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Prescription Drug Abuse and the Workplace Fact Sheet 
 
Primarily due to easy accessibility, prescription drug use/abuse is one of the fastest growing trends in the 
United States. If you have a cough, a headache, a fever, a stomach ache, if you can't go to sleep, if you 
sleep too much, what do you do? Take a pill. At least that is what many of us have been taught to do by 
our parents or recommended to do by our doctors. Pills help people feel better and they are particularly 
more potent and more effective when prescribed by a doctor. Isn't this what most people think? The 
problem is that some pills are very addictive and if an extra pill is taken more often than recommended or 
given to a friend, then it is considered abuse. As innocent as what is being described sounds - it is 
extremely dangerous. Education is the best way to promote awareness about this growing epidemic. 
When prescription drug abuse enters the workplace, it compromises the employer’s ability to maintain a 
safe and productive work environment and should be addressed immediately.  
 
Types of prescription drug abuse 
Prescription drug abuse includes any non-medical use of a prescription drug or using prescription 
medications in ways that are not specified by health care professionals. Prescription drug abuse can lead 
to addiction, and it can also lead to damaged health and even to death.  This includes: 
 

• Taking drugs without having a prescription (drugs obtained illegally, including taking a friend’s or 
family member’s prescription) 

• Overtaking or abusing legally prescribed drugs 
 
Causes and issues of prescription drug abuse 
There are many reasons people abuse prescription drugs.  A common misconception is that many 
believe that prescription drugs are not abused or as addictive as the more familiar drugs such as cocaine 
or heroin. Prescribed drugs are just as addictive, every bit as potent as heroin and cocaine, and have 
similar adverse effects on the job. Reduced productivity; absenteeism; along with impairment while 
operating motor vehicles and equipment is common among those who are addicted to pharmaceuticals. 
 
Here are some of the ways people succumb to prescription drug abuse: 
 

• Addiction while using a prescription legitimately under a doctor’s care 

• Chronic conditions such as debilitating pain, anxiety or depression 

• Weight control 

• Use to escape from the mundane problems of life 

• Getting an competitive advantage for physical performance or focus 

• Easy to obtain through any medicine cabinet 

• Perception that legal prescription drugs are safe 
 

Commonly abused prescription drugs 
The most popular drugs for abuse are classed in terms of what they do:  
 
Opioids 
Prescription opioids are often powerful pain relievers that are sometimes pilfered from relatives who have 
prescriptions for pain management.  
 
Depressants 
Central nervous system depressants are used as tranquilizers and sedatives and help control sleep 
disorders and anxiety. Like opioids, depressants are easy to obtain.  
 



Stimulants 
Stimulants are used both for recreation among young people and among the "smart kids” in order to help 
them focus more intensely or to stay up later to study.   
 
Over the counter (OTC) drug abuse 
OTC drugs such as cough medicines containing dextromethorphan (DXM) are abused for their almost 
hallucinogenic effects on vision and hearing.   They can cause adverse reactions due to medical 
conditions or other medications the user may already have consumed.  Just because they are legally 
available without a prescription does not mean that they are safe, especially when not used according to 
directions.  
 
Warning signs 
Prescription drug abuse does come with warning signs. However, many of the warning signs for drug 
abuse may also be symptoms of other mental health disorders. If you are an employer or supervisor, 
document your observations should you note any of the following warning signs.  If you are an employee, 
please share your observations with your supervisor or next level manager. Below are listed some of the 
signs to watch for: 
 

• Dramatic changes in behavior such as withdrawal from social activities at home, school and 
work   

• Drops in performing at work 

• Failure to fulfill major work obligations. 

• Use of substances in situations where it is physically hazardous (e.g. driving an automobile 
or operating a machine when impaired by substance use) 

• Abrupt mood swings or moodiness that increases in frequency or severity, including violence 

• Personality instability such as annoyance, secrecy, paranoia and irritability 

• Continued use of the prescription drug without improvement or frequent doctor switching 

• Dramatic changes in appearance such as rapid weight loss preceded by a loss of appetite or a 
change of grooming and hygiene  

• Excessive over the counter medicine use without obvious symptoms 

• Always looking for money 
 
Putting it all together 
It is important to remember that one unusual behavior or symptom does not necessarily point to a drug 
problem.  Usually, clusters of behaviors would be more indicative of possible substance abuse.  Obtaining 
guidance from a doctor or other medical personnel, substance abuse counselors or an Employee 
Assistance Program (EAP) would be helpful to sort through the facts and observable behaviors.  These 
professionals will also be able to advise you on the best course of action and how to address assisting 
the person with the substance abuse issue.   
 
 
For more information, please visit our websites at www.ndwa.org and www.dfaf.org or contact us at 
info@ndwa.org. 
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