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Prescription drug abuse: 
What employers can do

Overdoses now cause more deaths than car crashes. The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention reported more than 12 million U.S. residents used prescription painkillers nonmedically 
in the past year.  Many nonmedical users of prescription painkillers are employed, and therefore 
prescription drug use affects employers of all company sizes and in all industries.

Why should employers care?
Prescription painkiller abuse cost employers almost $42 billion because employees 
were less productive while at work or were not at work at all. 

Employees who abuse drugs are two to five times more likely to: 

•  Take unexcused absences

•  Be late for work

•  Quit or be fired within 1 year of employment 

•  Be involved in workplace incidents

•  File workers’ compensation claims

What can employers do?
•  Educate employees about the health and productivity issues related to prescription drug abuse.

•  Incorporate information about substance abuse in workplace wellness programs or strategies.

•  Offer health benefits that provide coverage for substance abuse disorders.

•  Expand drug testing to include prescription drugs.

•  Publicize drug-free workplace policies and incorporate guidelines regarding prescription drugs.

•  Provide employee assistance programs (EAPs), wellness and work-life programs that include information 
and services related to substance abuse prevention, treatment and return to work issues.

•  Train managers to recognize and respond to substance abuse issues so problems 
can be addressed in uniform, cost-effective and business-sensitive ways.

Overdoses now 
cause more 

unintentional 
deaths in the 
United States 

than automobile 
crashes.

0414 900004628 ©2014 National Safety Council 

Paulozzi, L. J., Jones, C. M., Mack, K. A., & Rudd, R. A. (2011). Vital Signs: Overdoses of Prescription Opioid Pain Relievers 
-- United States, 1999-2008. MMWR: Morbidity & Mortality Weekly Report, 60(43), 1487-1492.
Hansen RN, Oster G, Edelsberg J, Woody GE, Sullivan SD. (2010) Economic costs of nonmedical use of prescription opioids. Clinical Journal of Pain 2:3. Dec 20, 2010.
National Business Group on Health. (2009, September). Prescription Drug Abuse & the Workplace. Retrieved August 10, 2011, 
from National Business Group on Health: http://www.businessgrouphealth.or/healthtopics/rx_drugabuse


