
All Federal Government applicants and employees are subject to drug testing.  For details, refer to your 
agency’s drug-free workplace plan.  Effective October 1, 2017, four synthetic opioids (oxycodone, oxy-
morphone, hydrocodone, and hydromorphone) will be added to the standard testing panel for amphet-
amines, cocaine, marijuana, opiates, and phencyclidine (PCP).

What are Synthetic Opioids and Why is Your Agency Testing for Them?  

Synthetic opioids are prescribed pharmaceutical pain relievers.  Widely prescribed in the late 1990’s un-
der such trade names as Vicodin, Lortab, Lorcet, OxyContin, Percocet, and Dilaudid, these drugs proved 
to be highly addictive.

The Department of Health and Human Services, National Institute on Drug Abuse, reported in June, 
2017 that:  

•	 Every day, more than 90 Americans die after overdosing on 
opioids. 

•	 The misuse of and addiction to opioids—including prescription 
pain relievers, heroin, and synthetic opioids such as fentanyl—is 
a serious national crisis that affects public health as well as social 
and economic welfare. 

•	 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that the 
total “economic burden” of prescription opioid misuse alone in 
the United States is $78.5 billion a year, including the costs of healthcare, lost productivity, addiction 
treatment, and criminal justice involvement.

•	 Roughly 21 to 29 percent of patients prescribed opioids for chronic pain misuse them.
•	 Between 8 and 12 percent develop an opioid use disorder.
•	 An estimated 4 to 6 percent who misuse prescription opioids transition to heroin.
•	 About 80 percent of people who use heroin first misused prescription opioids.

Opioid misuse and related overdoses have become a public health crisis with devastating consequences 
for individuals, families, and communities.  Along with an increase in injection drug use that has con-
tributed to the spread of infectious diseases including HIV and hepatitis C, a rising incidence of neonatal 
abstinence syndrome due to opioid use and misuse during pregnancy has been seen.  There have also been 
marked increases in costs for first responders and emergency medical departments, for hospitals due to 
acute treatment of overdoses, and for treatment programs, much of which is provided with local, county, 
state and federal funds. 

What Does This Mean for Applicants and Employees?

If you test positive for synthetic opiates – or any other drug on the panel – your specimen will be referred 
to a Medical Review Officer (MRO).  The MRO will verify the test result in consultation with you and, if 
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necessary, your doctor.  If there is a medically acceptable explanation for your test result, the MRO will 
report it as ‘negative.’  If not, your test result will be reported as ‘verified positive’ and you will be sub-
ject to appropriate disciplinary and other action up to and including dismissal.  You may also be referred 
for evaluation by your organization’s Employee Assistance Program and/or referred for treatment.

What if You Are Prescribed a Prescription Pain Reliever?

Talk to your doctor.  Explain that you are subject to drug testing for synthetic opioids.  Ask about over-
the-counter and other alternatives to manage pain.

Need Help? 

If you or a member of your family needs help with synthetic opioids – or any substance use problem – 
help is available.  Assessment and referral to sources of treatment can be accessed through your agency’s 
Employee Assistance Program. 

Want to Know More About Synthetic Opioids?

Department of Health and Human Services:
National Institute on Drug Abuse – https://drugabuse.gov
•	 https://www.drugabuse.gov/drugs-abuse/opioids
•	 https://www.drugabuse.gov/drugs-abuse/opioids/opioid-crisis

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention – https://cdc.gov
•	 https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/opioids/index.html
•	 https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/prescribing/guideline.html

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration – https://samhsa.gov
•	 https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/ 
•	 https://newsletter.samhsa.gov/2016/11/07/matx-app-to-help-treat-opioid-use-disorder/
•	 https://newsletter.samhsa.gov/2017/06/12/opioid-pain-management-for-veterans-active-duty-military/

Department of Justice:
Drug Enforcement Administration – https://www.dea.gov/index.shtml
•	 https://www.dea.gov/druginfo/Fentanyl_BriefingGuideforFirstResponders_June2017.pdf

National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence - https://www.ncadd.org/
•	 https://www.ncadd.org/about-addiction/what-is-addiction
•	 https://www.ncadd.org/about-addiction/drugs/prescription-drugs

What Can You Do?
•	 Keep all prescription medications secure and out of the way of children and teenagers.  
•	 Dispose of all unused medications through your pharmacy or a Drug Enforcement Administration 

National Prescription Drug Take-Back (http://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/drug_disposal/takeback/ 
•	 Don’t Share:  Never share prescription drugs with anyone; it is illegal.
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