www.graduateskills.edu.au

1

Ethical Dilemma
Drug Testing in the Workplace

Description

An ethical dilemma: the use of drug testing of employees

Task Type

In‐class activity, tutorial or assignment

Time

45 minutes – 1 hour

Level

Appropriate as introductory, developmental or final level (see tips)

Class Size

Small or large classes. Class needs to be divided into groups of 4‐6 students

Students should be able to:

Learning Outcomes

Demonstrate an understanding of social responsibility and sound
business practices in the context of a workplace environment.
Demonstrate an understanding of the role of personal and corporate
responsibilities.
Demonstrate an understanding of the ethical issues involved.

Students are asked to read the three readings before the class (see student
instructions below).

Method

In groups of two or three, students discuss the main points of the readings.
Half the groups are asked to examine the main issues from the point of view
of the employers and the other half to examine the main issues from the
point of view of the employee. The following general questions should be
considered.
Is the knowledge of drug use job‐relevant? If so why? Is it relevant in
all work situations?
What are the implications of drug testing for the rights of the
employees? For the rights of employers?
Do employers and employees have a role to play in managing drug
use in the interest of the public
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Groups are then matched (employers and employees) into groups of
4‐6 to discuss the following question.

Each group should present a summary to the class of the issues covered in
their discussion. The class discussion should cover:

Concluding Activity

The costs and benefits of drug testing from the employers and
employees point of view.
The question, under what circumstances can an invasion of an
employee’s private life be justified? Does your answer depend on
whether the drugs are legal or illegal?

Assessment activities:

Assessment

Tips

If the group oral presentations are to be assessed, students should
be given some time to prepare them, for example the presentations
should be in a subsequent session.
Alternatively groups could be asked to submit a written report.
Students could be assessed individually on a written report covering
the question. The length would depend on the weight given to the
assignment. Material covered in group discussions would form a
basis for individual assignments.

The industry chosen could vary according to the students’ level. For example
in first year a more straight forward industry example could be used, e.g. a
firm working in the mining industry thinking about introducing drug testing
for workers on the mining site.
Students may need guidance on ethical frameworks.

Students are asked to read the three readings before the class:
‘Drug checks a testy issue’ th
Sydney Morning Herald, 27 February 2009 (see attachment).
‘AFL and AFLPA enhance illicit drug policy’ [link]
‘Alcohol and drug testing at NSW Rail’ [link]

Student Instructions

Students will be asked to consider the business case for drug testing and the
ethical arguments.

The question
You work for an IT company providing contract IT services to industry. One of
your major employers is the Department of Defence. Working there requires
security clearances of different levels according to the sensitivity of the
issues involved. The firm is concerned to maintain high performance
standards in this competitive market and is considering introducing random
drug testing of employees. Do you as a group think this is a useful
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innovation? In answering this question you need to consider:
The business case for introducing drug testing of employees.
How do the costs and benefits compare?
The ethical issues involved.

These are here to get students started. The issue of drug testing is discussed
in other human resource management textbooks.

Additional Materials

DesJardins, J. and Duska, R. (1987) ‘Drug testing in employment’, Business
and Professional Ethics Journal, 6. Reprinted in Beauchamp T. and Bowie, N.
th
Ethical Theory and Business 6 edition, Prentice Hall, 2001
Grace D. and Cohen S., Business Ethics, Oxford University Press, 2
Edition.

nd

Shaw, W. (2005) Business Ethics, Thomson, ch 7.

Support for this resource has been provided by the Australian Learning and
Teaching Council Ltd, an initiative of the Australian Government Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations. The views expressed in this
(report/publication/activity) do not necessarily reflect the views of the
Australian Learning and Teaching Council.
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