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Substance Use in 
the Workplace
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Defining the Problem

90%5x
Loved ones of people struggling 
with addiction are 5x more likely 

to use emergency services 
(Schneider Health Institute)

46%
of Americans have a meaningful 

relationship with someone 
struggling with addiction or have 

struggled with it personally 
(Pew Research Center)

26%
of employees reside in homes 
where addiction is present
(Addiction Center)

of suicides are carried out by someone 
with depression, struggling with substance 
misuse, or a combination of both 
(Addiction Center)

9.6%
of the workforce suffer from 

substance use disorders
(SAMHSA)

1 in 7 (or 14.3%)
Americans has a substance use disorder 
(SAMHSA)
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EmployeesEmployers
A loss in productivity affects employers directly. If 
substance use is rampant, it can result in loss of the 
revenue. Estimates suggest working users are one-
third less productive than their non using co-
workers. Also, working while under the influence of 
substances increases the risk of workplace related 
injury, resulting in increased insurance premiums.

Co-workers of employees struggling with 
substances take on additional responsibilities at 
work to accommodate the increases in 
presenteeism (present but not productive) and 
absenteeism. Co-workers overcompensate by 
working longer hours to cover employees struggling 
with substance use which can result in burnout.
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Who Addiction Affects
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Commonly Misused Substances at Work

• Alcohol: used by about 90% of Americans 
• Marijuana: 9% of marijuana users will become addicted
• Opioids: 80% of workers’ comp claims involve opioid addiction
• Tobacco:

• Nicotine is one of the most highly addictive substances
• Employees who smoke cost about $6,000 more per year in healthcare costs and 

$4,000 per year in lost productivity
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Physical:
Rapid shift in physical 

appearance, tremors, unsteady 
gait, lack of coordination, 

delayed reaction time, smell of 
alcohol or drugs, lack of energy, 

loss of consciousness

Performance: 
Frequently calling out sick, 

unexplained tardiness, early 
departure, extended breaks, 

errors in judgement, decreased 
concentration, deterioration in 

quality of work

Cognitive: 
Inappropriate verbal or emotional 

responses, irritability, memory 
loss, inappropriate or abnormal 
behavior, isolation, inability to 

concentrate, confusion, 
forgetfulness, easily distracted

Signs and Symptoms of Workplace Impairment



No one cares how much you 

know until they know how 

much you care. 
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Setting the Right Attitude
• No matter what the message is, it’s the 

way you say it
• You won’t have a productive 

conversation if you have negative pre-
conceived notions of substance use

• Don’t anticipate that the person’s 
response will be angry, aggressive, 
or violent

• If you go about it in the right way – that 
you’re providing them information, not 
judgement – they are more likely to be 
receptive
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Principles to Have a Productive Conversation

• Don’t lecture: It’s not your job to change their attitude toward substances
• Pick your moment:

• Separate it from any disciplinary action
• Have the conversation towards the end of the day
• Ask them if it’s ok to have an off-the-record conversation

• Stick to the facts:
• Don’t say: “You need to go to rehab,” or “I noticed you’ve been drinking a lot.”
• Do say: “The company is trying to change the way it handles employee substance use, and we 

have these resources…”
• Keep it brief: You don’t have to have a solution for them. Talk to them from a place of 

caring and point them to available resources.
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Mental Health in 
the Workplace
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Defining the Problem – General Statistics

• 1 in 5 Americans will experience a mental 
health challenge at some point in their 
lifetime (CDC) 

• Fewer than 50% of adults get help for their 
mental health-related challenge (NIMH)

• 81% of employees report that workplace 
stress directly affects their mental health 
(Mental Health America) 
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Defining the Problem – Construction Industry
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of construction workers have a substance use disorder

20% of American men who die by suicide work in the construction industry

80%

of all workplace overdose deaths are in construction despite 
representing only 7% of the workforce15%
of construction workers have experienced stress at work

14%
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Behaviors: 
Coming in late, leaving 

early, arguing, disengaged, 
canceling, withdrawing, 

heightened use of 
substances, risk taking

Appearance: 
Disheveled clothing, unkept, 

looking exhausted

Feelings: 
Worrying excessively, sad, 

irritated, no longer interested in 
hobbies, hopelessness, lost 

sense of purpose

Thoughts: 
Concentration issues, 

being very indecisive, self-
blame or criticism, 
thinking there is no 

solution

Key Signs of  a Mental Health Challenge
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Source: Tennessee Department of Mental Health

• Previous suicidal behavior
• Gender (male)
• Mental illness
• Chronic pain or illness
• Immobility
• Alcohol or other substance abuse
• Low self-esteem
• Low sense of control over life circumstances
• Lack of meaning and purpose in life
• Poor coping skills
• Hopelessness
• Guilt and shame
• Feeling like a burden

Individual/
Personal Level Social Level Contextual/Life 

Environment

• Access to lethal means 
• Unemployment, economic insecurity
• Financial stress
• Neighborhood violence and crime
• Poverty
• School failure
• Social or cultural discrimination
• Homelessness
• Exposure to environmental stressors
• Lack of social support services
• Geographical isolation

• Abuse and violence
• Social isolation
• Family dispute, conflict, 

and dysfunction
• Separation
• Bereavement
• Significant loss 
• Peer rejection
• Imprisonment
• Poor communication skills
• Family history of suicide or 

mental illness

Individual/
Personal Level Social Level Contextual/Life 

Environment

Risk Factors for Suicide
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• Talking about suicide
• Making a suicide plan
• Self-harming behavior
• Prior suicide attempt
• Finalizing affairs
• Unexplained crying
• Sense of hopelessness
• Feeling trapped
• Withdrawing from family and friends
• Ceasing activities that used to be important
• Giving away valued possessions
• Increased alcohol and/or drug use
• Uncharacteristic or impaired judgement or 

behavior (e.g., risk taking)

• Withdrawal from friends, family, 
or society

• Ceasing activities that used to 
be important

• Giving away valued possessions
• Increased alcohol and/or drug use
• Uncharacteristic or impaired judgement 

or behavior

Behavioral Physical

Warning Indicators for Suicide



This presentation contains confidential and proprietary information and may not be shared or distributed without the written consent of Youturn Health. Confidential  © 2024 Youturn Health, Inc. All rights reserved.  

16

Approaching a Co-Worker
Before the Conversation
1. Know what types of support and resources you have available

• Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) or other benefits through work
• 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (https://988lifeline.org/)
• Psychology Today’s “Find a Therapist” Tool (https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists)
• Youturn Health

2. Make sure you have the time to have this conversation.
• If you are distracted or on your way to another meeting, it will not come across as authentic

3. Pick the time and place
• Somewhere private and separate from any other meetings/disciplinary action
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Approaching a Co-Worker
During the Conversation
1. Stick to the facts

• Tell them you’re checking in because you care about them
• Do not accuse them or tell them they have to get help 
• Don’t debate them, just listen
• Start by saying something like “I noticed you haven’t been yourself lately, and I just wanted to check in because I care 

about you. How’s everything going?”

2. Share available resources 
• Tell them how to access them, what they do, and which ones are confidential
• If appropriate, offer to help them or stay with them while they contact one of the resources
• It’s okay if they decline resources. 

3. Ask them if it’s okay to check in with them
• “Is it okay if I check in with you next Wednesday at 2:00? It will only be a few minutes, it’s just to see how things 

are going.”
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Approaching a Co-Worker
After the Conversation
1. Check in if you said you would. It shows 

you care and that you’re not just checking 
a box.
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For More on 
Youturn Health
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Q & A

Heather Strong Gutierrez
Safety Manager
JHL Constructors
hstrong@jhlconstructors.com

Richard Jones
Chief Clinical Officer
Youturn Health
rjones@youturnhealth.com
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