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National household surveys in
the 1980s and ’90s brought to
light the number of people using
drugs in America. Over 10

million users of marijuana freely admitted
doing so. Follow-up surveys in 2003
identified approximately 14.6 million
marijuana users.

A more alarming statistic was present
in both surveys: 74% of these users had
either a full-time or part-time job. A U.S.
Postal Service study in the 1980s revealed
that workers who tested positive on
pre-employment drug screens had higher
absenteeism and termination rates vs.
non-users, despite not showing an obviously
significant difference in performance.
This was a troublesome revelation for
most employers.

In 1986, President Ronald Reagan
issued Executive Order 12564 directing
each federal agency to develop a drug-free
workplace for federal employees. President
Reagan held it up as a model for the
private sector to follow as well. In 1987
after a serious train accident occurred
and the engineer tested positive for drugs,
the Department of Transportation created
a drug testing program mandated for all
DOT agencies. That program mirrored
the federal program in most aspects and
laid the foundation for the template for
most of the drug testing programs today.

To promote worker safety, drug testing
has become a very common occurrence
in today’s workplace. Programs are based
on deterrence of illegal use and not on
absolute detection of a substance. It is
purposefully biased toward the worker
to avoid labeling someone a drug user
by mistake.

Program improvements
Today’s programs have the benefit

of nearly 20 years of evolving experience
that continues today. Training programs
have been created and improved for
collectors and medical review officers.
Laboratory techniques and cut-off levels
have been refined to eliminate false

positive results. The paperwork has been
shortened to help with compliance and
error elimination.

A growing number of methodologies
in drug testing have become available
within the past few years and present the
employer with choices to make when
designing a program. Even though the
standard urine drug screen is the most
widely used and accepted type of drug
screen, there are alternative specimen
collection methods available. Oral fluid,
hair and point of collection tests are just
a few of the alternative methods available.
So, which type do you choose?

Some employers may have difficulty
in choosing an alternative method, as
each has identifiable strengths and limitations.
One type of testing may be more appropriate
for a certain group of people. Several
types may be utilized depending upon
the circumstances.

Types of tests
Oral fluid testing is a non-invasive

type of drug test. It can be collected easily
and in any setting, with less opportunity
for adulteration of the specimen. It is
useful in the detection of recent drug use,
such as in a reasonable suspicion situation.
This can also be seen as a limitation
because there is a shorter period of
detection for some drugs.

Hair testing is gaining popularity
due to its ability to detect drug use for a
longer period of time – an approximately
90-day history of drug use. Short-term
abstention will not beat the test. Because
the hair test does not look at current use,
this type of testing may be more applicable
for pre-employment screening and would
not be a choice of testing for post-accident
or reasonable cause situations.

Point-of-collection tests are desirable
in emergency crisis management situations
or for employers who need to expedite
the hiring process. Quick, negative drug
and specimen validity test results are
available within minutes. These devices
are easy to use. There will be either the

presence or absence of a line for each drug
being tested. Those who test negative
can conceivably be put to work as soon
as the employer process allows. However,
all “non-negatives” must be confirmed at
the laboratory, as some point-of-collection
tests have a wider variability in false results.

Policies and procedures
There are many other types of

alternative specimen collections for drug
testing emerging and each will continue to
offer strengths and limitations. The employer
is left facing the challenge of choosing
which method best suits their needs.

If you are the type of employer that
falls under the Federal Regulations on
Mandated Drug and Alcohol Testing, your
choices are limited as to what reasons
for testing and what type of testing has
to be done with your employees. The
federal government has already written the
policies for collections sites, laboratories,
service agents and employers to follow.
Even so, these rules can be confusing at
times. Getting familiar with your own
administration’s rules and also with Part
40 guidelines will help with this process.

Whether employers fall under the
federal regulations or you are just
incorporating a drug-free workplace
policy, make sure you have specific policies
and procedures in place for drug and
alcohol screening. There are many different
reasons for testing and many different
test results that can be reported from
the laboratory.

Employers are faced with many choices
as they incorporate a drug-free workplace.
The development of good policies and
procedures, as well as maintaining good
records, will help you succeed in developing
a strong and successful program.
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