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Facing Addiction in the Workplace: The Surgeon 
General’s Spotlight

By Brent I. Clark, Kristin G. McGurn, and Craig B. Simonsen

Seyfarth Synopsis:  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office of the Surgeon General, has just 
released a Report on “Facing Addiction in America: The Surgeon General’s Spotlight on Opioids,” (Washington, DC: HHS, 
September 2018).

In the Report, Alex M. Azar, II, Secretary of the HHS, notes that “the opioid misuse and overdose crisis touches everyone 
in the United States.  In 2016, we lost more than 115 Americans to opioid overdose deaths each day, devastating families 
and communities across the country. Preliminary numbers in 2017 show that this number continues to increase with more 
than 131 opioid overdose deaths each day.  The effects of the opioid crisis are cumulative and costly for our society—an 
estimated $504 billion a year in 2015—placing burdens on families, workplaces, the health care system, states, and 
communities.”

The “evidence-based public health approach” described in the Report offers a way forward.  Its goal is to reduce the impact 
of the opioid crisis by addressing factors that contribute to opioid misuse and its consequences.  The Report offers that by 
adopting this approach—which seeks to improve the health, safety, and well-being of the entire population—the nation will 
have an opportunity to take effective steps to prevent and treat opioid misuse and opioid use disorder and reduce opioid 
overdose.  The evidence-based public health approach to the opioid crisis complements the broader healthcare ecosystem’s 
focus on social determinants of health and consumers’ behavioral conditions, which are widely viewed as critical to improving 
individual and national health outcomes over the long term.

Specifically, the Report offers suggestions for various key stakeholders, including, the healthcare profession and other 
employers generally:

Health Care Professionals and Professional Associations – As Employer and Provider:

• Address substance use-related health issues with the same sensitivity and care as any other chronic health condition.

• Support high-quality care for substance use disorders.

• Follow the gold standard for opioid addiction treatment.

• Follow the CDC Guideline for Prescribing Opioids for Chronic Pain.
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• When opioids are prescribed, assess for behavioral health risk factors to help inform treatment decisions, and collaborate 
with mental health providers. Check the PDMP before prescribing opioids.

• Refer patients to opioid treatment providers when necessary.

• Become qualified to prescribe buprenorphine for the treatment of opioid use disorder.

Industry and Commerce:

• Support youth substance use prevention.

• Continue to collaborate with the federal initiative to reduce prescription opioid-and heroin-related overdose, death, and 
dependence.

• Reduce work-related injury risks and other working conditions that may increase the risk for substance misuse.

• Offer education, support and treatment benefits for workers affected by the opioid crisis.

As a resource for employers, the HHS also offers the Surgeon General Postcard “What Can You Do To Prevent Opioid 
Misuse?”  The card encourages employers to open up to conversations about the impact of addiction, to learn how to read 
the signs of struggle within the workforce, to ensure safe workplaces designed to minimize the need for pain prescriptions, 
and to be prepared to deal with a crisis.  Specifically, HHS counsels:

TALK ABOUT IT:  Opioids can be addictive and dangerous. We all should have a conversation about preventing drug misuse 
and overdose.

BE SAFE:  Only take opioid medications as prescribed. Always store in a secure place. Dispose of unused medication properly.

UNDERSTAND PAIN:  Treatments other than opioids are effective in managing pain and may have less risk for harm.  Talk 
with your healthcare provider about an individualized plan that is right for your pain.

KNOW ADDICTION:  Addiction is a chronic disease that changes the brain and alters decision-making. With the right 
treatment and supports, people do recover. There is hope.

BE PREPARED: Many opioid overdose deaths occur at home. Having naloxone, an opioid overdose reversing drug, could 
mean saving a life. Know where to get it and how to use it.

HHS also provides help resources and information and a hotline (1-800-662-HELP (4357).

If you would like further information, please contact Brent I. Clark at bclark@seyfarth.com, Kristin McGurn at          
kmcgurn@seyfarth.com, or Craig B. Simonsen at csimonsen@seyfarth.com.
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