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Methodology & Sample
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Background & Methodology

Background

The National Safety Council (NSC) is a strong advocate against the dangers of overuse 
and over-prescription of prescription pain medication, such as opioids.

With greater attention paid to the issue and public initiatives such as the recent enactment 
of the 21st Century Cures Act, the NSC commissioned B2B International to conduct a 
research project into US employers’ perceptions of and experiences with 
prescription drugs, as well as their processes and policies for dealing with it.

Sample

This report builds on 501 interviews with HR decision makers across a geographically 
representative sample of US employers with 50 or more employees.

All respondents are HR decision makers who are involved in, or ultimately responsible for, 
decisions about their workplace’s strategy and policies with regards to: health and safety, 
healthcare benefits, employee policy and/or drug and alcohol policy.

Overall responses throughout this report have a 4.4% margin of error at the industry-
standard 95% confidence level.
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19%

38%

19% 23%

Single Site Multisite
(Same State)

Multisite
(Across US)

Multisite
(Global)

This survey is based on a geographically representative sample of US businesses, with a good mix of industries 

and company sizes. All represent organizations with 50 or more employees, and all are based in the US. While 

23% of the businesses are global, all responses are focused on US operations.

Profiling Respondents
Firmographics & Workforce

Pacific

Mountain
West North 

Central

West South 

Central

East South 

Central

East North 

Central

South 

Atlantic

Middle Atlantic

New

England

15%

8%

7%
9%

18%

5%

16%

17%

5%

Region

Organization Size

12%

34%

16%

38%

50 to 99
employees

100 to 499
employees

500 to 1,000
employees

Over 1,000
employees

Sites

Industry

Industrial
(Manufacturing (20%), Transportation & Warehousing (4%) 
Construction (2%), Mining & Oil & Gas Extraction (2%), Utilities (1%))

30%

Public & Social Services
(Health Care & Social Assistance (9%), Education (8%),Public 
Administration (7%), Accommodation & Food Services (3%))

28%

Professional Services
(Prof., Scientific & - Technical Services (10%), Finance & Insurance 
(7%), IT (4%), Real Estate (2%))

25%

Retail & Wholesale
(Retail Trade (7%), Wholesale Trade (2%))

9%

Other
(Non-Profit (4%), Arts, Entertainment & Recreation (3%),  Agriculture
(1%), Biotech (1%), Waste (>1%))

10%

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Q1. How many employees work within your organization, taking into account all locations within the U.S.? 

Q27. Which of the following categories best represents your industry?  

Q30. Which of the following best describes the location(s) of the organization where you currently work?  

Q31. In which state is your work location? 



6

31%

2%

2%

3%

4%

6%

10%

17%

59%

None of these

American Industrial Hygiene
Association (AIHA)

American Traffic Safety Services
Association (ATSSA)

National Association for EHS
Management (NAEM)

National Environmental Health
Association (NEHA)

American Society of Safety
Engineers (ASSE)

National Association of Safety
Professionals (NASP)

National Safety Council (NSC)

Society for Human Resources
Management (SHRM)

17% of respondents are NSC members. The most common organizational affiliation is with SHRM, which nearly 6 

in 10 employers in this survey are a member of. The vast majority of respondents have at least some employees in 

jobs that require handling machinery, tools and/or vehicles.

Profiling Respondents
Firmographics & Workforce

Professional Memberships

Employees Handling 
Machinery, Tools or Vehicles

14%

11%

17%

14%

18%

7%

19%

None

1-9

10-49

50-99

100-499

500-1,000

1,000 +

Workforce Covered By Union 
Regulations or Contracts

None 57%

Few (<25%) 13%

Some (25-75%) 18%

Most (>75%) 11% (1% did not know)

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Q28. What proportion of your workforce is covered by union regulations or contracts? 

Q29. Approximately how many people in your organization operate machinery, tools or vehicles? 

Q32. Finally, are you, or is your organization, a member of any of the following safety-related associations?  
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All respondents are HR decision makers who are involved in, or ultimately responsible for, decisions about their 

workplace’s strategy and policies with regards to: health and safety, healthcare benefits, employee policy and/or 

drug and alcohol policy (highlighted in blue). The majority of respondents are in a HR role.

Profiling Respondents
Professional Profile

Professional Responsibilities

Years In RoleJob Role

* Other job roles include: HSE, risk 

management, staff training & development.

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Q2. Please indicate your involvement in each of the following decisions within your organization.

Q3. Which of the following best describes your job function? 

Q26. How long have you been in your current role? 
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Employer Concerns & Priorities
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Q4. How concerned are you about the impact each of the following issues may have on 

your organization?
Base: 501

(All Respondents)

Workplace Issues Concerning HR Decision Makers
Costs & Skills Are Primary Concerns; Addiction & Abuse Less So

95% 93% 84% 84% 78% 67% 67% 61%
Total 

Concern
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74% 64% 61% 58% 49% 49%

Substances Of Concern To Employers
Opioids Among Most Concerning Substances

Total 

Concern

Base: 501

(All Respondents)

Q5. How concerned are you about each of the following substances having a negative 

impact on your workforce?



1111

Employer Perceptions Of Prescription Drug Abuse
Addiction & Disease Recognized; Workforce Impact Is Not

Misuse and abuse of 

prescription drugs is…

80% 71% 65% 57% 43% 42% 39% 36%Total Agree

1/2
(continued on next page)

Base: 501

(All Respondents)

Q6. Please rate your agreement with each of the following statements about the impact of 

prescription drugs on your organization…

�
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Misuse and abuse of 

prescription drugs is…

35% 32% 28% 26% 27% 24% 23%Total Agree

Base: 501

(All Respondents)

Q6. Please rate your agreement with each of the following statements about the impact of 

prescription drugs on your organization…

2/2
(continued from last page)

⊳

Employer Perceptions Of Prescription Drug Abuse
Addiction & Disease Recognized; Workforce Impact Is Not
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Workplace Incidents
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Workplace Incidents Related To Prescription Drug Usage
7 In 10 Employers Have Felt Some Effect Of Prescription Drug Usage

Incidents Experienced Due To Prescription Drug Usage …

71%
… have been affected in 

some way by employee 

use of prescription drugs

47%
… have experienced 

absenteeism or impaired 

worker performance

26%
… have experienced a 

near-miss/injury, 

overdose or arrest

Facts about the impact 

of prescription drugs on 

US Employers

Q7. Keeping in mind that all information will be kept strictly confidential, which of the following are you 
aware of having occurred in your workforce?

Base: 501
(All Respondents)
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Identifying & Responding To Drug Abuse
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Q8. How confident are you that the following functions within your organization can 

correctly identify behavior that is a warning sign of misuse or abuse of prescription drugs? 

Ability To Spot Warning Signs Of Prescription Drug Abuse 
Few Employers Are Very Confident About Spotting Signs

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

16% 17% 27% 37%% Not Confident Overall

6% 8% 17% 31%% Not Confident
Among employers who offer 

training about prescription 

drugs
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Q9. How confident do you feel about your organization when it comes to the following 

aspects of handling misuse or abuse of prescription drugs? 

Ability To Handle Prescription Drug Abuse In The Workplace
Fewer Than Half Of Employers Are Confident In Their Policies

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Have in place appropriate policies for this 

issue

Insurance and benefits appropriately 

structured to deal with this issue

Have in place appropriate processes for 

helping workers with recovery after treatment

Quality of procedures for supervisors or 
managers to follow once they have identified 

workers who are potentially impaired or addicted

Ability of Supervisor / Management to identify 

potential impairment or addiction

Ability of workers to identify potential 
impairment or addiction
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Q10. Which of the following, would you say best reflects your organization’s approach to an 

employee who is found to be misusing or abusing …? 

Most Common Responses To Substance Abuse
By Substance Abused

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Return them to their position after
appropriate treatment

48% 51% 38% 34%

Dismiss them 20% 19% 33% 44%

Ensure they have careful monitoring for
the rest of their employment with my firm

22% 19% 17% 15%

Ignore the problem 3% 4% 5% 1%

Relocate them to positions of lesser
responsibility

2% 2% 1% 2%

Other
(most mentions: ‘drug test’, ‘EAP’, ‘unsure’)

5% 5% 6% 4%

Prescription Drugs Alcohol Marijuana Illegal Substances

Significantly higher Significantly lowerSignificance is statistically tested by column comparison
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Policy Coverage & Workplace Initiatives
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Q11. Which of the following topics are specifically covered in your organization’s written 

policies? 

Areas Covered By Employer Policies
Drug Testing & Illegal Substance Abuse Most Covered

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Drug testing

Employee use of drugs without a prescription/illicit 

drugs

Return to work policies for employees undergoing 

substance abuse treatment

Employee use of prescription drugs at work

Return to work policies for employees taking impairing 

medications

Interactive process to make accommodations for 

employee impairment due to prescription medications

Performance improvement plan for employees who fail 

drug tests/performance declines from drug usage

Employee responsibility to notify supervisors of 

prescription drug usage 

Employee use of medical marijuana
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Q12. Which of the following are true of your organization?

Q14. In which of the following ways is your organization's Employee Assistance Program 

(EAP) used?

Employee Assistance Program (EAP) Usage
Mostly Offered For Anonymous Assistance

Base: 400
(Have An EAP)

80%
Employers have an 

Employee Assistance 

Program (EAP) 
(* emergency assistance, hotline, legal help)
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Q12. Which of the following are true of your organization?

Q15. Which parts of your workforce are drug tested?

Who Is Drug Tested?
Most Drug-Testing Employers Would Test Any Employee

Base: 286
(Performs Drug Testing)

57%
Employers perform drug 

testing

Less so New England-based 

employers (-18%)
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Q12. Which of the following are true of your organization?

Q15. Which parts of your workforce are drug tested?

Q16. When does your organization conduct drug testing of employees?

Drug Testing Procedures & Motivations
Most Employers Drug Test Voluntarily & Pre-Hire

Base: 286
(Performs Drug Testing)

TimingMotivation

74%

29%

20%

Done at 

organization’s 

discretion

Required by 

government

regulation

Required by 

industry 

regulation

2% Not Sure

83% would subject all employees to drug testing

16% would test only those operating machinery/tools/vehicles
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Q18. Which substances are tested for? 

Substances Tested For In Drug Tests
The 5 Panel Drug Test Substances Dominate

Base: 286
(Performs Drug Testing)

% Tested For

Cannabinoids (Marijuana, THC) 78%

Cocaine 77%

Opiates (Codeine, Morphine, Heroin) 76%

Amphetamines (including Methamphetamine) (Adderall, Ritalin, etc.) 67%

Barbiturates (Seconal, phenobarbital, etc.) 59%

Synthetic Opioids (Oxycodone, Hydrocodone, Dilaudid, Fentanyl, etc.) 59%

Phencyclidine (PCP) 57%

Methaqualone (Quaaludes) 47%

Benzodiazepines (Xanax, Ativan, Klonopin, Valium, etc.) 47%

Methadone 44%

Propoxyphene 31%

Not Sure 16%

5 Panel 
Drug Test
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Q12. Which of the following are true of your organization?

Q13. Who does your organization currently offer training around workplace usage of 

prescription drugs to? 

Training About Workplace Prescription Drug Usage
Usually Offered To All Employees

Base: 118
(Offer Training About 

Prescription Drug Usage)

(*2: certain positions (e.g. drivers), 1: outside contractors)

24%
Employers offer 

workplace training
about prescription drugs 
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Insurance Coverage Of Alternative Treatment
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Q22. Assuming you were given evidence that the following would be more effective in treating 

pain than prescription drugs, how interested would you be in having your plan cover these 

alternative treatment options at a cost similar to prescription copays?

89% 82% 69% 68% 67% 65% 51%
Total Interested -OR-

Already Covered

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Alternative Treatment Options Of Interest
Physical Therapy Is Most Used And Most Popular
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Q23. How interested would you be in your insurer changing treatment or coverage options in order to 
promote safe and effective pain management and/or reduce misuse or abuse of prescription drugs? 
Q24. How likely are you to request that … [as above]
Q25. How responsive do you expect your insurer would be … [as above]

The Opportunity For Alternative Treatment Insurer Coverage
Interest Is High, But 3 In 10 Will Not Act On Their Interest

Legend

Very
Interested / Likely / Responsive

Somewhat
Interested / Likely / Responsive

Not Very
Interested / Likely / Responsive

Not At All
Interested / Likely / Responsive

Positive (Very + Somewhat)

Interested / Likely / Responsive

Insurer changing treatment or coverage options in order to promote safe and 
effective pain management and/or reduce misuse or abuse of prescription drugs

30% not acting on 

their interest

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Don’t Know
Responsive
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Overall Preparedness To Deal With The Issue
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Q19. Taking everything into account, how well prepared do you think your organization is 

when it comes to dealing with handling misuse or abuse of prescription medication?Base: Varies

Employer Preparedness To Deal With Prescription Drug Abuse
Over 1 in 4 US Employers Feel Unprepared To Deal With The Issue

28% Unprepared

Overall employer preparedness to deal with prescription drug abuse

72% Prepared

67% 80% 67% 79% 50% 76%% Prepared

Organization size Workforce under union contract/regulation Workforce handling tools, machinery/vehicles

�
Significantly 

higher

�
Significantly 

lower

�� �� ��
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Q19. Taking everything into account, how well prepared do you think your organization is when it 
comes to dealing with handling misuse or abuse of prescription medication?
Q20. Why do you say that? [OPEN-ENDED]

Why employers say they’re well-prepared

Strong/structured 

plans/policies
No/weak/undeveloped 

plans & policies

Knowledge & training Poor/lack-of knowledge & training

Proactive/anticipation No preparation; in doubt

Drug-testing & screening No drug tests/screening

Identifying/recognizing 

employee misuse/abuse
Failure to recognize; in denial

Experienced w/ issue Poor experiences; lack of experience

Strong leadership/staff
Weak leadership/staff w/ 

this issue

Emphasis of importance; 

high-priority

Lightness on issue; 

low-priority

Guidance & counseling Failed guidance & counseling

Strong departments; specialists Unsuccessful departments

Legal support Legal challenges

Successful confrontation Avoidance

Why employers say they’re not prepared enough

51% of employers whose 

organization has over 1000 

employees

18% of employers whose 

organization has under 500 

employees

Base: 364
(All Respondents Providing 

Feedback)

Employer Preparedness To Deal With Prescription Drug Abuse
Reasons Behind Answers
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Q20. Why do you say that?

Employer Preparedness To Deal With Prescription Drug Abuse
In Their Own Words

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

“Our drug policies are strict and 

transparent.  Everyone must pass an 

initial drug screening to be hired in 

the first place.  Everyone is subject to 

random drug tests at irregular intervals.  

Those found in violation are given a 

one-time pass through a treatment 

program, further violations result in 

instant termination.”

- West (Pacific), Over 1,000 

employees

“Our supervisors are 
trained to report any 

possible issue that would 

lead to reasonable suspicion. 

Health and safety and HR 
address each concern once 

identified to resolution and 

on going monitoring.”

- South (West South Central), 

100 to 499 employees

We operate equipment that is 
dangerous and it is important that all 

who interact with this equipment are 

not impaired in any way. Safety is on 

the top of every agenda and the start 

of every meeting at our company.”

- Midwest (East North Central), Over 

1,000 employees

“We have fully equipped ourselves with 
education and training on the procedures 

necessary to manage these situations.” 

- South (South Atlantic), 500 to 1,000 

employees

“There are policies, 
procedures and past 
practices in place for 

handling misuse or abuse 

of prescription medication.  

We also have a 

dedicated CDS staff to 

assist managers when this 

type of situation arises.”

- South (South Atlantic), 

Over 1,000 employees

“The employer has policies and resources in 

place to handle this issue, but managers and 

other employees don't always follow them.”

- South (South Atlantic), Over 1,000 employees

“The drug problem is growing all the 

time and our older policies don't do 

a job of covering all the areas that are 

being mentioned in this survey.”

- Midwest (East North Central), 500 to 

1,000 employees

“There is no 
standard training 

or clear a process 

to educate 

employees.”

- West (Mountain), 

Over 1,000 

employees“Has not been an issue as 

of yet, so not sure if we 

are prepared or not.”
- East (Mid-Atlantic), Over 

1,000 employees

“It is something executive 
management has never come 

to an agreement on, and has 

therefore been ignored mostly.”

- South (South Atlantic), Over 100 

to 499 employees

“Drug abuse/misuse is an almost non-existent
problem so few individuals have any 

experience in handling such issues.”

- West (Pacific), Over 1,000 employees

Why employers say they’re well-prepared Why employers say they’re not prepared enough



33

Q19. Taking everything into account, how well prepared do you think your organization is when it 
comes to dealing with handling misuse or abuse of prescription medication?
Q12. Which of the following are true of your organization?
Q11: Which of the following topics are specifically covered in your organization's approach to an 
employee?

Base: 501
(All Respondents)

Improving Preparedness To Deal With Prescription Drug Abuse
Preparedness By Impact Of Initiatives

Underutilized Primary Driver Highly Utilized 

Primary Drivers

Highly 

Utilized Secondary DriversLess Used Secondary Drivers

A
Offers training around workplace usage of prescription
drugs

B
Performs drug testing on any current or prospective
employees

C Has an Employee Assistance Program (EAP)

D Conducts drug testing

E Employee use of drugs without a prescription/illicit drugs

F
Return to work policies for employees undergoing
substance abuse treatment

G Employee use of prescription drugs at work

H
Return to work policies for employees taking impairing
medications

I
Interactive process to make accommodations for
employee impairment due to prescription medications

J
Performance improvement plan for employees who have
failed drug tests/performance has declined due to drugs

K
Employee responsibility to notify supervisors of
prescription drug usage 

L Employee use of medical marijuana

Driver of preparedness is the correlation between each variable

(Q11-12) and overall preparedness to deal with the issue (Q19).

The vertical axis is set at 0.5 correlation with being ‘extremely

well prepared’ – the level of being ‘somewhat well prepared’.

Current practice, the horizontal axis, is the % of employers with

each policy. This axis is set at 66% of employers.
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Q21. The following is a list of potential barriers that stop some organizations from addressing prescription drug abuse.  

Which do you feel are barriers within your organization? 

Q19. Taking everything into account, how well prepared do you think your organization is when it comes to dealing 

with handling misuse or abuse of prescription medication?

(Note that the list of items has been abbreviated)

Base: Varies

Barriers To Addressing The Issue
Lack Of Expertise & Lack Of Responsibility Most Common Barriers

% Agree

By Overall Preparedness To Deal With Issue

Extremely Well 

Prepared

Somewhat Well

Prepared

Not Very Well 

Prepared

Extremely 

Unprepared

Base 501 96 265 127 13*

Lack of expertise 38% 10% 35% 63% 46%

Do not have prescription drug issues 30% 33% 24% 38% 38%

Not a priority 28% 15% 25% 40% 54%

Private or personal issue 23% 16% 23% 27% 23%

Issue for medical professionals 20% 16% 18% 28% 8%

Lack of time 11% 3% 13% 13% 23%

Lack of money 10% 3% 9% 14% 31%

Police Issue 6% 4% 7% 6% 15%

Other** 3% 0% 3% 3% 8%

Face none of these issues 14% 40% 12% 1% 8%

Significantly higher Significantly lower

* caution: very low base ** Other mentions: most were legal (concern about legal battles or legality of drug testing). Union interference. 
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