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Families affected by 
addiction – at work

You do not have to be an addict to suff er from 
addiction. Given the often-overt evidence of 
addiction’s impact on substance users, it is easy 
to understand why the traditional focus of 
concerned others has tended to fi x on them. 
The “identifi ed patients” clearly have a problem 
and to some extent are seen as the problem. 
They’re the ones who need fi xing. 

Historically, this attitude has been true for 
health and social care professionals, as well their 
colleagues in occupational health and employee 
assistance programmes. Families have largely 
been relegated to the periphery, if given any 
consideration at all. In a parallel process that 
is too rarely recognised as such, this mimics 
the focus, if not obsession, of family members 
relating to an addicted family member. The 
mind set tends to be underpinned by the belief 
that getting the person to stop using/drinking/
gambling etc is all that matters and the answer 
to all ills, at whatever the cost to themselves of 
such exclusive concern. This approach, however, 
is frequently counter-productive.

A person in the workplace who suff ers from 
addiction can show signs that are readily 
associated with the condition: volatile mood, 
erratic and inappropriate behaviour, errors 
and misjudgments, accidents and excuses 
and unexplained absences, not to mention 
problems with personal appearance including, 
most obviously of all, evidence of consumption. 
Active addiction will impact performance. 

Enlightened companies have policies to deal 
with these situations that include provision for 

ensuring the person is off ered help and benefi ts 
from a managed return to work if time out is 
taken for treatment. But what of those to whom 
they closely relate, who are, in eff ect, carers of 
addicted people?

An employee whose life involves relating closely 
to someone with an addiction might not display 
such obvious symptoms but could be suff ering 
quite severely, as evidence now indicates. 

Relating to someone in active addiction can be 
chronically stressful, especially where interests 
of children have to be taken into account. They 
are likely to be experiencing degrees of anxiety 
and depression, and can even become suicidal, 
fuelled as they are by feelings of powerlessness 
and despair. They are losing out to addiction. 

In these circumstances, self-esteem and 
confi dence tend to be badly eroded. Addiction 
might well have become the organising dynamic 
in the home, to which everyone in the family 
adapts more or less. This adaptation requires 
a measure of personal contortion to avoid 
confronting diffi  cult reality, out of fear of 
making things worse, or just as a way of coping. 

Family members could have developed physical 
problems related to stress and tension, including 
a variety of chronic aches and pains, stomach 
upsets and other nervous complaints. Very often 
they fall into self-medicating to alleviate these 
symptoms, thereby inviting further problems. 
We tend to assume that stigma attaches only 
to the person with the identifi ed condition but 
family members feel the eff ects of stigma just 

By the end of this 
presentation at 
Recovery Plus In The 
Workplace, delegates 
will be able to:

1)  Explain the impact 
of addiction on family 
members and the numbers 
involved
2) List the associated eff ects 
on the workplace
3) Identify what help can be 
provided.
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An employee whose life revolves round someone 
with an addiction can be chronically stressed 
and perform below par. Supporting them will 
pay dividends, Nick Barton explains.

as acutely by association. They feel such shame 
and guilt that they tend not to talk openly about 
their situation, struggling to fi nd a solution on 
their own, proverbially beating themselves up as 
they fail to do so.

Despite their best intentions, an employee in 
this predicament is likely at some point to 
perform below par. A nagging preoccupation 
with the family situation with all its stressful 
eff ects will reduce mental and physical capacity 
to a degree, even though work can sometimes 
provide a welcome diversion. It can be hard to 
be fully present when there is a serious problem 
festering at home, forever threatening to intrude 
into consciousness. The situation is on a par with 
that of other carers whose loved ones suff er 
from a life-threatening condition. Addiction can 
be characterised as a consuming relationship 
with a substance or behaviour and in the process 

often consumes those in a collateral relationship 
to the addicted individual, extending the 
characterisation from “consuming” to “all-
consuming” relationship.

And the scale of the problem? In short, there 
are a great many more people in the position 
of family members and others relating closely 
to them than there are addicted people. The 
best estimates are that for each person with 
an addiction or a problem with substances, 4 
to 5 other people close by will be personally 
aff ected. This means that there are millions of 
people aff ected – possibly as many as 12million. 
In turn, that means that a high proportion of 
the UK workforce comprises people whose 
life is aff ected by their association with people 
who are addicted or who have signifi cant 
problems with alcohol or (legal and illegal) 
drugs, not to mention other addictive disorders. 
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The progressive damage to their mental and 
physical health will at some level take its toll 
on performance and productivity or put them 
at risk of developing long-term problems of 
ill-health. 

In taking steps to ensure a healthy workforce, 
they need to be given due consideration. It 
will be to everyone’s benefi t. But it is unlikely 
that people will come forward for help unless 
they are confi dent of a sympathetic and 
understanding reception. That is why companies 
must convey their recognition of circumstances 
that could aff ect valuable employees and risks 
to their health and wellbeing as family members. 
Supporting these employees to obtain specialist 
help will pay dividends.

The good news is that support for families 
aff ected by addiction need not be costly. There 

is evidence to support the eff ectiveness of 
relatively brief interventions. 

Action on Addiction has developed a number 
of programmes designed to support families 
both individually and collectively. The starting 
point is empathy with their situation and from 
there steps are taken to help them reorient 
themselves in relation to the addicted family 
member. Understanding the hold  that addiction 
has on them and developing practical steps 
towards improving self-care are vital. Professional 
interventions can be well supported by mutual 
aid groups that are ubiquitous and free. 

It does not take much for the symptoms 
commonly associated with personal involvement 
with an addicted person to abate. A company 
then has an employee with renewed capacity 
with a renewed energy and outlook.

WhyWhy read on? read on?
“The only way you can keep great employees 

in the company is by 
treating them like great employees”

WHO THIS INFORMATION IS FOR:

> Managers in companies, partnerships or associations – CEOs, CFOs, General Counsel and HR 
managers, consultants – who want to learn about or be updated on the latest developments in the 
field of alcohol and drug abuse and recovery
> Managers responsible for their employees’ wellbeing and productivity
> People concerned about loved ones whose lives are affected by drug and alcohol abuse.

WHY THE  INFORMATION IS IMPORTANT:

> Retain and assist key employees, partners or loved ones who make a critical  
   contribution in the workforce but are abusing drugs and alcohol
   (or suffer from someone who is)
> Savings to employers from investing in substance-abuse treatment can exceed costs 12:1
> Substance-abusing employees function at only 2/3rds of their capability – reverse this
> Drug-using employees are 3 times more likely to be late for work – change this
> Restore morale, staff collaboration and customer relations
> Understand the symptoms of the illness and the help available to treat it, so that you 
   can benefit from all the above – and avoid the costs listed below
> Learn from experts with decades of expertise, who can also link you to resources.

THE HIGH COST OF DOING NOTHING

> 60% of workplace deaths are due to alcohol alone
> 40% of workplace accidents are also due to alcohol abuse
> 14-20 milion working days are lost each year from alcoholism in the UK
> Lost productivity from alcohol alone totals £7.3billion a year in the UK
   (in the US, it totals $134billion from alcohol and $120billion from illicit drugs)
> Lost productivity from employees impacted by a colleague with addictive behaviours
> Lost productivity from employees struggling with an addicted family member
> Health harms from alcohol including cancers, liver and heart diseases, stroke, dementia, 
   risky sexual behaviours with adverse pregnancy outcomes, and more
> Unwanted legal complications.

“It does not take much for the symptoms 
commonly linked to personal involvement with 
an addicted person to abate. A company then 
has an employee with renewed capacity”


