
Fitness for Work Guideline: Alcohol and other Drugs 

Purpose and Implementation 

Whilst work conduct and safety is critical in the context of fitness for work, it is work performance 

that is the focus of this guideline. Managers have an obligation to provide a safe workplace that does 

not create a risk of harm to employees. Managers should also ensure they create an environment 

where open communication is standard practice. Support for employees whose conduct, 

performance or attendance is affected by alcohol or other drug use should be consistent regardless 

of what substance may be involved.  

Poor work performance  

Even quite small amounts of alcohol or other drugs can reduce performance to the level where it 

may affect productivity and represent a health and safety risk. An employee’s alcohol or other drug 

consumption patterns outside working hours can also affect safety and productivity while at work. 

For example, the hangover effects of alcohol can negatively influence work performance long after 

blood alcohol levels have returned to zero.  

Signs of poor work performance  

Areas to consider when evaluating poor work performance:  

1 Absenteeism (including noticeable patterns of increased lost time).  

 

2 Decreased quality of work.  

 

3 Decreased quantity of work.  

 

4 Increased workplace incidents. 

 

 5 Effects on the individual employee.  

 

6 Effects on customers.  

 



These areas may be used to assess against the required work performance standard.  

Identification of employees adversely affected  

Managers have a responsibility to provide and maintain a safe working environment which extends 

to an employee’s alcohol or other drug use. If a manager believes an employee is not capable of 

performing work in a safe manner, they must ensure that the person is not in any personal risk or in 

a position to create a health and safety risk for others. Work health and safety legislation requires 

that employees must not endanger their own safety or the safety of any other person at work. When 

an employee’s conduct and/or performance is suspected of being adversely affected by alcohol or 

other drugs at work, primary consideration must be given to provide support to the person and the 

safety of others. Any decision to act must be based on an objective assessment of the situation and 

considerations of safety and work performance. Alcohol or other drug related use may result in 

physical symptoms such as bloodshot eyes, trembling hands or slurred speech that may be very 

similar to the symptoms of a range of medical conditions. Managers and other employees are 

usually not qualified to make clinical diagnoses of intoxication or dependency, nor are they qualified 

to provide treatment or counselling for, or judgements about, alcohol or other drug problems. The 

following observations should be recorded 

 

In all instances where an employee’s performance, conduct or behaviour suggests that the 

employee is affected by alcohol or other drugs in the workplace, the manager is to inform their local 

human resources/occupational health and safety team providing details about the situation/incident 

and what action has been taken to support the employee.  

Initial discussion  

When preparing to have a conversation with an employee whose conduct or performance is outside 

of what is normally expected for that person and that person appears adversely affected by alcohol 

or other drugs, it is important the manager takes a careful and considered approach. The following 

steps may assist in making difficult conversations easier and more constructive:  

• State what the issue is upfront; don’t preface the conversation with unnecessary small talk.  

• Stick to the facts, give examples where possible and explain how the issue impacts the workplace. 

• Listen to the employee and their point of view and keep an open mind when considering 

alternative solutions.  



• Be prepared for the employee to react emotionally, become hostile or defensive.  

• Remain calm and focus on the issues rather than the person.  

When dealing with an employee who appears adversely affected by alcohol or other drugs, explain 

your observations and the reasons for your concerns avoiding confrontation and being provoked 

into a debate. It is also important to avoid using judgmental words or labels such as ‘drunk’ or 

‘stoned’.  

An employee must comply with any reasonable directions from their manager regarding work health 

and safety. If an employee is suspected of being adversely affected by alcohol or other drugs and is 

asked to leave the workplace for this reason, they must comply. To ensure the safety of the 

employee and others, transportation home will be arranged for the employee at the expense of the 

employer. Leave options should be considered on a case by case basis. Managers should contact 

their local human resources team for further advice and support. If the manager believes the 

employee is at serious risk of causing harm to themselves or others, the manager should call 

Queensland Police Service on 000.  

Follow-up discussion  

When the employee returns to work, a follow-up discussion should be arranged between the 

employee and their manager. Employees are able to request a support person accompany them to 

any discussion with their manager. During this follow-up discussion the employee must be given the 

opportunity to talk about what happened. It may be that the employee has a reasonable explanation 

for the issue, for example the employee was ill or adversely affected by prescribed medication. If the 

cause of the behaviour is unclear, further enquiries may be necessary. This may include requesting 

medical information from the employee’s treating medical practitioner or discussing the matter with 

the local human resources team. If the employee can produce supporting documentation from their 

medical practitioner they should be allowed to access sick leave provisions and if appropriate, 

counselled about the potential impact of prescribed drugs on workplace safety. The manager should 

also ensure the employee is aware of how additional support can be obtained if required, including 

the availability of employee assistance. If the employee cannot provide supporting documentation 

or admits to being adversely affected by alcohol or other drugs, the manager should liaise with the 

local human resources team to determine an appropriate course of action.  

Further action  

If the performance and/or behavioural concerns continue, further action may be required. 

Employees are able to request a support person accompany them to any discussions and/or 

meetings with their manager.  

(a) Informal action  

Initial discussions with any employee regarding work performance should be on an informal basis, at 

the local level. The manager needs to outline to the employee what the expectations and concerns 

are. Simply making an employee aware that the situation is below standard can lead to an 

improvement. In some cases, it may simply be a short-term problem and when brought to the 

employee’s attention the effect on productivity may cease. An informal conversation may lead to 

the employee realising that they are not performing at an acceptable standard. Informal discussions 

may also provide an opportunity to identify medical problems which may be causing poor 

performance. If the informal approach does not achieve an improvement it may seem easier just to 

leave things as they are, however, the situation may become worse if the employee does not accept 



that their alcohol or other drug use is impacting on the workplace. The risks, costs and stress to the 

employee’s wellbeing and the employer will become more significant. If an informal approach does 

not result in any apparent improvement in work performance then a formal process is the next 

stage.  

(b) Formal action  

Formal action may include implementing one of the following structured processes:  

(i) Medical management: Where it is identified an employee’s performance or behaviour may be the 

result of a medical condition, the manager, with the employee’s consent should request further 

information from the employee’s treating medical practitioner. At a minimum, the information 

requested from the medical practitioner should include details of how the medical condition effects 

the employee’s ability to perform the duties of their role, details of the duties they are able to 

perform if a graduated return to work/suitable duties plan is required, and an approximate duration 

of the medical condition.  

(ii) Performance improvement plan (PIP): A PIP is a formal structured approach to managing 

unsatisfactory performance concerns and may be considered if informal approaches have not 

resulted in improvement. Managers must consult with their local human resources team prior to 

commencing any formal performance improvement process.  

 (iii) Disciplinary process: In certain circumstances, formal action may include escalation to a 

disciplinary process, for example, where a PIP has resulted in limited or no improvement in 

performance and/or behaviour. A disciplinary process may also be enacted, in the absence of a PIP, 

where the performance and/or behaviour of an employee raises allegations of serious misconduct.  

Record of discussions  

It is recommended that the manager keep a record of all discussions with the employee, formal and 

informal, relating to the performance/behaviour. File notes or diary entries are preferred methods 

and should include the date, time and location of the discussion, the names and positions of persons 

in attendance, details of the discussion and any actions arising from the discussion. File notes must 

be held in a secure location to maintain confidentiality. File notes should be made as soon as 

practicable after a discussion, and a copy should be provided to the employee. All notes should be 

factual, and contain statements that can be verified, for example, ‘slurred speech’ or ‘raised voice’ 

rather than ‘drunk’.  

Disclosure of a problem with alcohol and/or other drugs  

When an employee chooses to voluntarily disclose issues relating to their use of alcohol or other 

drugs, managers must provide support to the employee to enable them to manage the issue.  

Counselling Online offers 24-hour free drug and alcohol counselling. Family Drug Support 

Australia offers 24-hour support to families and friends of drug and alcohol users. Call 1300 368 186. 

Search for a drug and alcohol service through services directory, or the Australian Drug Information 

Network (ADIN) website. 

If you need help with alcohol addiction, call Alcoholics Anonymous on 1300 222 222. 

Contact a 24-hour Alcohol and Drug Information Services (ADIS) - 1800 177 833 (freecall). 

  

https://www.counsellingonline.org.au/
http://www.fds.org.au/
http://www.fds.org.au/
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/australian-health-services
http://www.adin.com.au/
http://www.adin.com.au/

