
Find out why thousands of companies choose 
SureHire as their trusted provider of occupational 
testing services in North America.

 DOT Drug & DOT Drug & 
Alcohol Testing Alcohol Testing 
Your Comprehensive Guide 
to Getting It Right the First Time
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From background checks to reasonable suspicion testing to all the 
different types and panels of drug tests, there are a lot of rules and 
regulations to know about when it comes to DOT (Department of 
Transportation) testing — and a lot to potentially get wrong.

Get it right the first time. Learn everything you need to know with 
this guide before you get in over your head.
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DOT Vs. 
Non-DOT
Whether you are 
operating in Canada 
or in the U.S., as an 
employer, you have a  
legal responsibility to 
provide a safe working
environment for your 
employees.

Drug tests in the workplace will fall into 2 categories: those governed 
by the Department of Transportation (DOT) and everything else, 
commonly referred to as non-DOT testing. Although non-DOT 
employers may administer drug and alcohol tests to their employees, 
DOT employers are legally obligated to do so.

DOT governed employers must adhere to very strict rules, known as 
49 CFR Part 40, that govern when, where, why, and even how drug 
and alcohol testing is administered in the DOT workplace.

Read: DOT or 
Non-DOT Testing?

If you are an employer who has both DOT and non-DOT employees, 
or if you elect to test beyond the DOT requirements, you need to 
ensure that:
•  DOT & non-DOT tests are conducted separately
•  DOT testing & results take precedence and are completed first
•  Non-DOT tests use fresh samples and not remnants of DOT tests

•  DOT tests constitute the final word regardless of Non-DOT results.

If you have any doubt concerning compliance, an employer or 
employee can take a quick test online offered by the U.S. Department 
of Transportation to see if they are covered under the DOT Drug and 
Alcohol program at “Am I Covered.” (Note: This only applies if you 
have employees crossing the Canada/U.S. border or have U.S. 
based divisions that meet the criteria.)

What If I Am Both?DOT vs. Non-DOT Drug Testing

DOT regulations regarding drug and alcohol testing apply to all 
employers or contractors who have employees in safety-sensitive 
positions that are governed by the following agencies:
•  Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
•  Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA)
•  Federal Railroad Administration (FRA)
•  Federal Transit Administration (FTA)
•  Pipeline & Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA)
•  United States Coast Guard (USCG)

How Do I Know if I Am a DOT Employer?
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As a DOT employer, you are required to appoint a Designated Employer 
Representative (DER) to be the official contact for your drug and alcohol 
program and to administrate it. The DER represents your company to 
service providers and oversees education efforts with your staff. 

DOT defines the role as: an individual identified by the employer as able 
to receive communications and test results from service agents and who 
is authorized to take immediate actions to remove employees from
safety-sensitive duties and to make required decisions in the testing and 
evaluation processes.

DOT also makes it clear that the individual filling this role must be an 
employee of your company. Service providers, for example, may not fill 
the role of a DER. 

Your Designated Employer Representative 

A panel refers to a test for a specific class of drugs. The 5-panel test is 
the test mandated by DOT regulations. 

The 5-panel test will identify the most commonly abused prescription and 
illicit drugs, if present, including:
•  Marijuana (THC)
•  Cocaine
•  Amphetamines
•  Opioids
•  Phencyclidine (PCP)

DOT 5-Panel Test

You are also free to test your DOT employees for additional drugs and/
or test your non-DOT employees using other types of drug tests.

Here are a few of the other tests you can choose from:
•  8 -Panel Test. An 8-panel drug test is a standard drug screen 
   procedure that entails the collection of a urine specimen to 
   analyze for drug metabolites including: 
   •  amphetamines, 
   •  barbiturates, 
   •  benzodiazepines, 
   •  cocaine, 
   •  marijuana, 
   •  methamphetamines, 
   •  opiates, and 
   •  phencyclidine (PCP).

•  13-Panel Test. A 13-panel drug test is a urine drug test involving 
    a comprehensive analysis of a urine specimen to identify and 
    confirm the presence of specific drug metabolites in the system. 
   
    A routine 13-panel drug test covers:
    •  cocaine metabolite, 
    •  marijuana metabolite, 
    •  phencyclidine (PCP), 
    •  amphetamine (amphetamine, methamphetamine, MDMA), 
    •  opioids (codeine/morphine, 6-acetylmorphine, hydrocodone, 
       hydromorphone, oxycodone, oxymorphone), 
    •  methadone, 
    •  barbituates, and 
    •  benzodiazepines. 

Learn more about drug panels, including full definitions, the effects of 
drugs on individuals and response time, and more. 

Additional Testing

Define: Read Full 
5-Panel Drug Test 

Definition

Define: Read Full 
8-Panel Drug Test 

Definition

Define: Read Full 
13-Panel Drug Test 

Definition
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Drug Screen Panels
Classes of Drugs
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THC | Marijuana
THC is the chemical responsible for most of marijuana’s psychological effects. 
THC attaches to cannabinoid receptors in the brain and affects a person’s 
memory, pleasure, thinking, movements, concentration, coordination, and 
sensory and time perception.

COC | Cocaine
Cocaine was once the drug of choice, used as local anesthetic, stimulant, and 
anti-depressant. Cocaine hydro-chloride is still used for local anesthesia in 
oral-nasal surgery. Cocaine produces feelings of euphoria and self-confidence, 
without the psychedelic effects of hallucinogens. The drug’s powers are intense 
but brief, lasting about a half hour. The body metabolizes cocaine quickly.

OPI | Opiates
Opiates have been used both recreationally and for their pain-relieving effects. 
Opiates can lead to dependence if used chronically because of their addictive 
nature. Users require larger amounts to get “high” because of their body’s 
increased tolerance for the drug. Opiates depress body functions and reactions. 
In large doses, they can cause a strong euphoric feeling.

HC | Hydrocodone (Vicodin, Lorcet)
Hydrocodone is a semi-synthetic opioid synthesized from codeine. It is a narcotic 
analgesic used orally as a cough suppressant but also 
commonly taken for relief of moderate to severe pain. Hydrocodone 
can slow or stop breathing and may be habit forming.

HM | Hydromorphone (Dilaudid)
Hydromorphone is a very potent centrally acting analgesic drug of the opioid 
class. It is a morphine derivative used to treat moderate to severe pain. It can 
slow or stop breathing and may be habit forming.

PCP | Phencyclidine
Phencyclidine was originally used as an anesthetic. It was useful because of its 
low potential for depressing respiration in therapeutic doses. However, its value 
was seriously questioned after patients recovering from surgery had problems like 
jumbled speech, delirium, disoriented behaviours, agitation, and hallucinations. 
Phencyclidine is commonly used to enhance the effects of other drugs.

AMP | Amphetamine
Amphetamines were created in 1887 as a treatment for epilepsy, opiate addiction 
schizophrenia, alcoholism, migraine, irradition sickness, and head injuries. Many 
users begin using amphetamines because it helps to decrease fatigue and 
appetite, and increase focus especially when working overnight, or during many 
long, consecutive shifts without time off.

6-AM-6 | Acetylmorphine
6-Acetylmorphine is 1 of 3 active metabolites of heroin. The others are morphine
and the much less active 3-monoacetylmorphine. Since 6- acetylmorphine is a 
unique metabolite to heroin, its presence in the urine confirms that heroin was 
the opioid used.

MDMA | Ecstasy
MDMA  (aka ecstasy) is a psychedelic amphetamine that has gained popularity 
over the past 20 years because of its ability to produce strong feelings of comfort, 
empathy, and connection to others. MDMA use is closely tied to underground rave 
(and dance club) scene throughout the world, but has also been widely used by 
therapists as an adjunct to psychotherapy. There is no set recipe to create ecstasy, 
resulting in variability from pill to pill which can lead to a high proportion of 
overdose/death.

BENZ | Benzodiazepine
Benzodiazepine are chemicals used in the treatment of anxiety and sleep disorders. 
This class includes alprazolam (Xanax), diazepam (Valium), clonazepam (Klonopin) 
and others. Benzodiazepines are commonly abused, this abuse is partially related 
to the toxic effects that they can produce and also to their widespread availability. 
They can be chronically abused or more commonly seen in hospital emergency 
departments, intentionally or accidentally taken in overdose. The combination of 
benzodiazepines and alcohol can be dangerous when taken as a “double downer.”

mAMP | Methamphetamine
Methamphetamine is a strong physical and mental stimulant available in both 
prescription and street forms. It is relatively easy to synthesize which has 
contributed to its widespread use. Methamphetamine use generally increases 
the heart rate, blood pressure, body temperature, and rate of breathing of the user.

PROP | Propoxyphene
Methamphetamine is a strong physical and mental stimulant available in both 
prescription and street forms. It is relatively easy to synthesize which has 
contributed to its widespread use. Methamphetamine use generally increases 
the heart rate, blood pressure, body temperature, and rate of breathing of the user.

The fact that workers use illicit drugs substances, or that some misuse 
prescription drugs, is not new. The awareness that the use and abuse of 
substances may affect the workplace just as the workplace may affect 
how a person uses substances, however, is increasing in acceptance. 

Many aspects of the workplace require alertness and accurate, quick 
reflexes. An impairment to these qualities can cause incidents, and interfere 

with the accuracy and efficiency of work. (CCOHS, 2021)

“

MTD | Methadone
Methadone is a synthetic opiate derivative/opioid that is most commonly used as a 
maintenance treatment for heroin, opiate and methamphetamine addictions.

BARB | Barbiturate
Barbiturates are a group of drugs in the class of drugs known as sedative-hypnotics, 
which generally describes their sleep-inducing and anxiety- decreasing effects. 
Barbiturates are abused to reduce anxiety, decrease inhibitions, and treat unwanted 
effects of illicit drugs. Barbiturates can be extremely dangerous because the correct 
dose is difficult to predict. Even a slight overdose can cause coma or death. 
Barbiturates are also addictive and can cause life-threatening withdrawal symptoms.

View: Drug Screen 
Panels: Classes of 

Drugs PDF.
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Managing Marijuana 
in the DOT Workplace

Cannabis, also known as marijuana (among other
names), is a psychoactive drug from the cannabis 
plant intended for medical or recreational use. There 
are 2 primary types of cannabis plants, Cannabis 
Indica and Cannabis Sativa.

	 Cannabis Indica Effects
	 •  Relaxing & laid back		
	 •  Relieves pain and aches
	 •  Reduces anxiety & stress	
	 •  Aids sleep 

	 Cannabis Sativa Effects
	 •  Energizing & uplifting		
	 •  Stimulates creativity & thoughts
	 •  Relieves headaches, migraines, & nausea
	 •  Relives depression 

There are about 85 known cannabinoids within the 
Cannabis plant.

The most common cannabinoids with medical 
interest are: 

•  THC (Delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol). This is 
   responsible for the psychoactive effect or “high” 

•  CBD (Cannabidiol). There are several potential 
   benefits to the ingestion of CBD, including 
   anti-inflammatory, anti-depressant, anti-epileptic. 
   It does not have any psychoactive effects. 

•  CBN (Cannabinol). This is a mildly psychoactive 
   cannabinoid found only in trace amounts in 
   Cannabis, and is mostly found in aged Cannabis.

•  CBG (Cannabigerol). This is the decarboxylated 
   form of cannabigerolic acid, the parent molecule 
   from which other cannabinoids are synthesized.

•  CBC (Cannabichromene). This is known as a 
   phytocannabinoid and produces numerous 
   psychotropic and therapeutic effects.



DID YOU KNOW?
SureHire’s Breath Alcohol Technicians are certified 

based on U.S. DOT standards. Our Power Centres and 
Exclusive Testing Facilities follow the same procedures 

as police forces across North America. Contact a 
member of our team today to learn more.

Click here to inquire.
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Despite the legalization of both medical and recreational marijuana 
in Canada and in many states, it is still treated as an illicit drug under 
U.S. federal law and therefore the DOT 5-panel test includes a test 
for marijuana.

The DOT testing process must begin prior to the hiring of any 
employee and must continue throughout the employee’s time with 
the company. Because of this, there are a number of tests that 
DOT-covered employers are legally obligated to conduct with their 
employees. Here are the types of different tests required under 
DOT legislation.

Drug History Checks | The first DOT requirement is a drug and 
alcohol background check on all potential employees. DOT 
employers must obtain the last 2 years of drug and alcohol test 
history from previous employers. It is important to note, however, 
that individual agencies may have additional requirements. The 
FMSCA demands a 3-year history while the FAA demands records 
from the last 5 years of drug and alcohol test history.

The drug history check will reveal if your applicant has previously 
tested positive for drug or alcohol use or has violated any DOT 
regulations regarding drug and alcohol testing including a refusal
to test. This check will inform you about both the nature of the 
violation and the consequences assessed for that violation, including 
any rehabilitation efforts. If you are unable to obtain this information, 
you must keep careful records of all attempts as well as the results, 
or lack of result, of those attempts. These may be requested during 
a DOT or agency audit.

In 2020, the FMSCA’s Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) Drug and 
Alcohol Clearinghouse went live allowing employers to access an 
employee’s entire drug and alcohol testing history. 

NOTE: You are expected to contribute information from 
your testing program to the Clearinghouse.

Required DOT Tests

DID YOU KNOW?
SureHire’s DOT Consortium Random Program 

groups test participants from various companies into a pool 
for random drug and alcohol testing of drivers required to 
cross U.S. borders. We can also manage Clearinghouse 

programs for Owner-Operators and Employers. 

Click here to inquire.

Pre-Employment Testing | All of your potential new employees who 
fall under DOT regulations must undergo a pre-employment drug test 
prior to being hired. A negative test result must be received from
these employees before they begin working for you, although 
exemptions may be made for new hires who were tested in the past 
6 months or were involved in a random drug screening in the past 
12 months.

Alcohol Testing. Pre-employment alcohol testing is not required for 
DOT, but it is also not prohibited. The only stipulations are that this 
testing must be conducted on all potential applicants and that it 
follows DOT Part 49, Subpart 3 rules for alcohol testing.

These tests must be conducted by specially trained Screening Test 
Technicians (STTs) or Breath Alcohol Technicians (BATs) but only 
BATs are allowed to conduct confirmation tests. Confirmation tests 
are conducted following any positive tests. The test must also be 
conducted using either a DOT-approved alcohol screening device 
(ASD) to measure alcohol in bodily fluids or approved Evidential 
Breath Measurement Devices (EBD). The ASD, however, may not be 
used in confirmation tests.

Random Testing. DOT requires that random testing be conducted 
on 25 to 50% of employees, depending on the specific agency that 
governs your workplace. DOT further requires that random testing be 
truly random using a scientifically approved method.

Post-Incident Testing. This testing is mandated under very 
narrowly defined circumstances for DOT governed employees
and generally applies to situations where your employee is cited or 
where the accident results in injury or death.

Learn more about 
Random Testing.

Learn more about 
Post-Incident Testing.

SureHire offers both DOT & Non-DOT Random Testing 
as well as 24/7 • 365 Post-Incident Testing.

https://www.surehire.com/contact/?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=UltimateDOTGuide
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Reasonable Suspicion Testing. DOT is very specific that reasonable
suspicion testing cannot be based on a hunch or guess made by you 
or your supervisors. It must be based on observations of acute signs, 
such as current behavior, speech or appearance.

DOT also requires that supervisors receive a minimum of one hour 
each of alcohol and drug abuse reasonable suspicion training. 
Several agencies further require that a minimum of two supervisors 
confirm the symptoms prompting reasonable suspicion testing.

Return-to-Duty Testing. DOT employees who fail drug tests must
submit to a return-to-duty test prior to returning to a safety-sensitive 
position. They are also subject to random tests at least 6 times in their 
first year after returning to duty. You must, however, provide your 
employees who fail their drug tests with a list of Substance Abuse 
Professionals (SAPs) in your area who will assess the employee and 
can dictate additional randomized testing if they feel the situation 
warrants it.

Read: Do You Have 
Ransonable Suspicion?
Subject Matter Expert Series Article

Learn more 
about Reasonable 
Suspicion Training.

Learn more 
about Substance 
Abuse Programs.

Follow-Up Testing. Employees who test positive for drug use can be 
subject to follow-up drug tests for up to five years, depending on the 
recommendations made by the SAP.

Valid vs. Invalid Results. Validity tests are conducted on specimens 
in laboratories. A valid result will offer a sound positive or negative 
result. An invalid drug test, however, is one that is deemed to contain 
an unidentified adulterant or unidentified interfering substance, to 
have abnormal physical characteristics, or to have an endogenous 
substance at an abnormal concentration that prevents the laboratory 
from completing or obtaining a valid drug test result. Some of the 
reasons for an invalid test include:
•  The sample is not suitable for testing
•  The pH or temperature is out of range
•  The presence of an adulterant or unidentified substance

Following an invalid drug test, a Medical Review Officer (MRO) will 
interview the test participant to find out if there is a medically 
acceptable reason for the invalid result. The MRO may allow the 
results to stand or require an observed retest to ensure no adulterant 
is added to the second sample.

Define: Adulterant Define: MRO

Define: SAP Define: SAPRead: 3 Common 
Oral Fluid Adulteration 
Methods Article
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Urine tests are considered to be the most cost effective and easy to 
administer option. In the medical community, they are considered the 
best biological specimen test to determine the presence or absence 
of drugs. Urine is the only specimen accepted for DOT drug testing. 

Hair testing, in which a sample of the participant’s hair is tested for 
the presence of drugs, does provide a longer window of detection 
and is more difficult to tamper with, but it is currently not approved 
for DOT testing. This is expected to change in the near future to also 
allow for lab-based oral fluid testing.

Urine vs. Hair Tests

Define: 
Oral Fluid Testing

Define: 
Hair Testing

Point of Care Testing (POCT) is a test that can be completed at the 
workplace or at a designated testing site, as opposed to a lab test in 
which the sample is delivered to a laboratory for analysis. POCT does 
have advantages; however, it is still considered to be less reliable 
than lab testing and is not allowed for DOT mandated testing. 

POCT vs. Lab-Based Tests

Define: 
Lab-Based Testing

Define: 
POCT Testing

DID YOU KNOW?
SureHire offers a range of drug testing services to help 

employers manage substance abuse in the workplace. We also 
utilizes a Substance Abuse and Mental Health Association

SAMHSA certified laboratory for all lab-based urine testing. 

Our knowledgeable team of experts is here to answer 
all of your questions. Contact us today to learn more.

Click here to inquire.

Although employers often view drug testing as a black and white 
process, there are actually several results that can occur, and each 
has a different DOT protocol which must be followed.

Negative Tests are the easy result. It means that no drugs were 
detected and there are no consequences or follow-ups required.

Positive Tests are those in which the presence of a specific drug has 
been detected. The MRO will interview the employee whose test is 
reported as positive. In accordance with DOT, if the drug detected is 
an illegal substance, your DER must immediately remove the 
employee from any/all safety-sensitive positions. If the drug detected 
is a legal narcotic, then the MRO will request a meeting with the 
employee to determine if the employee has a legal prescription and if 
they are taking the prescribed amount. Additional requests can also 
be made of the employee’s physician to confirm that the prescription 
and dosage are required and that the employee is able to function in 
a safety-sensitive role.

False Positives are thought to occur in about 10% of tests. These 
are tests in which a positive result is claimed to be related to external 
factors such as the ingestion of poppy seeds, hemp products or over 
the counter medications. Fortunately, a second test called a 
gaschromatography-mass spectrometry is conducted following a 
positive test result and this second test will rule out these kinds of 
external factors.

False Negatives may be of more concern to you, but the good news 
is that they are relatively rare. Most are the result of an employee 
diluting a sample or providing a fraudulent sample.These are typically 
caught by validity testing.

Testing Results
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DOT has very stringent regulations regarding compliance and record 
keeping. You are required to keep records of all drug and alcohol 
testing activities along with any actions you may take as the result of
a positive test and any interactions you have with service providers 
such as SAPs and MROs. These records must be retained for a 
minimum of 2 years, and even longer for some agencies.

DOT or any of the agencies under DOT jurisdiction can conduct a 
compliance audit at any time, which will include a review of all records 
alongside a review of your testing operation, education efforts, 
policies and distribution of policies. DOT does require you to put a 
drug and alcohol testing policy into place and to communicate that 
policy to your employees. You will need a separate policy for your 
non-DOT employees.

Compliance

As an employer, you do have the right to test beyond DOT 
requirements and to test any of your employees who are not 
governed by DOT regulations.You also have the right to contract out 
any or all of your drug and alcohol testing, including SAPs, MROs, 
BATs and laboratory and collection work. The only exception is the 
role of the DER, which must be filled by an employee.

Employer Rights

Your employees have a right to:

•  Refuse a test. However, the consequences of refusal are similar to 
   a failed test and they may face termination.

•  To produce their sample in private, unobserved. The only exceptions   
   to this are: (1) if there is a suspicion that the employee has attempted 
   to alter or tamper with a previous sample (in this case, an MRO can 
   then require an observed sample), and (2) if a participant is completing 
   Follow Up testing (all Follow Up testing requires observed collection as 
   per DOT protocol). 

•  A list of SAPs in the event of a positive test result, and to select a 
   SAP from that list.

•  A meeting with the MRO to explain positive test results from a 
   prescription medication the employee may be taking.

Employee Rights

The Following individuals will see test results:
•  employee 		  •  employer 		  •  DER 		
•  MRO 		  •  SAP

Apart from that, the test results are always confidential and cannot be 
disclosed to a third party except in very specific situations such as a 
lawsuit or grievance.

Who Sees Results?

Need Help 
Getting Started?
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We’re here to support you. Click below 
to browse through our testing services 

and connect with us today!

Drug & Alcohol Fitness-to-Work Audiometric

Lung Health

24/7 Post-IncidentOn-Site Testing

Online Training

COVID-19 Support

Pre-Employment

Background ChecksRandom Program Medical Services

Request a QuoteS U R
HE A LT H

Need Testing in the US?
We offer a range of testing services through 

our U.S. subsidiary, NaviSure Health.

Contact SureHire today!
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