


Ironically, the company’s well-staffed dispensary
provided a haven for employees experiencing the
effects of drug and/or alcohol abuse. While the
dispensary did not administer illicit substances,
employees could come in, claiming a headache,
and “sleep it off” during their shift, on company
time. When the investigator began working at the
company, Joe advised her to go to the dispensary
anytime she felt “too messed up” to work. The
noise of machinery on the assembly line did cause
legitimate headaches, making this a safe excuse.
Nurses regularly accepted employees’ claims of
headaches and didn’t report odd actions.

The investigator’s report provided the impetus
for management to act against drug abuse. The
company began investigating all accidents, to
determine if drug use or a safety hazard was
responsible. Dispensary nurses were instructed
to keep records on employees who used the dis-
pensary for any reason. Frequent visits were
carefully investigated.

Employees who had been using drugs, or drink-
ing, during work hours, were fired, and all
workers were warned of the consequences of
drug use during work. To give credence to that
warning, the company instituted a drug educa-
tion program for all employees, including all
supervisory personnel,

Both of the companies mentioned in this story fell
victim to their own ignorance of drug abuse and its
hazards. Employees took complete advantage of
management s lack of knowledge. A company which
combines lax security with a disregard for the possi-
bility of employee drug abuse is vulnerable to devas-
tating losses. The following story describes abuse
symptoms, and suggests corrective actions. Without
awareness of the problem, countless companies will
experience major losses. That one in 35 employees
who uses drugs illegally works in many places.

A Growing Problem
What Are The Symptoms?

With the incidence of alcohol and drug abuse
steadily increasing, supervisory and security
personnel should be aware of the signs of drug
use. Alerting all employees to the potential
problems can prevent costly losses.

Commonly abused drugs can be divided into
seven categories:

ALCOHOL — Because it is legally and socially
acceptable, alcohol’s abuse potential is often
underestimated. Medical authorities disagree
about the causes of alcoholism, but regardless
of the reason, an employee with a drinking
problem poses a serious security hazard.

It has been estimated that a problem drinker
costs an employer approximately $3,000 annu-
ally in sick pay, accidents and lost production.
Alcoholism can reduce its victims’ life
expectancies by as much as 12 years. It also
increases their chances of committing suicide or
being involved in a fatal automobile accident.

An employee who undergoes a sudden personali-
ty change, takes extended lunch or coffee breaks,
makes frequent, prolonged trips to the rest room,
and appears dazed or shaky may have a drinking
problem. The presence of liquor bottles or cans
around trash containers or in employee rest
rooms and locker areas is an obvious indication
that employees are drinking on the job.

MARIJUANA - Controversy surrounds the
legal status of marijuana in many states. Some
states have liberalized laws concerning marijua-
na possession, on the grounds that it is no more
harmful than alcohol, and does not necessarily
lead to taking stronger drugs. Regardless of
state laws, a federal health agency estimates
that up to 20 million people in the United States
have tried marijuana at least once.
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(Cont. from preceding page)
Marijuana, usually rolled into cigarettes and
smoked, has a distinctive odor, somewhat like
burning weeds or old rope. Marijuana usually
makes users calm and happy, even indifferent to
their surroundings. Depending upon the amount
and quality smoked, marijuana may affect the
user’s depth perception and coordination.

HALLUCINOGENS - LSD, mescaline, and
other hallucinogens severely distort the user’s
perception of reality. Hallucinations may recur
weeks or months after the original usage.
These drugs have such a powerful effect that
their use at work is unlikely.

AMPHETAMINES - Often called speed or
uppers, amphetamines range from diet pills,
which may be legitimately prescribed and then
abused in higher doses, to cocaine, a white
powder which is inhaled. Amphetamines may
make the user alert and productive for a time,
but the effect can wear off suddenly. An
amphetamine user may move and talk very
fast, and change moods suddenly.

DEPRESSANTS - Barbiturates, tranquilizers
and other depressants, produce the opposite
effect of amphetamines. They make the user
quiet, sleepy and dazed. Someone taking depres-
sants is especially dangerous around machinery.

NARCOTICS - The so-called “hard drugs,” or
opiates, include heroin and morphine, which
are derived from the poppy plant. These drugs,
which are usually injected, are illegal and very
expensive. Users may be dazed or very
moody, and may wear long sleeved shirts at all
times to conceal needle marks in their arms.

The physical dependence of narcotics addicts
on their drugs creates a major security hazard.
One government estimate places the cost of the
average heroin habit at $100 a day, 365 days a
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year. Assuming that half of the estimated
800,000 heroin addicts in the United States
steal property to support their habits, about $40
million worth of property is stolen every day to
pay for heroin addiction. Additionally, an
employee who is addicted to hard narcotics
deals with equally desperate people, increasing
the security hazard to business.

OTHER SUBSTANCES — Employees may
abuse such substances as cough medicine, glue
and cleaning fluids to obtain a drugged effect.
In large doses, some cough medicines produce
a drunk appearance and poor coordination.
Inhaling certain glues and cleaning fluids gives
an appearance of dreaminess, and may cause a
lack of coordination, or violence.

1t will take more than a simple awareness of drugs,
and the symptoms of abuse, to solve the myriad of
problems created by their illegal use. However,
recognition of drug-related security hazards, and the
enormous potential for losses which they present is
the first step in dealing with this complex situation.
Management must be alert to the potential for drug
abuse among any employees and should take immedi-
ate action, if abuse is suspected. Such action might
include increasing facility security, taking disciplinary
action against the employee, making referrals to a
drug abuse program, or some other corrective step.
Public and private agencies with expertise in this area
can suggest possible company options, and should be
consulted, if they are needed. Management must first
admit that the problem could exist and be aware of it,
before the company can protect itself.
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