
Factsheet
Alcohol and the workplace
Introduction
Alcohol consumption in Wales, as in the rest of the UK, 
has increased markedly in the last 70 years. 45% of 
adults in Wales admit drinking above the recommended 
guidelines and 28% admit to binge drinking.1

A significant number of people who misuse alcohol 
will be in employment and the workplace therefore 
provides an opportunity for this to be identified and for 
information, support and help to be provided.2 

This factsheet looks at the prevalence of alcohol 
problems in the workplace and the level of harm it 
causes. It examines the underlying risk factors for 
problem-drinking at work and considers a variety of 
approaches that may be undertaken to tackle this issue.

The cost and prevalence of problem 
drinking in the workplace
It is estimated that work-related alcohol misuse costs 
the UK economy up to £6.4bn per year.3  However, hard 
information on the scale of problem-drinking within the 
workforce is difficult to find as many do not link existing 
workforce problems with alcohol or people may choose to 
conceal it. Much more research is required to determine 
the prevalence of problem-drinking within this context.

Problems are likely to be experienced at all levels of the 
hierarchy across all organisations4, although UK statistics 
in 2007 indicate that 43% of people in ‘managerial and 
professional’ occupations exceed healthy drinking limits 
compared to 31% in among those in ‘routine and manual’ 
jobs.5  

The impact of alcohol misuse on the workplace can 
result from excess drinking in leisure time, ‘inappropriate’ 
drinking taking place in a manner or in situations which 
are potentially dangerous or where there could be adverse 
consequences, such as before a shift, in lunch breaks or 
during work hours, or binge drinking during after-work 
activities such as socialising around conferences or at 
Christmas parties.

Heavy drinking in personal leisure time can have a long-
term effect on the employee’s performance, including 
absenteeism, inefficiency, poor decision-making and 
damaged customer relations. Specific productivity 
problems include procrastination, inconsistent 
performance, neglect of detail, poorer quality of work, less 
quantity of work and more frequent mistakes.6 
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Risk factors for problematic drinking in 
relation to the workplace
Successive studies over the past 20 years have identified 
key predictors for excess drinking in this context. These 
predictors centre on the individual make-up of the 
employee and the nature of the working environment. 
Figure 1 below lists the key predictors.

Further analyses indicate that life-long personality traits 
dictate how an individual will react to a given situation 
or interact with other colleagues. Work-related stress is 
frequently cited as a cause of excess drinking; common 
causes revolve around issues of ‘role conflict’ such 
as unclear job descriptions, ambiguity or overload. 
Organisation change can create anxiety about enforced 
job changes, restructuring, and job insecurity. Other 
factors include boredom, exclusion from decision-
making, interpersonal conflict with managers or 
colleagues, inadequate pay and insufficient prospects 
of promotion. Dangerous or adverse working conditions 
can cause ongoing anticipatory anxiety.7 

In the case of an employee experiencing an alcohol 
problem, this could be additionally linked to workplace 
organisational culture that encourages or tolerates 
heavy drinking. A workforce may use drinking as a way 
of socialising or bonding and even have a workplace 
bar facility. Other organisations may traditionally use 
or include drinking in the process of doing business, 
through lunches for instance. These factors need to be 
acknowledged if alcohol use affecting the workplace is 
to be successfully addressed.

Figure 1: Indicators of problematic alcohol use8

Individual predictors Work environment predictors

Young and male
Single, separated or 
divorced
Low educational and 
skill level
More than usual 
recent stress
Low self-esteem
Depression

Long working hours and 
some types of shift work
High risk of injury at work
High physical demands
Monotonous work
Tight deadlines
Job insecurity
Poor supervision

The legal issues
Employers have certain legal responsibilities regarding 
their staff. In relation to alcohol misuse or misuse of 
other substances, existing UK legislation requires an 
employer to maintain a balance between the rights of 
individual employees and the welfare of the staff as 
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a whole. In safety critical organisations such as 
railway companies, employers have a duty to service 
users. Listed below are some of the key pieces of 
legislation in this area.

= Management of Health and Safety at Work 
Regulations 1999: Places a duty on employers to 
assess the risks to health and safety of employers.

= Employment Rights Act 1999: Places a duty on 
employers to provide written information about 
their disciplinary rules and procedures.

= Human Rights Act 1996: Article 8 sets down 
an employee’s right to a private life which is 
set against the employer’s right to protect the 
reputation of the organisation.

= Data Protection Act 1998: Employers must 
ensure that any testing for alcohol and drugs 
complies with data protection principles.

= Health and Safety at Work Act 1974: Places a 
duty on employers to ensure the health, safety and 
welfare of their employees. They must ensure that 
employees do not injure themselves or endanger 
the public or colleagues; this has particular 
relevance to alcohol and the use of machinery or 
vehicles.

= Road Traffic Act 1988: Any person driving, or 
attempting to drive, a motor vehicle whilst unfit 
to drive through alcohol use can be prosecuted 
under this act. This includes driving as part of work 
duties.

= Transport and Works Act 1992: Makes it a 
criminal offence for specified jobs to be undertaken 
by those unfit through drink and drugs.

= The Railways and Transport Safety Act 2003: 
Sets out the limits and numerous offences that 
can be committed by people working in the field 
of aviation, transport and shipping.

Tackling problem-drinking in the 
workplace
An alcohol problem should be regarded as primarily 
a health issue rather than an immediate cause for 
discipline. This approach is supported by ACAS, 
the International Labour Organisation and the 
Employment Appeals Tribunal.9 

In the last 25 years various approaches have been 
used in developed economies such as Australia, the 
US and the United Kingdom. Elements of these five 
main approaches are summarised below:

a) Policy development
Alcohol Concern views alcohol policies as 
fundamental to tackling alcohol-related problems 
at work, whether driven by concerns about health 
and safety or costs and business effectiveness. 
Alcohol problems in the workplace should be viewed 
as a health issue, and the alcohol policy should 
be located in or linked to one or more of an 
organisation’s procedures: health, safety, personnel 
and general management.

There are 4 key reasons for employers to implement 
an alcohol and/or drug misuse policy. These are the 
need to:

= safeguard the well-being of the workforce

= ensure the safety of the public

= safeguard the organisation from unfair claims

= maintain the external image and reputation of the 
organisation.10

b) Information and education programmes
Workplace education programmes have been a 
principal method of tackling problem drinking in the 
workplace and ‘off-the-job’ drinking. In general studies 
have shown that the programmes were effective in 
reducing self-reported alcohol consumption and 
lowering the incidence of reduced work performance 
due to excess drinking. However, such programmes 
may need to be regularly undertaken to sustain the 
effects.12 

c) Health promotion programmes
Programmes of this type are intended to improve the 
general well-being of employees. They tend to focus 
on areas such as smoking cessation, obesity, and 
stress management. A small number of Canadian 
studies have shown them to be effective in tackling 
alcohol misuse13, but more research is needed in this 
area.14

d) Specialist help
Some larger organisations have an occupational 
health department or employee assistance 
programme (EAP) that may include an in-house 
counselling service, some with expertise in alcohol 
problems. Alternatively, an individual might approach 
their GP or Local Health Board, or be referred or self-
refer to a community alcohol service.

Studies from the US suggest that only a small 
proportion of employees genuinely self-refer 
themselves for treatment. The majority of these 
occur after extensive discussion with an employee’s 
supervisor. Factors that incline employees to 
seek help include the provision of a professionally 
competent source of assistance, provision of a service 
by the employer, the assurance of confidentiality and 
lack of penalty to their job status.

Corporate health standard
The Welsh Assembly Government’s Substance 
Misuse Strategy11 recognises that, for young 
people in particular, starting work can offer new 
freedoms, disposable income and new stresses 
which may provoke or increase substance misuse. 

Under the strategy, it will be considered how 
support and guidance can be offered in workplace 
settings. This will include encouraging and 
supporting more organisations and businesses in 
Wales to achieve the Corporate Health Standard 
and Small Workplace Awards. These are the 
national quality marks for health and well-being in 
the workplace that include specific criteria around 
alcohol and substance misuse prevention.
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More work needs to be done to assess the 
effectiveness of EAPs in a UK setting.15

e) Regulation of use and testing
Testing employees or potential employees has always 
been controversial, raising industrial relations and 
civil liberties issues. Whether testing is appropriate 
or necessary should be carefully considered, as 
the damage to employer-employee relations can 
potentially outweigh the benefits. In this context, 
the Data Protection Act and the Human Rights Act, 
particularly Article 8 concerning an individual’s right 
to privacy, have implications for employers.

Testing alone may not solve workplace alcohol 
problems. If introduced, this should only be after 
consultation with staff representatives and as part of 
a broader alcohol policy for the workforce.

Conclusion
Despite the problems that can be caused by 
employees’ alcohol use, it is an occupational health 
issue that is preventable and manageable. The 
workplace provides opportunities for reaching those 
who have an early or developed alcohol problem. 
Given support, training and an effective workplace 
policy, it is possible for employers to make effective 
interventions should problems arise.

Further information
A useful briefing from the Health and Safety executive 
can be accessed here: http://www.hse.gov.uk/
pubns/indg240.pdf

The Chartered Management Institute offers online 
guidance for managers: http://www.managers.org.
uk/listing_with_description_1.aspx?id=10:106&id=
10:9&doc=10:1276 

Practical guides can also be found at the Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development website: 
http://www.cipd.co.uk/default.cipd 
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This Alcohol Concern factsheet provides an overview of 
some of the issues relevant to alcohol and the workplace 
in Wales. It is designed to introduce the topic, rather than 
be a comprehensive summary.

This factsheet was produced in November 2009.

Alcohol and the Workplace is one of a series of factsheets 
produced by Alcohol Concern. Full details are available on 
the Alcohol Concern website: www.alcoholconcern.org.uk
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Information Service
We produce a range of information and 
publications covering the wide spectrum of 
alcohol-related issues. These include: 

= Reports and briefings on key issues for 
people in the alcohol field and related 
areas.

= A range of general factsheets on topics of 
current interest.

= A range of leaflets giving detailed information 
and advice to specific groups including 
women, young people, older people, 
families and those taking medication.

= An email-based information enquiry service 
via Email: info@alcoholconcern.org.uk.

= Alcohol Concern’s quarterly news and 
policy magazine Straight Talk.

Website
The Alcohol Concern website contains 
information about the work of Alcohol Concern, 
copies of our press releases, factsheets, reports 
and briefings, many of which are available to 
download from the site as pdfs. The site allows 
users to search our library database and services 
directory and order booklets and publications 
form our online bookshop. To visit the Alcohol 
Concern go to: www.alcoholconcern.org.uk

AC News and  
AC Wales News 
These regular e-bulletins offer a regular update 
on the latest news and information from Alcohol 
Concern, including new publications, training 
and events. To subscribe, visit the Alcohol 
Concern website: www.alcholconcern.org.uk

Alcohol Concern
Alcohol Concern is the national agency on 
alcohol misuse campaigning for effective alcohol 
policy and improved services for people whose 
lives are affected by alcohol-related problems.

Alcohol Concern is a membership body working 
at a national level to influence alcohol policy 
and champion best practice locally. We Support 
professionals and organisations by providing 
expertise, information and guidance. We are 
a challenging voice to the drinks industry and 
promote public awareness of alcohol issues.

Join Us Today...
Alcohol Concern acts as a hub for organisations 
and individuals that want to reduce alcohol-
related harms. We have a membership scheme 
that puts our supporters at the heart of the 
latest developments within the alcohol field. 
Collectively Alcohol Concern’s members form 
a powerful lobby to help influence government, 
the media and the drinks industry - enabling 
change and fulfilling everyone’s goal - to tackle 
the problems caused by alcohol misuse.

If you would like more information about 
becoming a member of Alcohol Concern please 
Email: membership@alcoholconcern.org.uk or 
call 020 7264 0510.

Benefits of membership include: our quarterly 
news and policy magazine – Straight Talk; 
copies of new publications and reports; copies 
of our factsheets, updates on news, policy and 
statistics and discounts on our regular training 
events, seminars and conferences.




