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Workplace Drug Testing Quick Guide for Supervisors, Safety Professionals and HR
Overview

Purpose: This guide provides an overview of key considerations, best practices and emerging trends in workplace drug testing
policies and procedures.

Outline

Overview of workplace drug testing

The historical context for drug testing

Drug testing and safety evidence

Regulatory and legal considerations (federal and state)
Substance-based vs. impairment-based approaches
Core elements of an effective drug testing policy
Emerging trends

Steps after a positive drug test

Best practices for employers
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Section 1. Drug testing as a safety tool, not a disciplinary tool

Workplace drug testing is one tool employers use to support safety, meet legal requirements, and reduce risk. When
employers talk about drug testing, they are usually referring to biological drug testing, which involves testing a bodily sample
such as urine, oral fluid, hair, or blood. Research shows that substance-related impairment can increase injury risk in safety-
sensitive environments. However, positive drug tests do not necessarily indicate current impairment or the presence of a
substance use disorder (SUD). SUD is a treatable medical condition that can affect attendance, health and job stability if
untreated, but many individuals affected by it are productive members of the workforce when supported appropriately through
evidence-based care and recovery-supportive workplace policies.

Best practice is to use drug testing with supervisor observation, safety procedures, and

support for employees. Modern workplace safety guidance emphasizes that drug testing \
programs are most effective when designed as risk management and safety systems,
rather than punishment mechanisms. Historically, organizations treated drug testing as a
compliance or disciplinary trigger, while evidence-informed models instead frame testing
as one component of a broader safety framework that supports:

When programs are
perceived as punitive,
employees are less likely

to disclose concerns early,
increasing hidden risk. When
communicating company

. Hazar.d preven‘tion drug testing information, tie
e Early '|ntervent|c.>r? ‘ programs to safety efforts

e Consistent decision-making and support resources

e  Worker health and safety outcomes available through the

organization to emphasize a

Drug testing programs are typically implemented to: wellbeing-first approach.

Protect employee and public safety, particularly in safety-sensitive roles
Reduce workplace injuries and incidents

Support compliance with federal and state regulations

Promote a safe, healthy, and productive work environment

Support prevention, early identification, and recovery when substance use affects work
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Common testing situations include:

. Pre-employment testing Recovery-supportive \
Used to reduce the likelihood of hiring individuals actively using workplace consideration:
substances that could impair safety performance.

¢ Random testing Some employers actively
Functions as both a deterrent and detection mechanism. Random drug recruit individuals in
testing may deter substance misuse and help identify higher-risk recovery, recognizing that
individuals, particularly in safety-sensitive industries. past substance use does

¢ Reasonable cause testing not automatically predict
Conducted when trained supervisors observe behaviors consistent current impairment or job
with impairment, or after an incident or event when testing performance. Clear policies
is required to help determine whether drug use may have contributed. prohibiting on-the-job
Often uses blood or oral fluid for testing. impairment can coexist

e Post-incident testing with fair chance hiring and
Supports incident investigation and regulatory compliance, particularly structured return-to-work
in federally regulated industries. Often uses blood or oral fluid for pathways.
testing.

e Return-to-duty and follow-up testing
Ensures employees can safely resume work following a substance-related violation.

Things to consider:
e Drug testing detects drug presence, not impairment Impairment testing ish
e Positive test results require confirmatory testing emerging option
before any decisions are made that allows employers to
e Ethical programs balance safety, privacy, fairness and rehabilitation be more proactive in
e Testing policies should not discourage injury reporting or safety minimizing risks in the
participation workplace
e Focus on preserving a workplace that is fit-for-duty, not punishment while maintaining more
privacy and fairness for
Section 2. The historical context, misuse, and bias in drug testing workers. More research

is needed to confirm the

Workplace drug testing has a broader history. Drug testing became more common during | 2ceuracy and widespread

the War on Drugs. Those policies harmed Black, Latino, Indigenous, and low-income implementation
communities and created lasting inequities. Drug testing policies have also reinforced outcomes of these
unfair treatment in hiring, discipline, and the legal system. technologies in various
workplace settings.
Historically, testing programs have: Learn more here.

e Been implemented in ways that
disproportionately impacted certain job classes and communities
Contributed to employment barriers for individuals in recovery
Been used primarily as disciplinary or exclusionary tools
Created stigma around substance use and substance use disorders

Acknowledging this history is essential to building modern, fair and safety-centered programs.

Today, employers face a complex environment:
e Cannabis legalization varies widely by state
e Federal regulations (e.g., DOT) may supersede state law
e Employers must balance safety, privacy, equity, and legal compliance Released April 2026
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Best practice requires transparency. Employers should clearly communicate:

Why testing is conducted

Which substances are tested (and which are not)
How results are interpreted

What happens after a positive result

What support resources are available

Section 3. What the evidence says about drug testing and safety

Drug testing may help in some settings, but it does not always reduce injuries on its own.

Evidence has shown:

However:

What drug testing can do:

substance

Workplace substance use, specifically alcohol and recreational drug use, is associated with increased injury
risk.

NSC research suggests untreated substance use disorders may be associated with higher rates of missed
workdays and job instability. An analysis of national workforce data found that employees with alcohol use
disorder report significantly more missed workdays than workers without the condition.

Research suggests workplace drug testing programs may discourage substance use among certain groups
of workers, particularly frequent users, although the overall evidence linking testing alone to improved safety
outcomes remains mixed.

In some federally regulated industries, particularly commercial transportation, research found that random
testing programs are associated with reductions in certain safety incidents.

Evidence regarding the impact of workplace drug testing on injury prevention is mixed. Systematic reviews of
the research literature found inconsistent results, with some studies reporting reductions in certain types of
incidents while others find little or no significant effect on overall workplace injury rates.

Drug tests show whether certain substances were found in the body, but they do not directly measure
functional impairment or determine whether an individual was impaired at the time of a workplace incident.
Some studies suggest that post-incident testing policies may discourage injury reporting if not carefully
structured. Research on workplace injury reporting suggests that organizational policies perceived as punitive
can discourage employees from reporting injuries.

Research suggests that punitive workplace drug policies may have unintended consequences. Analysis of
national U.S. survey data found that workers in environments with punitive drug policies had higher levels of
psychological distress and substance misuse, highlighting concerns that harsh policies may discourage early
disclosure and help-seeking.

N

Identify recent substance exposure (depending on method)
Support regulatory compliance

Serve as one component of a risk management strategy
Provide a structured framework for safety-sensitive roles
Create deterrence in certain regulated contexts

Correlate observed behaviors or impairment to a drug
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What drug testing cannot do:
e Prove impairment at the time of an incident
Accurately measure functional capacity
Distinguish between recreational use days earlier and current safety risk on the job
Replace supervisor observation and safety systems
Diagnose Substance Use Disorder

Evidence-informed conclusion:
Drug testing is most effective when:
e Integrated with supervisor impairment recognition and response training
e Paired with clear safety protocols
e Connected to recovery-supportive policies
e Embedded within broader safety management systems

Section 4. Regulatory and legal considerations

Drug testing programs must comply with federal, state and local laws, which vary significantly. Employers should consult legal
counsel or qualified professionals when developing or updating policies.

Important: In federally regulated industries (e.g., U.S. Department of Transportation—covered roles), federal drug testing
requirements supersede state cannabis laws. Even in states where cannabis is legal for medical or recreational use, employees
in DOT-regulated safety-sensitive positions remain subject to federal testing standards that prohibit cannabis use. Employers
must ensure policies clearly distinguish between federally regulated roles and non-regulated positions when navigating state
legalization frameworks.

Federal regulations

The most comprehensive federal requirements apply to transportation employees regulated under U.S. Department of
Transportation (DOT) regulations, specifically 49 CFR Part 40, which establishes procedures for workplace drug and alcohol
testing programs.

DOT-regulated testing requires:
e Testing conducted by SAMHSA-certified laboratories
e  Strict chain-of-custody protocols (Procedures used to document and track a specimen from collection
through testing to ensure it has not been tampered with or misidentified.)
e Review by licensed Medical Review Officers (MROs)
e Standardized drug testing panels including cannabis metabolites,
cocaine metabolites, amphetamines, opioids, and phencyclidine

Federal regulations may also apply to:
e Federal contractors subject to the Drug-Free Workplace Act
e Certain safety-sensitive industries (aviation, trucking, rail, pipeline,
transit)

State regulations
State laws vary widely and may address:
e Cannabis legalization and employment protections
e Requirements for written policies and employee notification
e Restrictions on random testing and pre-employment screening
e Privacy protections
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e Consequences and disciplinary actions

Employers must ensure compliance with applicable state and local employment regulations.
Section 5. Substance-based vs. impairment-based approaches

Substance-based testing

Substance-based testing detects presence of substances or metabolites in bodily fluids. Historically, most programs have
focused on detecting substances in the body. Substance-based testing looks for drugs or drug byproducts in urine, oral fluid,
hair, or blood. It does not show current impairment.

Common methods:
e Urine testing
e  Oral fluid testing
e Hairtesting
e Blood testing

Standard 5-Panel Test typically tests for:
e Cannabis metabolites
e Cocaine metabolites
e Amphetamines (including methamphetamine)
e Opiates (limited panel — usually heroin, morphine,
codeine)
e Phencyclidine (PCP)

Important limitations

Many substances are not reliably detected on a standard 5-panel test, including, but not limited to:
e Fentanyl (unless specifically added)

Many benzodiazepines

Synthetic cannabinoids

Synthetic opioids

Hallucinogens (LSD, psilocybin)

MDMA (unless amphetamine panel captures metabolite)

Alcohol (unless separately tested)

Detection windows vary significantly:
e Urine: days to weeks (depending on substance and frequency)
e Oral fluid: hours to days
e Hair: up to 90 days (past exposure only)
e Blood: short window, often hours

Benefits:
e Supports compliance with applicable testing requirements and workplace policies
Provides an objective, standardized method for detecting specific substances or metabolites
Can help identify patterns of substance exposure that may warrant follow-up
May support workplace investigations when used alongside other information
Can serve as one tool within a broader prevention, safety, and recovery-support strategy
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Impairment-based approaches (emerging promising practice)

Impairment-based approaches look at whether a worker can safely do the job right now, focusing on whether an employee is
impaired and unable to safely perform job duties. Evidence indicates that impairment-focused approaches more directly
correlate with injury risk than drug testing alone. Many experts recommend integrating impairment assessment with
traditional testing rather than relying solely on substance detection.

Assessment methods include:

Benefits:

Observational behavioral assessments by trained
supervisors I %)
Tools that check attention, reaction time, or coordination 3
Fitness-for-duty evaluations conducted by occupational
medicine providers

Directly aligned with safety outcomes

More relevant to actual workplace risk

May reduce unnecessary or punitive testing
Emphasize a warm handoff to workplace supports

Section 6. Core elements of an effective drug testing policy

A clear, written policy helps ensure consistency, fairness, and legal compliance.

Policies should include:
Purpose and scope

A.

Who is covered

Rationale for the program

Which roles are subject to testing
Types of testing conducted

Substances tested

DOT-regulated panels or employer-determined panels
Prescription medication disclosure requirements (if applicable)

Testing procedures

Collection methods
Laboratory certification requirements
Medical Review Officer process

Employee rights and protections

Confidentiality protections
Appeal or retesting procedures

Consequences and support options

Disciplinary procedures
Availability of Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) and other programming
Return-to-work procedures
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Section 7. Key trends shaping workplace drug testing

¢ Increased state cannabis legalization creating regulatory complexity
o As more states legalize medical and recreational cannabis, employers must navigate differing state
laws while ensuring compliance with federal regulations and safety requirements, particularly in
safety-sensitive industries.
¢ Shift toward impairment-focused safety models
o Many employers are shifting away from approaches focused only on past substance use and placing
greater emphasis on identifying and managing real-time impairment that could affect workplace
safety. This shift often includes supervisor training, behavioral observation protocols and fitness-for-
duty assessments.
e Advances in impairment detection technologies
o Emerging technologies, such as cognitive or psychomotor performance assessments, are being
explored as potential tools to help detect functional impairment, though many are still evolving and
may require further validation.
¢ Increased use of oral fluid testing due to shorter detection windows
o Oral fluid testing is gaining attention because it may better reflect more recent substance use
compared with urine testing, which can detect substances long after impairment has subsided.
¢ Integration with broader workplace wellbeing and safety strategies
o Drug testing programs are increasingly being incorporated into comprehensive workplace safety and
wellbeing frameworks that include mental health support, fatigue management, and substance use
prevention initiatives.
e Expansion of recovery-supportive workplace programs
o More employers are adopting recovery-supportive policies that support employees seeking treatment
or maintaining recovery, such as fair chance policies, peer support programs, and connections to
treatment.

Section 8. What to do after a positive drug test

A positive drug test requires a structured, thoughtful response. The appropriate pathway varies by industry, regulatory
environment, company policy, and state law. Before taking action, review company policy and any legal requirements. Make
sure it is clear who handles each step, what needs to be documented, and what deadlines apply. This is especially important
in federally regulated programs, where specific procedures may govern who reviews results, who communicates with the
employee, and what follow-up steps are required. The steps below provide a general process only. Remember to review all
policies with legal professionals.

Step 1: Review company policy and regulatory requirements
Before beginning the response process:
e Review your organization’s drug testing policy and procedures
e Identify who is responsible for each step, such as HR, the Medical Review Officer (MRO), a Substance Abuse
Professional (SAP), legal counsel, occupational health, or a supervisor
e Confirm any required timelines, documentation, notifications and reporting obligations
e Determine whether federal or state requirements apply, especially for safety-sensitive or federally regulated roles

Step 2: Confirm the result
Before any employment action:
e Ensure confirmatory laboratory testing was conducted
e  Confirm review by a Medical Review Officer (MRO)
o Allow the employee to provide legitimate medical explanations (e.g., prescribed medications) Released April 2026
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Step 3: Engage legal and HR review

Consult:

Consider:

HR leadership

Legal counsel (if needed)

Occupational health providers

Compliance officers (especially in regulated industries)

Whether the role is safety-sensitive

Federal vs state regulatory requirements

ADA and disability accommodation considerations
Union agreements (if applicable)

Company policy consistency

Step 4: Assess context
Important contextual factors may include:

Step 5: Determine pathway options diagnosing medical
Possible responses may include: conditions. They are
responsible for
Regulated industries maintaining a safe work
e Immediate removal from safety-sensitive duties environment and

Whether impairment was observed
Whether this was pre-employment, random, post-incident, or reasonable cause testing
Prior policy violations (if any)

Whether the employee disclosed concerns before testing
Safety risk level

Organizations are not \
responsible for

ensuring policies are

Referral to a Substance Abuse Professional (SAP) . .
applied consistently.

Structured return-to-duty process
Follow-up testing plan

Non-regulated environments

Temporary reassignment

Fair-chance or conditional continued employment agreements

Referral to assessment or Employee Assistance Program (EAP) or occupational health provider
Performance improvement plan

Policy-based disciplinary action (if required)

Step 6: Emphasize safety and support
Best practice prioritizes:

Workplace safety

Fairness and consistency
Compliance with law
Confidentiality

Connection to support resources

Clear follow-up protocols after referral, treatment or return-to-work ,
Released April 2026
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Section 9. Best practices for employers

A. Establish evidence-informed policies
Drug testing policies should align with federal guidelines, including:
e SAMHSA Mandatory Guidelines for Federal Workplace Drug Testing Programs
e DOT drug testing regulations (49 CFR Part 40)

Policies should clearly define:
e Safety-sensitive roles

e Testing procedures and triggers
e Confidentiality protections
e Return-to-duty protocols

Here's a Drug Testing Policy Template to help you create your policy.

B. Train supervisors in impairment recognition
Supervisor observation is a critical component of effective impairment risk reduction. NIOSH and DOT emphasize
supervisor training as essential to detecting impairment and preventing safety incidents.

Train supervisors to:
e Recognize signs of impairment
e Document observations appropriately
e Follow reasonable cause procedures correctly

Observable indicators of impairment can show up in different ways. When assessing a situation, look for
physical, cognitive and work performance indicators together, rather than relying on any one sign alone. These signs
may suggest potential impairment, but they are not specific to drug use and may reflect a range of underlying causes.

Common Signs and Symptoms of Workplace Impairment

Physical Cognitive Performance

Rapid shift in physical appearance Inappropriate verbal/emotional responses Frequently calling out sick

Tremors Irritability rors in judgement
Unsteady gait or lack of coordination Memory Loss Unexplained tard early departure/extended breaks
Delayed reaction time Lack of concentration/confusion/forgetfulness Testing positive on a drug sc
0dor of alcohol or drugs Isolation Testing positive on an impairment detection test

Direct observations of substance use Inappropriate or abnormal behavior Deterioration mance or quality of work
Lack of energy or chronic weariness Distraction

Loss of consciousness

C. Provide open communication with employees
Transparency builds trust and improves program effectiveness.
Released April 2026
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Employees should understand:
e The purpose of testing
e Their rights and responsibilities
e Available support resources

Protect confidentiality and medical privacy

Drug testing results constitute sensitive medical information. Confidentiality is essential to maintain trust and comply

with privacy laws while improving employee trust and ensuring compliance with legal requirements.

Best practices include:

Limiting access to authorized personnel
Securing storage of records

Using Medical Review Officers to verify results
Protecting medical and testing information

Support recovery and employee wellbeing

While not all positive drug tests indicate a potential substance use disorder,
it provides an opportunity to connect employees to available resources. It is
not the duty for organizations to diagnose an individual but to connect
individuals to care. Substance use disorders are treatable medical
conditions. Research shows recovery-supportive workplace programs
improve safety outcomes, retention and productivity. Effective programs
prioritize safety and recovery, not punishment alone. These approaches
align with NIOSH Total Worker Health®, which integrates safety and health
protection with wellbeing promotion.

Best practices include:
Providing access to Employee Assistance Programs (EAP)
Providing flexible work and job accommodation options

Offering return-to-work pathways when appropriate
Supporting recovery-supportive workplace policies
And more
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Key Takeaway \

Biological drug

testing identifies substance
exposure but does not
directly measure
impairment. The most
effective workplace safety
programs integrate drug
testing with impairment
recognition, supervisor
training, safety
management systems and
recovery-supportive policies
to reduce injury risk and
promote workforce health.

Providing organizational information on addiction, anti-stigma considerations and more
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