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Alcohol and other Substance Misuse  
Managers’ Guide 

 



 

 

Purpose 

 
The purpose of this guide is to assist managers implement the terms of the council’s 
Substance Misuse Policy and should be interpreted and applied under the terms of 
this policy. 

 
The Substance Misuse Policy applies to all employees and supports the council’s 
commitment to employee health and well-being. 

 
Guidance 

 

 

How does the council define alcohol/substance misuse? 
 

 

Substance misuse is defined for the purposes of the policy as the problematic use of alcohol, 
drugs (both prescribed, legal and illegal) or other substances such as butane gas, glue, 
thinner or petrol. 

 
Problems associated with substance misuse normally fall into two categories: 

 
1. an excessive indulgence in the misuse of alcohol and/or drugs on random occasions, 

but which is not related to a physical dependency 
 

2. a confirmed habitual misuse of alcohol and/or drugs related to a physical dependency 

 
If an employee has been prescribed medication, which may make them drowsy, impair 
their judgement, or otherwise affect their performance, they are required to advise their line 
manager. 
 

 

What should I do if I suspect an employee has a problem with alcohol/drugs? 
 

 

Don’t rush to any conclusions.  Bear in mind that there may be a reason for the employee’s 
behaviour, which has nothing to do with the consumption of alcohol or drugs. They may be 
suffering from an underlying medical condition affecting their speech, co-ordination or 
behaviour. 

 
If you suspect an employee is abusing alcohol/drugs you should speak to them in 
private stating why you have concerns. Make reference to your observations such as: 

 

• the smell of alcohol 
• their co-ordination 
• their speech 
• their mood or behaviour 
• their pattern of attendance 

 
An observation checklist is appended to this guidance which may be useful in recording your 
observations for the purposes of discussing with the employee or alternatively as evidence 
to support any suspension or subsequent disciplinary action. 
 

 
If an employee admits they have a problem with alcohol/drugs what assistance can the 
council offer them? 

 



 

 

Assistance and support is available through the Council’s Occupational Health Service. 
The service can arrange treatment or counselling or put the employee in touch with other 
sources of assistance as appropriate. 

 
Time off with pay will be granted to an employee undergoing treatment for alcohol/drug 
dependency to allow them to attend counselling sessions. 

 
Dependent upon the employee’s job it may be necessary, for a short time, to temporarily 
redeploy them to other duties or to a different work location while they complete their 
course of treatment. This decision will be made based on the manager’s assessment of 
the risk involved if the employee remains in their job during treatment 
 
. 
What do I do if an employee denies they have a problem with alcohol/drugs, however 
their behaviour suggests they do? 

 

 

Problems arising as a result of an employee’s behaviour will be dealt with as a matter of 
conduct under the terms of the council’s disciplinary procedure.  If the employee does 
not admit to having a problem with alcohol or drugs then this cannot be taken into 
account as a mitigating factor during the investigation or disciplinary hearing. 
 

 

If an employee admits they have a problem with alcohol/drugs does this mean no 
disciplinary action will be taken? 

 

 

No.  If an employee admits they have a problem with alcohol/drugs this will be taken 
into account as a mitigating factor during any investigation or disciplinary hearing. 

 
The investigation or disciplinary hearing may be deferred pending the employee’s 
referral to the council’s medical adviser or an agreed external agency.  If a dependency 
problem is confirmed, the disciplinary process may be suspended on condition that the 
employee successfully completes any prescribed course of treatment and that a 
significant improvement in their behaviour is identified within a defined period. 

 
On completion of the employee’s course of treatment the investigation or hearing will 
be reconvened and a decision made regarding any action to be taken. 

 
If a dependency problem is not confirmed the disciplinary process will proceed in 
accordance with normal practice. 
 

What do I do if an employee has received treatment and support for alcohol or drug 
misuse and has a relapse? 

 
It is not unusual for an employee undergoing treatment for alcohol/drug dependency 
to relapse during treatment.  Under these circumstances the employee should be 
referred to the Council’s Occupational Health Service for review. 

 
If the employee does not resume treatment, issues of unacceptable performance or 
behaviour will be dealt with under the disciplinary procedure.  If the disciplinary process 
has been commenced and suspended to allow the employee to undergo treatment, the 
process may be resumed in accordance with normal practice. 
 

 



 

 

Can disciplinary action be taken against an employee when they are receiving treatment 
for alcohol or drug misuse? 

 

 

Yes. The Policy on Alcohol and other Substance Misuse aims to provide appropriate 
support and advice to employees who suffer from alcohol/drug related problems, however 
there may be circumstances where an employee’s behaviour while undergoing treatment is 
such that it is necessary to invoke the disciplinary procedure. 
 

 

What do I do if an employee comes to work smelling of alcohol or their behaviour leads 
me to believe that they are under the influence of drugs? 

 

 

As an employee of the council you have a responsibility to ensure that your health, safety 
and welfare and that of your colleagues and users of council services is not put at risk 
due to the actions or behaviour of other employees.  If you believe, based on your 
observations of an employee, that they are under the influence of alcohol or drugs, you 
should remove that person from the immediate work environment by sending them home 
or if necessary arranging for them to be taken home. The matter should then be 
investigated under the Council’s disciplinary procedure. 
 
An observation checklist is appended to this guidance which may be useful in recording 
your observations for the purposes of discussing with the employee or alternatively as 
evidence to support any suspension or subsequent disciplinary action. 

 
 

When an employee is on call from home does this policy apply? 
 

 

Yes. When an employee is on call the same conditions apply to them in respect of the 
consumption of alcohol/drugs as do when they are at work.  All employees are expected 
to ensure that their consumption of alcohol or use of prescribed drugs does not interfere 
with their ability to perform their duties safely and effectively or to deal with customers or 
clients to the required standards. 
 

The council reserves the right to impose a ban on the consumption of alcohol during 
working time for certain categories of employee on safety, legal and/or operational grounds. 
 

If I suspect an employee is consuming alcohol during working hours can I search their 
bag? 

 

Only if the employee gives you permission to do so. 
 

 

What do I do if I find drugs in the workplace? 
 

 

Report the incident to your Service Manager, who will arrange for the police to be informed. 

 
Do not remove the drugs from where you found them unless their location poses a threat to 
the health and safety of users of the council’s services.  If the location of the drugs does 
pose a threat to the health and safety of council service users, they may be removed in the 
presence of a colleague to a safe location awaiting collection by the police. 
Under what circumstances may alcohol be consumed on council premises? 

 

 



 

 

The consumption of alcohol or other substances, excluding prescribed and or legal drugs 
taken for a genuine medical reason, is prohibited on council premises during working hours. 
An exception may be made where specific events are formally approved by the council, 
Chief Executive, Depute Chief Executive or Head of Service for example moderate 
consumption of alcohol may be permitted at an informal gathering arranged to mark a 
colleague’s retirement. 
 

 

Does this policy prohibit employees from consuming alcohol before work or at lunchtime? 
 

 

Employees are encouraged not to consume alcohol before work or during lunch breaks, 
however the policy does not expressly prohibit this.  Employees should remember that they 
have a responsibility to ensure that any consumption of alcohol before starting work or 
during lunch breaks does not impair their ability to work safely and effectively or to deal with 
customers or clients to the required standards. 

 
The council reserves the right to impose a ban on the consumption of alcohol during the 
working day for certain categories of employee on safety, legal and/or operational grounds. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Appendix 

 

SOBRIETY/COORDINATION 
 

OBSERVATION CHECKLIST 
 

The list below can be used to record any observations at a specific time which may be linked 
to alcohol or drug use.  However, it should be noted that these observations could be 
symptoms of other issues and should not automatically be construed as alcohol or drug use. 
 

EMPLOYEE DETAILS 

Name:  

Post:  

Service Area:  

Work Location:  

 

OBSERVATION DETAILS: 

Date:  

Time:  

Location:  

Trigger:  

 
CHECKLIST:      (circle any descriptions that apply) 

 
 
WALKING 

 
Stumbling  Staggering  Falling  
 
Holding On  Clumsy  Swaying 
 
Unsteady  Unable to walk Uncoordinated 

 
 
STANDING 

 
Swaying  Rigid   Unable to stand 
 
Feed Wide Apart Staggering  Sagging at knees 

 
 
SPEECH 

 
Shouting  Silent   Whispering 
 
Slow   Mute   Slurred 
 
Silly   Talkative  Nonsensical 
 
Loud   Rambling  Cursing 

 
FACE 
 

 
Flushed  Pale   Sweaty 

 
 
APPEARANCE/ 
CLOTHING 

 
Unruly   Messy   Dirty 
 
Partially Dressed Dishevelled  Unkempt 
 
Stained Clothing Neat   Body Odour 

 
BREATH 

 
Smell of Alcohol Smell of Marijuana/other substance 
 

 
 
 



 
Appendix 

 

 
 
DEMEANOUR 

 
Cooperative  Polite   Calm 
 
Crying   Silent   Excited 
 
Fighting  Belligerent  Hostile 
 
Distracted  Moody   Depressed 
 
Agitated  Anxious  Restless 
 
Lethargic  Withdrawn  Irritable 
 
Sleepy   Sarcastic  Unresponsive 

 
 
ACTIONS 

 
Uncommunicative Fighting  Threatening 
 
Calm   Drowsy  Blank 
 
Swearing  Hyperactive  Hostile 
 
Erratic   Paranoid  Fidgety 

 
EYES 

 
Bloodshot  Watery   Glassy 
 
Droopy   Closed   Blank 
 
Constricted Pupils Dilated Pupils  Teary 

 
MOVEMENTS 

 
Fumbling  Jerky   Slow 
 
Normal   Nervous  Hyperactive 
 
Tremors  Shakes 

 
EATING/CHEWING 

 
Gum   Sweets  Mints 
 
Mouthwash  Breath Spray 

 
OTHER OBSERVATIONS 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
MANAGER SIGNATURE: __________________________________________________ 
 
DATE:    __________________________________________________ 
 
OTHER OBSERVER(S): __________________________________________________ 
 
SIGNATURE:   __________________________________________________ 
 
DATE:    __________________________________________________ 
 


