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Substance use disorders i (SUDs) are among the most common and costly health
conditions affecting working Americans and their families. How substance use impacts
employers and workplaces may not be apparent to individual employers. The Real Costs
of Substance Use in Your Workforce is an authoritative, easy-to-use tool designed to
provide employers with specific information about how alcohol, prescription pain
medication misuse, opioid use and illicit drug use impact their workplaces. It also
provides research-proven steps employers can take to help employees and their family
members who have substance use problems and, at the same time, increase the safety,
health and productivity of their workforces.
Sources of Data
Data from the four most recent annual Federal epidemiologic surveys form the primary
source for the Calculator. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA) conducts the National Survey on Drug Use and Health. Each
year, a nationally representative sample of approximately 69,000 persons ages 12 and
above is interviewed about lifetime, annual and past month use of alcohol, cannabis,
cocaine, hallucinogens, heroin, inhalants, tobacco, pain relievers, tranquilizers,
stimulants and sedatives. The NSDUH survey also covers mental and physical health
symptoms, history of substance use and mental health treatment, health care
utilization, and health insurance coverage. Demographic data includes gender, race, age,
ethnicity, educational level, job status, workplace characteristics and income. SAMHSA
releases public use data (PUD) files about 18 months after announcing summary
results of the annual survey. The PUD files for the four years contain weighted,
anonymized data from approximately 210,000 adolescents and adults. The research
team analyzed the 2015-2018 NSDUH PUD respondents employed full- or part-time.
Estimating the Prevalence of SUDs by Industry and Occupation
Most people with SUDs work. Through 2014, the NSDUH elicited information about
employment status, industry sector and occupation. Respondents were assigned to one
of 16 industry sectors based on their current job and to one of 14 occupational
categories. The proportion of NSDUH respondents who reported working in the various
industries and occupations is generally consistent with proportions reported by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics. ii The prevalence of SUDs among workers in each industry
sector and occupational category from the 2012-2014 NSDUH was used as the baseline
for the calculator. Industry- and occupation-specific rates were adjusted to account for
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changes in the prevalence of SUDs nationwide between 2012-2014 and 2015-2018, and
differences between states in their substance use rates.
Workdays Missed
The NSDUH asks respondents how often they missed work due to illness and injury or
skipped work in the past 30 days. Responses are summed and annualized to measure
the total number of missed workdays per year. The costs of missed days were
computed from the most recently available U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates of
hourly wage plus fringe for each industry sector. iii
Health Care Use
NSDUH respondents are asked many questions about medical, substance use and
mental health services they received in the 12 months prior to the survey. Costs of
medical services are derived from Federal surveys iv and large commercial health plan
data sources v of paid claim amounts. All costs are expressed in 2019 dollars, using the
Federal government’s medical consumer price index vi and drug price index vii to bring
costs to 2019 levels.
Turnover, Replacement and Training viii
Employed NSDUH respondents are asked how many employers they had in the prior 12
months. Research places the average cost to employers of recruiting and training
replacement workers at 21 percent of an employee’s annual fully loaded salary. ix For the
Calculator, employers’ turnover costs are computed from the difference in rates of one
year turnover in each industry sector of workers with and without an SUD in the previous
year, and workers in recovery in that sector.
Other Impacts on Work
NSDUH asks additional questions associated with risk taking that can affect workplace
productivity and safety. The survey asks respondents: “How often do you like to test
yourself by doing something a little risky?” and “How often do you get a real kick out of
doing things that are a little dangerous?” Participants in the survey are asked whether
they had driven under the influence of alcohol, cannabis and/or illicit drugs in the
previous 12 months. They are also asked how likely they are to drive without wearing a
seat belt.
Focused Issue Briefs
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To explore these and other topics, the National Safety Council and NORC created brief
reports on the following:
•

Substance Use Disorders by Occupation

•

How Workers with Active Substance Use Disorders Impact Employer Health Care
Costs

•

Turnover and Substance Use: What It Costs and What Can Be Done

•

Short-Term Disability, Long-Term Disability and Return to Work

•

Prescription Opioids and Work

•

Substance Use, Gender and Sexual Orientation

•

Substance Use: Prevention, Screening Tools and Workplace Policies

•

Substance Use Disorder Treatment

•

Cannabis and the Workplace

•

Driving Under the Influence

i
Substance use disorder (SUD) is a condition in which the use of one or more substances leads to a clinically significant impairment or distress.
SUDs can include any psychoactive drug, for example alcohol, prescription pain medications, heroin, cocaine and marijuana.
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Statistics began tracking the Consumer Price Index for Medical care in 1947. In addition to medical care, the index produces monthly data on
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