RISKY BUSINESS

Drug Use in the
UK Workplace

WORKPLACE
TESTING
SIMPLIFIED
We are the leading provider of workplace
testing programmes in the UK; our
service is trusted, proven, valued and
backed up by over 25 years of experience.
We take away the pressure of managing
the risks of drugs and alcohol in your
organisation — we support, guide,
implement and monitor — resulting in
the provision of an effective drug and

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Analysis of drug testing results from over 500,000 samples
tested at our UK laboratories shows that:
• Drugs were detected in 7% of the samples tested. This
percentage had an upwards trend over time with 8.4%
testing positive in 2016. That means that one worker
in every 14 could be reporting for work whilst unfit to
do so, which equates to 2.2 million people in work in
the UK at any given time.
• Cannabis and cocaine were the most prevalent illicit
drugs detected, with their prevalence rates increasing
over the last five years.
• Higher drug use was detected in the construction
(10.9% in 2016), utilities (10.5%) and retail (9.3%)
industries than the more regulated transport (5.4%)
and energy (4.7%) sectors.
• Illicit drug use was more likely to be detected in the
under 30s, with the over 40s more likely to be taking
pain killing medication.

alcohol testing programme.
We offer more than drug and alcohol
testing; we will check that your drug and
alcohol policy is robust and then can help
you implement, communicate and train
staff on the policy. Contact us today to
see how we can help your organisation.

INTRODUCTION
In assessing the risks associated with drug and alcohol
misuse in an organisation, employers should consider a
number of factors, including the potential impact on:
• The general health and well-being of their employees.
• Workplace health and safety through
incidents and accidents.
• Productivity due to underperformance and absenteeism.
• The effects on colleagues of employee behaviour.
• Reputational damage through incidents and accidents.
Employers will need to evaluate the likelihood of having
employees who may be affected at work through drug and
alcohol use. As part of this assessment, information about
the prevalence of drug users in the workplace is helpful.
This evaluation should also consider the impact of illicit
drug use and the impact of medication that may affect an
individual’s ability to work safely.
We’ve put this report together based on testing in excess
of 500,000 urine samples over five years for many
workplaces. This puts us in the ideal place to help in
assessing the likelihood of employees being affected by
drug use and misuse.

Drug and medication use could
be affecting over 2.2 million
workers on any given day.

Taking a broad overall look at the results for the whole
five years shows that 7% of samples were positive.
Applying this percentage to the UK working population
means that drug and medication use could be affecting
over 2.2 million workers on any given day.
The positivity rate has been trending upwards, going from
6.6% in 2012 to 8.4% in 2016, as shown in Figure 1.
This increase in prevalence generally reflects an increase
in illicit drug positivity over the period; however, positive
results due to medication did not increase between 2012
and 2016. The analysis of these results suggests that drug
use and misuse pose a significant risk to workplace health
and safety as 1 in 14 workers could be reporting for work
whilst unfit to do so.
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HOW COMMON IS A POSITIVE DRUG TEST?
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Figure 1. Test positivity for each year from 2012 to 2016.

When evaluating the risks, organisations will benefit
from data that shows the likelihood of obtaining a
positive result in the industry sectors they are most
associated with. The proportion of samples that return
a positive result varies across different industry sectors.
Some of these differences can be attributed to greater
industry-wide approaches to tackle drug misuse, such as
the approach in the rail industry, which may have been
the cause of the lower positivity rates in the transport
industry. Industries such as the construction industry
may see a higher positivity rate due to the widespread use
of subcontractors rather than directly employed staff on
construction sites. Figure 2 shows how the proportion of
positive samples varies from one industry to the next.
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WHAT IS THE PICTURE LIKE IN EACH INDUSTRY?
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Figure 2.Test positivity by industry for each year from 2012 to 2016.
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WHICH DRUGS ARE BEING TAKEN?
Organisations should regularly review the panel of drugs
should reflect current drug trends to ensure the most likely
misused drugs are being detected.
As can be seen in Figure 3, and perhaps unsurprisingly, opiate
drugs are the most frequently detected drugs. This reflects the
fact that the opiate codeine is readily available as an over-thecounter painkilling medication in pharmacies across the UK.
The vast majority of individuals who tested positive for opiates
will have a legitimate medical reason for the positive test,
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that are looked for in their organisation’s drug test. The panel
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which will have been taken into consideration in reporting the
drug test result. No specific change in the rate at which opiates
are detected has been seen between 2012 and 2016.
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Figure 3. Annual positivity rates for each drug group.
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The next most commonly detected drugs in the workplace
are cannabis and cocaine. The positivity rate for these drugs
increased between 2012 and 2016 with cannabis being detected
in 2.75% of samples in 2016, and cocaine in 1.6% of samples.
The potentially impairing medications tramadol and the
benzodiazepines group make up the next most prevalent drugs
detected. Although little change has been seen in the prevalence
of benzodiazepines, tramadol has become the fourth most
prevelant drug since the introduction of tramadol testing in 2015.
The decrease in prevalence between 2015 and 2016 may suggest
that the new tramadol test has acted as a deterrent.
The extremely low prevalence of barbiturates, propoxyphene,
methadone and phencyclidine suggests that they pose the least

The proportion
of samples that
test positive
for cannabis
and cocaine has
increased between
2012 and 2016.

risk to the workplace of all the drugs tested.

54%
of positive
tests were for
potentially
impairing
medication.

These results suggest that any review of testing panels should
consider the introduction of tramadol to testing regimes.
A greater proportion (54%) of the positive tests were for
potentially impairing medication than for illicit drugs.
Although not illegal, and being taken for legitimate medical
purposes, this medication still has the potential to affect
an individual’s ability to work safely. Many employers will
reduce the risks associated with medication use by asking
their employees to notify them of any potentially impairing
medication they are taking, so they can be moved from
safety-critical work. This does rely on the employee, their
doctor and/or their pharmacist asking the correct questions
when drugs are being prescribed or sold.

WHERE ARE THESE RESULTS FROM?
This report is a summary of five years of sample testing results, collected from individuals in their workplace.
Workplace testing is commonly used as a control measure

Samples have been sent to our laboratories and have

within a strategy to minimise the risks associated with

undergone an initial screening test. Where the initial

drug use and misuse. Workplace testing takes place under
circumstances such as:

screening test is positive, further confirmatory testing has
then been carried out to unequivocally identify the presence

• Following an accident or incident in the workplace.

of a drug or its breakdown product in the sample. For the

• Suspicion of a potential drug or alcohol problem.

purposes of this report, a test is deemed positive when the
presence of one or more drugs has been confirmed using a

• Part of a random testing programme.

confirmatory technique.

• Part of monitoring an individual’s rehabilitation.
• Before someone takes up their post or transfers to a new
post in the company.

WHO POSES THE MOST RISK?
How does a workplace age profile affect the risks associated with drugs? Figure 4 shows that individuals with a younger age
profile are more likely to produce a positive result, particularly for illicit drugs.
• This proportion fell consistently
with age, with less than 1% of over
50s testing positive for either of
these drugs.

• The proportion of individuals
testing positive for painkilling
opiates steadily increased with age
from the 20-to-29 age range up to
the over 60s.

PERCENTAGE OF SAMPLES TESTING POSITIVE BY AGE

• 4.6% and 2.4% of employees under
the age of 20 tested positive for
cannabis and cocaine, respectively.
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Figure 4. Percentage of positive samples by age.
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