affect a firm’s profitability in many ways, and
alcoholics are definitely accident prone. An
alcoholic is as much as 15% more likely to die
as the result of a fall than an average person,
and up to 13 times more likely to be a sui-
cide. Furthermore, an alcohol abuser is 10
times more likely to die in a fire, many of
which are kindled by the victims themselves.

Though alcoholics are hazardous to them-
selves, they are an even greater hazard to their
sober co-workers, for there are more of them.
This cannot be tolerated, and management is
faced with the choice of terminating or
rehabilitating an alcoholic employee. All
other things being equal, it is generally more
economical to ‘‘save’” an employee, rather
than to seek a replacement.

Many firms, including most of the Fortune
500, have Employee Assistance Programs
(EAPs) to provide counseling to employees
with alcohol or related problems. Trade
unions also have set up such groups. It is
important for firms to take a helpful posture,
for it is estimated that between one-third and
one-half of all employee problems are alcohol
or drug related. Other lesser employee prob-
lems are family, financial or legal in nature.

There are tangible reasons for an employer to
be concerned. One New England agricultural
processor, after two years of such a program,
found that absenteeism fell and productiv-
ity increased. In addition, there were large
savings which were realized in fewer insurance
claims, and corresponding premium reduc-
tions.

One group in a firm’s operations which is
particularly susceptible to damage from abuse

of alcohol is those management personnel
with buying responsibilities. Historically, the
wining and dining of executives has been an
accepted way of doing business, sometimes
resulting in the purchase of materials or serv-
ices at a price unfavorable to the firm. Today,
many firms have controls to prevent abuses in
this process. Strict adherence to these con-
trols is essential to maintaining the integrity
of the purchasing process.

An even more important facet of the work-
place alcoholism problem is the alcoholic
executive. There are people willing to cover-
up the lapses of an executive. A highly
efficient secretary may shield a boss from the
exposure of a drinking problem. The execu-
tive’s immediate supervisor is the person
next most likely to protect an errant col-
league. As a result of this protectionism,
two-thirds of a group of alcoholic executives
involved in one study said they advanced
upward in the corporate hierarchy, despite
their heavy drinking and the resulting restrict-
ed productivity.

Efforts to rehabilitate abusing executives have
been tremendously successful, for, faced with
the loss of a high-paying job, they quickly
realize the costs which alcohol can exact.
Success rates for executives who enter into
treatment are usually higher than those
of other employees, and often substantially
exceed 75%.

There are two efficient tools available to man-
agement which can pinpoint potential prob-
lem drinkers. As part of the pre-employment
screening process, thorough background in-
vestigations of employment applicants can
identify those with histories of alcohol abuse.
Polygraph examinations should be used to
confirm information submitted in employ-
ment applications, where local laws permit.
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Placement of undercover investigators on a
firm’s premises may reveal the presence of
alcohol or drug abuse, and in addition, can
measure the extent of employee theft and
other counter-productive activity.

Innovative firms initiate preventive programs
before problems manifest themselves. In addi-
tion to active risk management programs,
EAP’s and a variety of educational programs,
checks of motor vehicle driving records of
employees who drive in the course of com-
pany business and limiting the availability of
alcohol at meals served in conjunction with
company functions are among the many ef-
forts made by employers concerned about the
welfare of their employees. Similarly, tradi-
tions like Happy Hours and the three-martini
lunch are becoming part of history. Many
restaurants are taking affirmative steps to
prevent the abuse of alcohol, while maintain-
ing favorable conditions for its enjoyment.
Some of the measures used include educa-
tional efforts, including signs which remind
patrons of the possibility of alcohol abuse.
More active measures include encouragement
of designated drivers (who are often served
free non-alcoholic drinks), or serving high
protein and fat foods, which retard the body’s
capacity to absorb alcohol. An increasing
number of dining establishments now provide
free transportation home to patrons who
over-imbibe.

This moderation trend is evident in other
countries. In France, for example, there is a
noticeable shift in patterns of alcohol con-
sumption. In the last five years, consumption
of table wine has fallen by 20%. At the same
time, consumption of cola beverages increased
by 37%. Curiously, however, the use of
liquors, such as gin and vodka, has increased,
making France the only country in Europe in
which sales of whiskey have shown increases.
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Even this circumstance is attributable to
tendencies toward moderation, according to
various authorities, who see this as resulting
from an increase in the consumption of “tall”
drinks with liberal additions of fruit juices,
such as a Screwdriver or a Tom Collins.

Social awareness of the world’s alcohol abuse
problems has increased in the last few years.
Lawmakers and courts throughout the world
are acting more responsibly. So, too, are the
brewers, vintners and distillers of the world.
We are, perhaps, witnesses to a movement to
moderation, and a worldwide rejection of a
wasteful and expensive abuse of alcohol.

Former first lady Betty Ford is one force which
initiated our nation’s wholesale involvement in the
war against alcohol abuse. As one physician has said,
she has “done more to get people into treatment than
any program,” She has “made it respectable to have a
problem and deal with it.”

Perhaps the most successful rehabilitation program
over the years has been Alcoholics Anonymous.
Next year, this group (which relies on critical exami-
nation of oneself, the support of others with similar
experiences and spiritual dedication), will celebrate
its fiftieth anniversary of service to a troubled seg-
ment of America.

This nation is closing ranks to do battle with Ameri-
ca’s number one drug problem, alcohol abuse, It is
a fight that deserves the support of all of us. Con-
sumption of alcohol is trending downward, not only
in this country, but in other parts of the world,
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