
Workplace drug testing helps organizations reduce safety, financial, 
legal, and operational risk before problems escalate. As employers 
face rising claims, litigation exposure, turnover, synthetic drugs, 
and changing attitudes toward substance use, traditional pass/fail 
testing may not provide enough visibility. By using longer detection 
windows, organizations can better identify repeated patterns of 
drug use that may affect workplace safety and reliability.

This whitepaper examines how hair testing helps organizations 
identify sustained drug use patterns, improve hiring decisions, 
and reduce total workforce risk. It explains the limits of 
short-window testing, shows why patterns of use may be 
more predictive than isolated recent use, and positions hair 
testing as a proactive strategy for building safer, more reliable 
workforces.
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For decades, workplace drug testing has largely been viewed 
through a simple lens: pass or fail. An applicant either tested 
positive or negative. A company either met compliance 
requirements or did not. A policy either existed on paper 
or it didn’t. But the modern workforce risk environment has 
become significantly more complex.

Employers today are facing rising workers’ compensation 
costs, increased ligation exposure, workforce shortages, 
higher healthcare claims, record turnover, and growing 
concerns surrounding synthetic drugs and impairment. At the same time, legalization trends and evolving public 
attitudes toward drug use have complicated how organizations approach screening and safety.

In this environment, many employers are beginning to ask a different question: Is our current testing strategy actually 
identifying long-term workforce risk?  

That question is driving renewed interest in hair testing. 

Unlike short-window testing methods that primarily identify recent use, hair testing provides a significantly longer 
detection window, typically 90 days, allowing employers to identify patterns of repeated or sustained drug use rather 
than isolated, point-in-time events. 

That distinction matters.

Patterns of use are often far more predictive of workplace risk than whether an individual consumed a substance 
within the last 24-72 hours. Habitual substance use can correlate with higher accident rates, absenteeism, turnover, 
healthcare costs, and insurance claims severity. Employers operating in safety-sensitive industries increasingly 
recognize that workforce safety is not simply about detecting impairment in the moment, it is about understanding 
behavioral risk over time. 

Ultimately, the goal of workforce drug screening should not simply be to produce a negative result on the day of 
collection. It should be to help organizations build safer, more reliable, and lower-risk workforces over time. 

Most traditional drug testing methods are designed to answer one narrow question: Has this individual used drugs 
recently? 

Urine testing typically detects use within the past several days. Oral fluid testing often identifies use within hours or 
a few days depending on the substance. While these methods can be useful for detecting recent consumption or 
possible impairment, they provide only a snapshot in time.

That creates significant limitation. 

An individual who uses drugs repeatedly over weeks or months may still produce a negative urine or oral fluid test 
simply by abstaining for a short period prior to collection. In many cases, applicants understand these detection 
windows and adjust behavior accordingly. This issue is particularly relevant in pre-employment environments.
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A candidate may temporarily abstain from drug use to pass a short-window test, only to return to habitual use immediately 
after being hired. The organization believes it hired a low-risk employee, while the underlying behavioral patterns that may 
contribute to absenteeism, accidents, or safety concerns remain undetected.

Hair testing approaches the problem differently.

Because drug metabolites become incorporated into the hair shaft as hair 
grows, hair testing provides a historical record of substance use over an 
extended period, typically 90 days. 

The longer detection window changes the nature of the conversation. 

Instead of asking: “Did this person use drugs in the last few days?”

Hair testing helps employers ask: “Does this individual demonstrate a 
longer-term pattern of drug use that may increase workforce risk?”

That shift from short-term detection to pattern recognition is one of the 
primary reasons many employers are reevaluating their screening strategies. 

The Problem with “Point-in-Time” Drug Testing (Continued)

Approximate Detection 
Windows By Testing Methods

Oral Fluid Drug Testing 
Hours to 2 Days

 
 
Urine Drug Testing 
1-7 days 
(varies by drug/use patterns) 
 
 
Hair Drug Testing 
~90 Days

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), National Institute on Drug 

Abuse (NIDA)

A single positive test does not always tell the full story.

Someone who consumed a substance once at a social event may present a very different risk profile than an individual 
demonstrating sustained, repeated use over time. 

The challenge for employers is that many short-window testing methods struggle to distinguish between those scenarios. 

Hair testing, however, is uniquely positioned to identify repetitive or chronic patterns or use because repeated drug exposure 
leads to greater incorporation of metabolites into the hair shaft over time. 

This distinction is important because workplace risk is often driven less by isolated incidents and more by behavioral 
consistency. 

In other words, organizations are not simply trying to detect whether a substance was consumed yesterday. They are 
attempting to identify whether long-term behavioral patterns may create downstream operational or financial exposure. 

This is especially critical in safety-sensitive industries. 

Safety-sensitive industries like transportation, manufacturing, oil and gas, utilities and energy providers often operate in 
environments where a single lapse in judgement can result in severe injury, property damage, litigation, or loss of life. 

In these settings, employers increasingly recognize that identifying repeated drug use patterns may provide more predictive 
insight into future risk than identifying isolated recent use. 

Why Patterns of Use Matter More Than Isolated 
Events
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Numerous studies have demonstrated that hair testing identifies significantly more drug users than traditional urine 
testing. 

One of the most frequently cited examples comes from The Trucking Alliance, which found that hair testing identified 
substantially more applicants using opioids, cocaine, amphetamines, and marijuana compared to urine testing alone. 
 

 

 
 

These findings are important because the transportation industry represents one of the most safety-sensitive 
workforces in the country. 

Commercial motor vehicle operators control vehicles weighing tens of thousands of pounds, often operating 
for extended hours under demanding conditions. Even small increases in workforce risk can have catastrophic 
consequences.

The results also reinforce a broader reality: Short-window testing methods may miss individuals demonstrating 
sustained drug use patterns.

Psychemedics’ own Workforce Insights reporting has similarly identified elevated positivity rates across multiple 
industries, particularly within transportation, healthcare, manufacturing, and construction. The rise of synthetic drugs and 
fentanyl has only heighted these concerns. 

Today’s illicit drug environment is significantly different than it was a decade ago. Synthetic opioids are more potent, 
contamination rates are rising, and employers face increasing uncertainty regarding what substances workers may be 
consuming. 

Organizations are therefore becoming less focused on whether an individual can temporarily abstain long enough to pass 
a short-window test and more focused on whether longer-term behavioral patterns indicate elevated workforce risk. 

The Data Behind Hair Testing

Hair Testing and Opioid Detection
The opioid crisis continues to create significant workforce challenges across the Untied States. 

According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), synthetic opioids, particularly fentanyl, now 
account for the majority of overdose deaths nationwide.

The Trucking Alliance’s 2022 analysis found:

•	 Hair testing identified more than 23 times as many cocaine 
users

•	 25 times as many opioid users

•	 13 times more amphetamine users

•	 Thousands of applicants who would have otherwise 
passed urine testing alone
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For employers, opioid use can contribute to: 

•	 Increased injury rates

•	 Reduced alertness

•	 Higher healthcare costs

•	 Increased workers’ compensation exposure

•	 Greater absenteeism and turnover 

Longer detection windows may provide organizations 
with greater visibility into sustained opioid use patterns 
that short-window testing may miss. 

Fentanyl and other synthetic 

opioids now account for 
the majority of overdose 

deaths nationwide.

Beyond Compliance: Drug Testing as a Risk Management Strategy
Historically, many organizations implemented drug testing primarily for compliance purposes. Federal regulations, insurance 
requirements, customer expectations, or legal considerations often drove testing policies. But today, leading employers 
increasingly view drug testing through a broader enterprise risk-management lens. The goal is no longer simply avoiding 
regulatory violations. The goal is reducing total organizational risk. That includes: 

 
Hair testing aligns particularly well with this shift because it helps organizations identify behavioral patterns that may contribute 
to these downstream costs. For example:

Workplace Safety

The National Safety Council estimates that 
workplace injuries cost employers billions 
annually through medical expenses, lost 

productivity, legal costs, and administrative burden. 

Even one severe workplace accident can dramatically impact:

•	 Insurance costs

•	 OSHA scrutiny

•	 Brand reputation

•	 Recruiting efforts

•	 Operational continuity 

Employers increasingly recognize that workforce screening 
strategies should focus not only on immediate impairment 
concerns but also on identifying long-term behavioral 
indicators associated with elevated accident risk. 

Employee Turnover

Turnover remains one of the largest hidden 
costs facing employers. The Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM) estimates that 

replacing an employee may cost between six to nine months 
of that employee’s salary depending on role complexity. 

Employees struggling with substance use disorders may 
experience:

•	 Higher absenteeism

•	 Reduced reliability

•	 Increased disciplinary issues

•	 Greater voluntary or involuntary turnover 

Organizations investing heavily in recruiting and onboarding 
are therefore increasingly focused on improving long-term 
employee quality and retention outcomes. 

•	 Workplace injuries

•	 Workers’ compensation claims

•	 Litigation exposure

•	 Turnover costs

•	 Property damage

•	 Productivity loss

•	 Healthcare utilization

•	 Insurance premiums

•	 Reputational harm

Whitepaper  |  Going Beyond “Pass/Fail” With Drug Testing  | 5



Claims and Insurance Exposure

Insurance carriers and underwriters are also paying closer attention to workforce risk indicators. Industries with 
elevated accident frequency often experience:

•	 Higher general liability premiums

•	 Increased workers’ compensation exposure

•	 Commercial auto losses

•	 Greater litigation costs 

As insurers seek better predictive risk indicators, some organizations are beginning to explore how broader workforce 
screening strategies may contribute to improved underwriting outcomes. 

Why Safety-Sensitive Industries Continue to Embrace Hair Testing
Some industries face disproportionate exposure to workforce risk. 

A manufacturing equipment operator, commercial driver, nurse, refinery technician, or construction foreman can impact not only 
personal safety but the safety of coworkers, customers, and the public. As a result, many safety-sensitive industries continue 
expanding or maintaining hair testing programs despite broader legalization trends. 

Transportation

The transportation industry remains one of the 
strongest adopters of hair testing. 

Large fleets increasingly view hair testing as a critical risk 
reduction tool because of the substantial operational and 
financial consequences associated with accidents.

A single catastrophic trucking accident can result in: 

•	 Multi-million-dollar verdicts

•	 Insurance escalation

•	 Driver shortages

•	 Reputational damage

•	 Regulatory scrutiny 

For many fleets, identifying repeated drug use patterns before 
hiring is viewed as a proactive safety investment rather than 
simply a compliance exercise. 

Manufacturing and Construction 

Manufacturing and construction environments 
involve heavy equipment, elevated injury potential 

and physically demanding conditions. 

In these settings, workforce reliability and judgment are 
critical. 

Employers increasingly recognize that: The cost of one 
preventable accident can exceed the cost of years of 
proactive screening. 

Healthcare

Healthcare organizations face unique workforce 
challenges, including access to controlled 
substances, burnout, staffing shortages, and 

patient safety concerns. 

Hospitals and healthcare systems are increasingly focused on 
maintaining stable, reliable workforces capable of operating 
safely under pressure.
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Insurance and Underwriting

One of the emerging frontiers for hair testing involves insurance and underwriting. Some insurers and risk 
professionals are exploring whether a longer detection window may provide better indicators of behavioral risk in 
underwriting environments.

While this area continues evolving, interest is growing around whether substance use patterns correlate with: 

•	 Higher claims frequency

•	 Riskier behaviors

•	 Greater loss severity

•	 Accident propensity 

As predictive analytics continue advancing, hair testing may increasingly become part of broader workforce and risk 
assessment strategies. 

The Legalization Challenge
Marijuana legalization has introduced additional complexity 
into workplace drug testing. 

Many employers struggle with questions such as: 

•	 Should we continue testing for marijuana?

•	 How should we handle off-duty use? 

•	 What constitutes impairment?

•	 How do we balance workforce shortages with safety 
concerns? 

These are not simple questions. However, one reality remains 
clear: legalization does not eliminate workplace risk. 

In safety-sensitive environments, employers still carry responsibility for maintaining safe operations and protecting employees, 
customers, and the public. 

Hair testing may help organizations navigate this complexity by focusing less on immediate impairment and more on identifying 
sustained patterns of use that may correlate with broader workforce risk.

This distinction is increasingly important as employers attempt to balance evolving social attitudes with operational safety 
responsibilities. 

Even as marijuana laws 

evolve, employers remain 

responsible for protecting 
employees, customers, 

and the public.
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Drug testing is evolving. What began primarily as a compliance function is increasingly becoming part of broader 
workforce intelligence and enterprise risk-management strategies. 

Employers today want more than a negative result. They want:

•	 Better hiring decisions

•	 Lower accident rates

•	 Reduced turnover

•	 Improved claims outcomes

•	 Stronger workforce reliability

•	 Greater operational stability 

Longer detection windows support those goals by providing insight into behavioral consistency over time rather than 
isolated recent events. At the same time, advances in analytics, data modeling, and risk management are creating 
opportunities for organizations to evaluate workforce safety more proactively than ever before. 

Hair testing fits naturally into this evolution because it aligns with a broader shift toward predictive risk identification. 
Instead of reacting to accidents after they occurs, employers increasingly want to identify indicators that may help 
reduce incidents before they happen. 

This proactive mindset is reshaping how organizations think about workforce screening. 

The conversation is no longer simply: “Did this person pass the test?” 

Increasingly, the question is: “Does our workforce strategy help reduce total organizational risk?”

For years, workplace drug testing has largely been framed as a pass/fail exercise. But modern workforce challenges 
require a more sophisticated approach. Employers today face rising safety pressures, labor shortages, increased 
litigation exposure, higher insurance costs, and growing concerns surrounding synthetic drugs and workforce 
reliability.

In this environment, organizations increasingly recognize that identifying patterns of behavior may be more valuable 
than identifying isolated recent use. That is where hair testing provides a distinct advantage. 

By offering a significantly longer detection window, hair testing helps organizations identify sustained substance 
us patterns that may correlate with elevated workforce risk. This deeper visibility supports better hiring decisions, 
stronger safety outcomes, reduced turnover, and potentially lower long-term claims exposure. 

Ultimately, the goal of workforce drug screening should not simply be producing a negative test results on the day of 
collection. It should be helping organizations build safer, more reliable, and lower0risk workforces over time.

Hair testing moves the conversation beyond “pass/fail” and toward a more comprehensive strategy for reducing total 
organizational risk. 

The Future of Workforce Drug Screening 

Conclusion
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