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Abstract: 

In 2010, Columbia University Irving Medical Center (CUIMC) became the first school to 
mandate pre-clinical drug testing for clinical students (medical, dental, physical therapy, 
occupational therapy, nursing). Born out of site requirements to increase patient safety, the 
Student Health Services team developed a pragmatic model for drug testing that is supportive 
to students and non-punitive in nature. Through a non-judgmental, harm reduction approach, 
this program is designed as a practice in professionalism – as many students will be subjected 
to ongoing drug testing as professionals – and an opportunity for early intervention for 
students at risk for substance use disorders. After students complete the drug testing process 
and receive their results, they are sent a follow-up survey to measure the effectiveness of the 
process, as well as attitudes and beliefs related to drug testing and substance use among their 
peers and future professional colleagues. Results indicate that:  

 67% support preclinical drug testing for students  

 59% of students agree with ongoing drug testing in the workplace  

 65% believe they have a responsibility to confront a colleague’s substance use in a 
clinical setting 

Students also indicated on the survey that if they are concerned about a colleague’s substance 
use, they are much more likely to speak to their colleague/peer before speaking to a supervisor 
or external resource.  
 The mandated drug testing program is an example of utilizing a non-punitive approach to 
help prepare future healthcare providers to navigate substance use concerns for themselves, 
their peers and future patients. 
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