
Talking about substance 
use with employees

Meet Tanya

Tanya is a 46-year old Senior Account Executive who has been with the organization for two years. Tanya’s performance 
reviews have been mostly positive, she gets along well with her colleagues, and she rarely complains.

Tanya also drinks between 1-2 bottles of red wine most evenings.

While Tanya’s drinking has not led to a significant amount of missed work or coming to the office obviously hungover, 
Tanya has never been able to receive help because of the limited options in substance-use care. Instead, Tanya feels 
ashamed of her drinking and keeps it hidden, compromising her physical and psychological well-being, along with  
the opportunity to further develop and contribute professionally.

There may be individuals in situations similar to Tanya’s in your organization. The following guidelines are here 
to help create a safe and compassionate environment for employees and make treatment more accessible for those 
who may struggle with addiction. 

Substance use represents 33% of all 
employee mental health issues1

are affected by substance  
use disorders (SUDs)2

of people who have an SUD  
do not receive treatment1

%90

Within these guidelines:

•  Learn about the existing barriers to getting treatment for substance use.
•  Understand what you can do to help employees overcome them.
•  Find strategies to address substance use and addiction treatment with employees. 
•  Learn how to refer employees to ALAViDA.

Tools for management and 
human resources



Science has shown that addictive patterns are learned behaviors that can affect 
anyone and that can be unlearned with the right tools and support.

Stigma remains a major barrier in getting help
Stigma also has a major role in the fact that 90% of people who have 
substance use issues don’t seek help at all1. While mental health is increas-
ingly discussed and addressed in Canada, addiction is often considered a 
fault, a permanent condition, or a lack of willpower – sometimes both by the 
person who struggles and the people that surround them.

Overcoming fear with compassion and empathy
Singling out an individual may reinforce the negative stigma surrounding  
substance use disorder (SUD) and feelings of being judged. Instead,  
communicating to a broader audience with compassion, openness, and  
positivity can encourage individuals to get help earlier3. Raising awareness 
about completely confidential and new treatment options eliminates the  
typical barriers to reach out earlier, increasing the chances of overcoming  
SUD and making long-term change for people concerned with their alcohol  
or drug use4.

Getting the right help can be difficult

Addiction treatment can mean high personal  
or financial costs
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When people think of getting help for addiction, they think of group  
meetings and in-patient facilities, which they often associate with social or 
financial costs. This can translate into fear. Common fears are telling others,  
the judgement that it may bring, not completing treatment or achieving  
recovery, or losing a job. Whether these fears are real or perceived, it is hard  
for the person who secretly struggles to overcome them and reach out for  
help. As a result of this internal dilemma, getting appropriate support is  
delayed and mental health and substance use may worsen. 

On the other hand, people at work, loved ones, and peers may want to help, 
but the fear of making it an issue can stop them from taking the steps to  
provide concrete support. 
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Drive awareness in the group
• Communicating the availability of a new 
company health benefit for SUD can reduce 
stigma. Placing addiction among other 
common mental health issues can help 
people who struggle with substance use 
feel they are not alone.   

• Recognize the challenges of reaching out 
for help, and highlight the confidentiality 
now available.

Give options 

• Employees are likely to be familiar with  
traditional treatments but may not be  
aware of the use of medication or  
confidential virtual treatment to help  
with addiction.

• Highlight the fact that regardless of the 
path the individual chooses, acting early is 
best for their health.

Adapt to your environment
• Ensure mutual respect and address privacy 
concerns when communicating with  
employees about their options for addiction 
treatment. Take into account your compa-
ny’s work environment and its challenges.  

• Ask specific employees to help you identify 
how to best communicate the message of 
support.

• Addiction is a common problem that  
affects 1 in 10 of us.

Be compassionate and  
focus on the facts

For additional information, the Canadian Addiction Substance Abuse Workplace Toolkit provides in-depth strategies on  
connecting with employees faced with substance use disorders.

Here are some strategies when approaching someone about substance use:

Some of the biggest fears people with substance use issues face include the possibility of losing their jobs 
and feeling a sense of judgement or bias towards them, which contributes to added stress. Due to its  
personal and sensitive nature, substance use is not an easy topic to bring up with employees.  

Strategies to address  
employee substance use

• It may not be the employee, but one of 
their dependents, who has a substance use 
issue.
• Non-judgement helps alleviate the  
barriers to getting help and the perceived 
consequences associated with it.

https://www.health.gov.nl.ca/health/publications/addiction_substance_abuse_workplace_toolkit.pdf


How to refer employees  
to ALAViDA
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Once they register for ALAViDA services on the web page 
and get access to the TRAiL platform, members can 
self-refer or be referred by an ALAViDA physician to  
ALAViDA Virtual Rehab - a more intensive intervention 
that doesn’t require to take time off. 

ALAViDA Virtual Rehab is offered at a preferred price of 
$450/month for PBC members. Find out more here.

For employees who may have a  
substance use issue that needs 
addressing right away

Use a general message that is non-judgmental and 
relaxed. We find that triggering employees’ curiosity 
with lighter communications is a great way to 
encourage those who may show no signs of needing 
help to explore support options.

Find communication pieces you can use to talk about 
substance use in your organization in your ALAViDA 
onboarding package.

For employees who may not be 
aware of problematic substance 
use behaviours and their impacts

Any questions? Call 1-888-315-3634

https://try.alavida.co/trail-level-2-pbc/
https://try.alavida.co/trail-level-2-pbc/#lp-pom-block-118

