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Identifying Substance Abuse 

Part of being a PIA SAFE Champion is making sure that our colleagues are safe and healthy. Specifically in
anesthesiology, it is essential to recognize the signs and symptoms of substance abuse to ensure timely

intervention and support. The signs of substance abuse may be subtle at first, but they often escalate and
manifest in various physical, emotional, and behavioral changes.

Signs and Symptoms of Substance Abuse in Clinicians

1. Physical Symptoms:
• Frequent absences or tardiness: Often leaving or arriving late to work without a clear explanation.
• Decline in personal appearance: Neglecting personal hygiene or a change in grooming habits.
• Unexplained injuries or accidents: Recurrent, unexplained accidents that may be due to impaired judgment.
• Pupillary changes: Bloodshot eyes, constricted or dilated pupils, and noticeable tremors.
• Frequent illnesses or signs of withdrawal: Complaints of frequent headaches, stomach issues, or cold-like
symptoms that could indicate withdrawal.

2. Behavioral Symptoms:
• Changes in work performance: Increased errors, declining productivity, or poor decision-making.
• Unpredictable mood swings: Extreme irritability, euphoria, or uncharacteristic emotional responses.
• Secrecy or defensiveness: Being overly protective of personal information or avoiding social interactions with
coworkers.
• Unusual work habits: Taking frequent or extended breaks, being less engaged with patients or colleagues, or
displaying odd behaviors during shifts.

3. Psychological Symptoms:
• Lack of focus or concentration: Difficulty concentrating on tasks or engaging in work-related activities.
• Emotional numbness: Detachment from patients, colleagues, or work duties.
• Increased anxiety or stress: Exhibiting signs of anxiety, stress, or depression that impact daily functioning.

What to Do if You Suspect a Clinician is Struggling with Substance Abuse
 If you suspect a colleague or employee is struggling, it should be approached with utmost privacy and in a

supportive manner. 
Do not approach the person directly. This situation is best dealt with by involving their supervisor or
department leadership. In cases where the clinician’s behavior poses a risk to patient care or safety,

supervisors and human resources must be involved. It is essential to follow the organization’s protocol to
address the situation. If you ever have a concern, do not hesitate to reach out to leadership. Early intervention

can save a life!
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For help with drug and alcohol concerns, contact the AANA Helpline at 800-654-5167. It is available 24/7
for a live, confidential response with support, information, and helpful resources.

https://www.asahq.org/standards-and-practice-parameters/statement-on-substance-use-disorder
https://www.aamc.org/news/end-drug-crisis-bring-addiction-out-shadows
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