Trades Union Congress

alcohol and work

a potent cocktail

The TUC response to the Cabinet Office/Department of Health consultation
document on a National Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy
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The TUC welcomes thisinitiative on acohol harm reduction. Alcohol misuseisa
problem which appears to be growing. It has the potential to rob people not only of their
health, but their jobs, self-respect and family and friends. Assisting people who may
have become dependent on alcohol is not just good for society but also good for business.
The TUC and trade unions are keen to ensure that effective policies on acohol are
pursued at the workplace. Thisisvery much aworkplace issue.

The Trades Union Congress represents people at work in Great Britain, and this response

has been developed in consultation with the 69 trade unions which between them have
nearly 6.7 million members.
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where’s the
workplace?

The TUC appreciates that this CD is ascoping exercise and that the SU/DoH are asking
what should be part of the strategy. But the TUC believes that the workplace should be a
key element in any strategy and we are disappointed that this significant element was not
reflected in theinitia thoughts of SU/DoH.

Looking at substance misuse across the whole population, most workforces, will contain
aproportion of individuals with an alcohol problem. In one study conducted by the
Confederation of British Industry (Managing Absence — in Sickness and in Health), drink
and drug related problems were one of the commonest causes of sickness absence.

Another study in 1996 by the Reward Group for the Chartered Institute of Personnel
Development (CIPD) found that an increasing number of businesses are reporting cases
of substance misuse by their employees. A more recent study, published in Personnel
Today in August 2000, by Alcohol Concern and Drugscope, reported that 60% of
employers reported problems due to alcohol misuse and 27% reported problems due to
drug misuse.

Asthe CD points out studies of the whole population show that consumption of alcohol
among women isrising and men are drinking the same levels they have for the past few
years, despite national initiatives to reduce consumption. Employers are likely to face
more and more incidences of problem alcohol use.

Degspite this and the fact that the mgjority of personnel directors believe alcohol to be a
problem at the workplace, the CIPD study shows that alarge number of organisations
(43%) do not have a drug and/or alcohal policy in place, and the vast majority (84%) do
not run awareness programmes for staff. Where they have introduced policies, the focus
is often on screening rather than a broader approach.
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work can drive
people to drink

Work plays amajor part in peopl€e slives, and it plays amajor part in the way people
develop drinking problems. Here are just afew of the most common ways that work leads
to drink.

Stress

People do not turn to drink in isolation from the rest of the world or their relationship
with it. The TUC' sbiennia survey of trade union-appointed workplace safety reps
regularly demonstrates that stressis the major issue at the workplace by a considerable
margin over other issues. The main causes of stress reported by the trade union safety
reps are: workloads, cutsin staff, change, long hours, shift work and bullying and
harassment. In this type of working environment employees may turn to alcohal to find
relief from the pressures of a stressful workplace

Workplace culture
Work and the workplace are often at the centre of a person’s social life. It may bethe
culture of the workplace which encourages the use and perhaps the misuse of alcohal.
Lunchtime and, more often, after-work drinking can be central to office or factory social
life. Such activity can often bring a cohesion to the workplace and the way in which
people inter-react with each other at work. But it can also promote over-consumption of
acohol. Alcohol may also be at the centre of the business culture at boardroom level
where adcohol is seen as part of the interplay with customers and clients.

Availability

Access to acohoal, through work, is also an important element. Availability is self
evident in the licensed trades such as pubs, clubs and other leisure facilities. Alcoholism
and ill health brought on by excessive or regular acohol consumption is widespread
amongst publicans and is the magjor issue dealt with by the unions who represent workers
in that sector. But there are many other workplaces where alcohol isfredly available,
such as workplaces with social clubs, which provide the opportunity to access cheap
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alcohol aswell cementing workplace friendships. In many areas, particularly outside
metropolitan districts, such clubs can be the social centre for many in the community.

Long hours and working away from home

Long hours can also be areason for people using and misusing alcohol on aregular basis.
This may be particularly prevalent where there are periods of down-time and staff bridge
the gap between shifts or tasks by going to the pub. Those that travel away from home
regularly may also be at risk asthe only place to spend their spare time, rather than sitting
in ahotel room, may bein abar or aclub. Thiswill apply to airline workers and long
distance drivers, aswell as sales reps and the like, for although companies may have
policies and atesting regime with regard to acohol and drugs, they provide nothing for
staff who are left far away from home with little to do except drink.
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effects of alcohol
on work

The problems of alcohol and safety critical staff, such astrain drivers, road-gang |ook-
outs or airline pilots are well-known. Not only are there implications for their own safety
but a so that of others.

Alcohol may also be the cause or contributing factor to accidents at work. Therole of
alcohol as afactor in accidentsis unclear. The Health and Safety Executive has reported
in the past that alcohol was involved or contributed to 23 to 25 per-cent of accidents but
thereislittle hard evidence for such assertions, and some caution is needed with such
figures because alcohol is an easy explanation for what may be a complex mixture of
causes.

Alcohal is certainly known to be amajor reason for workplace absence. The advice
network charity Alcohol Concern suggests that up to 14.8 million working days are lost
each year as a consequence of drinking, constituting between 3% and 5% of all absences.

Long-term sickness absence, unemployment and premature death due to alcohol are also
estimated to cost some £2.3 hillion (this figure does not take into account the costs of
short term sickness absence, reduced productivity and the costs of replacing skilled
employees). But these are all estimates. What we do know is that thereis astrong
correlation between alcohol and work absence.

Excessive drinking at the weekend may lead to an inordinate size hangover and a
Monday ‘sicky’. But people who take occasional days off sick are not necessarily
‘problem drinkers’ — and conversely, people with an alcohol dependency problem are
often very good at hiding it, including from themselves, so their attendance record may
be unblemished for long periods of time. What we do not know is what the effect on the
workplace is from those that drink regularly or are alcoholic, are at work and lead what
appears to be an otherwise stable lifestyle. There is aresearch gap on the chronic effects
of long term alcohol consumption and work.
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Interventions at
work

One thing we do know is that the mgjority of people who have adrinking problem arein
work, so work can be akey location for combating the harm that alcohol can cause. There
are anumber of initiatives that are or could be used by employers.

Screening — including pre-employment screening of applicants or screening workforce
health and lifestyles in order to assess levels of consumption of alcohol.

Testing —including regular testing as part of a health surveillance process or independent
testson arandom basis. Testing isaso done on a‘for cause’ basis, for example when an
employee istested following an incident to see if the person could be under the influence
of drugs or acohol.

However, there are serious concerns about screening and testing as neither keeps a cohol
or drugs out of the workplace and testing cannot tell whether alcohol was actually the
cause of theincident. And there are human rights and privacy issuesinvolved in both.
Except as part of aholistic policy, the TUC is opposed to screening and testing, and
especialy to random testing which is very rarely fair or effective.

The Buddy System — thisis a method the use of which is growing in the United States and
which is beginning to find favour here. Inthe US testing is being found ineffective and
expensive. This aternative depends on creating a culture in the workplace where staff
are enabled and encouraged to come forward about their own or a colleagues drink
problem. Theindividua concerned, their family, friends and work colleagues are all
involved in the treatment programme. The effect of the programme appearsto be far
more effective and longer lasting than other interventions in devel oping aresponsible
approach to alcohol in the workplace.

Occupational Health Provision - in the Health and Safety Commission’s Securing Health
Together strategy, the Government acknowledges the central role that occupational health
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services must play in achieving an improvement in the health, safety and welfare of
working people and established aten year plan with hard targets for reducing work-
related ill-health. The role of occupational health servicesis crucia to improvement in
dealing with alcohol as aworkplace issue. Alcohol isnot an isolated issuein the
workplace but has to fit into the employer’ s system for managing health, safety and
welfare, and provision of an occupational health serviceis key to that.

Employee assistance programmes (EAPS) — EAPs are sometimes seen as a sticking
plaster approach to issues but they can be avaluable tool in aerting employersto
problems at the workplace and assist them in developing strategies to deal with them.
They need to be independent, meet quality standards and have some privacy-protecting
feedback mechanism.

Health promotion — the workplace provides an ideal location for disseminating
information and providing training in health promotion including a better understanding
of acohol and its effects on an individual’ s health and those around them.

Holistic policy

All these above elements can be integrated and there needs to be a policy setting out a
coordinated holistic approach to the issue which could include the services or advice of
the safety adviser, occupational health provider, welfare officer, outside agencies as well
as management and employees. Such policies and any approaches within them, including
the selection of outside expertise, should be negotiated with trade unions, not least so that
the workforce has confidence in them.
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what Is needed

Because the Government is engaged at the moment in scoping thisissue, the TUC isnot
making detailed recommendations or proposals at this stage. This section sets out some of
the main areas where we think work could usefully be done, and the stakeholders could
make a positive contribution. These are our priorities for action, and they could obviously
be supplemented by other initiatives.

Research

The consultation document shows that we know very little about the relationship
between work and alcohol. Clearly, more research is one of the main prioritiesin this
field.

There are three key areas which need to be investigated:

* What isthe extent of the problem? Many of the statistics quoted in this area
(including those in this response) are of a partial nature and are open to question.
There needs to be extensive and comprehensive research into the extent of the misuse
of alcohol by those in workand its effect on and cost to industry.

» Theéefficacy of solutions—what isthe full range of interventions available to the
workplace, how have they been used and how effective have they been?

» Therole of work as causation —there has not been a comprehensive study into how
and in what ways work can have detrimental effects on the drinking habits of
employess.

Key players

The TUC believes that there are three key playersin the area of acohol and the
workplace — government, employers and trade unions. The TUC is calling on these
players to undertake four key actions which we would like to see encompassed in the
National Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy. They are:

Government
» Provide and spread the use of occupational health services bearing in mind the needs
of small and medium sized enterprises.

» Takeaction againgt stressin the workplace, including regulatory action, guidance and
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enforcement to remove some of the main causes of work-related drinking.

Offer financia incentives for employers who take action to acknowledge that
employers are providing aserviceto assist in what is also awider social issue. This
could bein the form of tax credits for those employers who provide an employee
assi stance programme or an occupational health service.

Fund research of the type indicated above.

Employers

Adopt a halistic policy on alcohol in the workplace in partnership with unions.
Provide an assistance programme and/or an occupational health service.

Introduce a rehabilitation programme to assist members of staff back into the
workforce or help them to remain as an effective contributor.

Adopt an approach to managing alcohol at work based on the HSE' s guide to
tackling any workplace risk — that is, measure, assess, remove the cause and treat and
assist the person.

Unions

Negotiate apalicy etc with the employer and consult with their members on the issue
of acohol at work.

Train and provide information to trade union reps on how to deal with acohol and
work.

Raise awareness of the issue with their members.

Provide representation for members facing disciplinary hearings in relation to misuse
of alcohol a work and to act as advocates for those in rehabilitation.

The TUC does advocate an holistic approach to thisissue and does recommend that
employers seek assistance, amongst others, from EAP providers. However, the nature
and quality of such providers can vary enormoudy. Thereisno formal way in which
such providers can be accredited or for employers and unions to know they are getting
the best service possible. Similar comments can also be made about consultants offering
advice on alcohol or in combating stress at work. It is essential that a national
accreditation system or quality mark is established so that employers and unions can be
satisfied about the quality of the advice which they are receiving.
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conclusion

The TUC believes that unions, employers and government should work together in
partnership to promote health and safety at work, including addressing issues such as
alcohol. The TUC has along track record of working with the Confederation of British
Industry, the Health and Safety Commission, Government and voluntary organisations on
alcohol and work.

A partnership approach to dealing with alcohol and alcohol misuse at work isthe only

approach which will ensure the confidence of both employers and employees and
therefore provide a firm foundation for success.
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