
The Employer 
Conversation 
Checklist:
What to Say, What to 
Bring, and How to Prepare 
Before Entering Rehab

For many working adults, the fear of entering 
addiction treatment isn’t only about facing 

personal change. It’s also about facing your 
employer. How am I going to talk to them about 

this? Will I lose my job? Will my coworkers           
find out?

These concerns are valid. Employment is tied to 
stability, identity, and security. When someone 

begins considering treatment, the unknowns 
around work can feel just as overwhelming as the 

decision to get help itself.

That’s why we wrote this guide. It’s not legal 
advice, but it is practical education. It is designed 
to help you understand your rights, your options, 

and how to prepare for a conversation with 
your employer in a way that protects both your 

recovery and your livelihood.



First, Know This: Getting Help Is 
Not a Failure
Before discussing policies or paperwork, it is important 
to address a belief that a lot of people carry. Seeking 
treatment is not a moral failure, a professional failure, or 
a lack of willpower. Addiction is a medical condition that 
affects people across every profession, income level,     
and industry.

Federal and state laws recognize this reality. Many 
employers do as well, even if they don’t always 
communicate it clearly. Treatment is often viewed under 
the same framework as care for other health conditions. 
That does not mean every workplace handles it perfectly, 
but it does mean you are not asking for something 
unreasonable or rare.



Understanding Your Legal Protections
Many people avoid treatment because they assume they have no protection at work. 
In reality, several laws exist to support employees who need medical care, including 

substance use treatment.

The Family and Medical Leave Act, often called FMLA, allows eligible employees to take 
unpaid, job-protected leave for certain medical reasons. Substance use treatment can 

qualify. This means that if you are eligible, your employer must allow you to take time off for 
treatment and return to the same or an equivalent position afterward.

Eligibility depends on factors like how long you have worked for your employer and the size 
of the company. Not everyone qualifies, but many people do without realizing it.

The Americans with Disabilities Act may also apply. While active substance use is not 
protected, individuals who are seeking treatment or are in recovery often are. This law 
limits how employers can discriminate based on medical conditions and may require 

reasonable accommodations.

Some states offer additional protections beyond federal law. Human resources 
departments are typically familiar with these frameworks, even if supervisors are not.

The key takeaway is this: you may have more protection than you think, and you do not 
need to disclose more than is necessary to access it.



Deciding How Much to Share and 
With Whom

One of the most stressful parts of this process is deciding 
what to say and who needs to know. Many people assume 

they must tell their direct supervisor everything. That is 
rarely true.

In most cases, human resources is the appropriate starting 
point. HR departments are trained to handle medical 

leave confidentially. They do not need details about your 
diagnosis, your history, or the specifics of your treatment 

plan. They typically need documentation that you are 
receiving medical care and the anticipated length of      

your absence.

You are allowed to keep your explanation simple. You 
can state that you need medical leave for treatment 

without naming addiction explicitly. In many workplaces, 
supervisors are only informed that an employee is on 

approved medical leave, not why.

It is also worth considering whether involving a trusted 
family member or advocate could help you prepare for this 

conversation. You do not have to navigate this alone.



Preparing Before You Speak to 
Your Employer
Preparation reduces anxiety. Before reaching out to 
your workplace, it helps to gather a few key pieces                       
of information.

Start by reviewing your employee handbook or 
benefits portal. Look for sections on medical leave, 
short-term disability, and FMLA. Understanding the 
language your employer already uses can make the                   
conversation smoother.

Next, clarify your treatment plan timeline as much 
as possible. You do not need exact dates, but having 
an estimated length of stay or level of care helps HR 
determine next steps.

It is also wise to think about logistics. Consider how your 
responsibilities might be covered during your absence and 
whether you will need access to email or work systems 
while away. In many cases, full disconnection is healthier, 
and policies support that.

Finally, write down your questions ahead of time. Stress 
can make it hard to remember what you want to ask in     
the moment.



What to Say in the Conversation
A simple approach is often best. You can explain that you are dealing with a 

health issue that requires treatment and that you are requesting medical leave. 
You can ask what documentation is required and what your options are for 

protecting your role during that time.

If the conversation turns toward performance or concern, it is appropriate to 
redirect it back to medical leave policies. You are not obligated to justify your 

need for care or debate its legitimacy.

If you encounter resistance or confusion, pause. Ask for information in writing. 
Request time to review options. You are allowed to advocate for yourself 

without confrontation.

What Documentation You May Need
Most employers will request documentation from a healthcare provider 
confirming that you require medical leave. This documentation typically 

includes dates and general medical necessity, not details of your condition.

Treatment providers are accustomed to completing this paperwork. If you are 
entering care, the admissions or clinical team can often coordinate directly 

with HR departments to ensure forms are completed correctly.

It can be helpful to ask upfront what forms your employer uses so there are 
no delays.



Addressing Common Fears & 
Misconceptions

Many people worry that taking leave will permanently damage their 
career. In reality, untreated addiction is far more likely to lead to job 

loss than treatment.

Others fear being labeled or judged. While stigma still exists, 
confidentiality laws limit how information is shared. Most coworkers 

will only know what you choose to tell them.

Some worry about income during treatment. Depending on your 
benefits, you may have access to paid time off, short-term disability, 

or state programs. HR can help clarify these options.

Fear thrives in uncertainty. Information reduces it.

If Your Job Feels Truly at Risk
In some situations, workplaces may be unsupportive or 
unclear. If you feel your rights are being violated, it may be 
helpful to consult an employment attorney or a local labor 
resource. This does not mean you are starting a conflict. It 
means you are seeking clarity.

Treatment providers can also help you think through timing, 
documentation, and alternatives if employment is unstable. 
Your recovery should not hinge on guesswork.



Choosing Treatment at the 
Right Time

There is rarely a perfect moment to step away 
from work. There will always be deadlines, 

responsibilities, and reasons to wait. But addiction 
does not pause for convenience.

Taking care of your health protects your future 
employability more than avoiding treatment ever 
could. Jobs can be rebuilt. Careers can continue. 

Lives cannot be replaced.

This conversation is not the end of your 
professional story. For many, it is the moment 

things begin to stabilize. Recovery does not 
require you to burn your life down. It requires you 

to protect it.

How Family Members 
Can Support This 
Process
For family members, watching a 
loved one navigate this decision 
can be painful and confusing. Your 
role is not to pressure or control 
but to support preparation and 
emotional steadiness.

Helping gather information, 
attending conversations if 
appropriate, or simply listening 
without judgment can make a 
meaningful difference. Recovery 
often begins with someone feeling 
less alone.


