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A Day in the Life of an MRO



Introduction to Drug Testing

 1900s America has pursued goal of eliminating 
euphoric drugs and drugs of abuse

 Workplace drug testing created to reduce the overall 
consumption of drugs

 Early precedent for using drug tests by the military 
developed the “chain of custody”

 Some mitigating effect on substance use but the 
truth be told society loves its drugs and there is a lot 
of money to be made on drugs of abuse



Certified Medical Review Officer

 Regulated drug testing used in workplace in the mid 
1980s

 Need for MRO competency was raised in 1989
 The MRO is a required element of the federally 

mandated drug testing program and is defined as 
“a person who is a licensed physician and who is 
responsible for receiving and reviewing laboratory 
results generated by an employer’s drug testing 
program and evaluating medical explanations for 
certain drug test results”



Overview of MRO Verification Process

 A urine specimen is collected by a certified collector and 
sent with the custody and control form to a certified 
laboratory if confirmation of a positive is needed

 The specimen is tested and laboratory results are sent to 
the Medical Review Officer

 The MRO receives the results and reviews the custody 
and control form

 If the results are reported as anything except negative 
(positive, adulterated, substituted or invalid) the MRO 
contacts the donor to discuss the results

 MRO interviews the donor and determines whether there 
is an alternative medical explanation

 MRO reports the results to the employer



Alternative Medical Explanation

 Alternative medical explanation = acceptable reason 
for analytical finding = use of prescription drug

 If acceptable alternative medical explanation is 
found the drug screen will be reported as “negative” 
to the employer

 Would avoid sending in employee for stand-alone 
drug screen for “suspicion” = coupling with fitness 
for duty exam is recommended



False Positive

 Repeat after me: “there is NO such thing as a false 
positive”

 Utilize a screen-and-confirm protocol: begin with 
immunoassay and if result is not negative, a separate 
specimen is sent to lab for confirmation using 
GC/MS 



Step 1: Immunoassay

 Test contains antibodies that bind to proteins in drug 
metabolite

 Primary disadvantage of any immunoassay is that 
antibodies are seldom specific to a single drug or 
drug metabolite and may bind to other substances = 
“cross reactivity”





Step 2: Laboratory GC/MS Confirmation

 GC/MS=Gas Chromatography/Mass Spectrometry
 Gas Chromatography: helium gas carries compound down column and 

it arrives at the end of the column at different speed depending on the 
chemical composition of the substance and separates the organic 
compound

 Mass Spectrometry: added to the end of the column and identifies the 
unique fragmentation pattern based on its mass and energy ration

 GC/MS is extremely definitive method of confirmation



Medical Marijuana Conundrum

 November 2008 Michigan Medical Marijuana Initiative passed
 Michigan was the 13th state to legalize marijuana for medical use
 It is mandatory for medical marijuana patients and primary 

caregivers to maintain a valid state registry ID card to receive any 
protections afforded by the Michigan Medical Marihuana Act

 The Department of Transportation’s Drug and Alcohol Testing 
Regulation – 49 CFR Part 40, at 40.151(e) – does not authorize 
“medical marijuana” under a state law to be a valid medical 
explanation for a transportation employee’s positive drug test result

 Medical Review Officers are required to perform verifications based 
on federal guidelines

 Important for employers to have an iron clad policy in place for 
employees and marijuana usage either illicit or medically

 We are in need of ability to test for impairment





Example of Policy

 “due to the safety sensitive nature of this 
employment opportunity and the inability to 
measure impairment, employer is unable to 
accommodate any on-site or off-site medical use of 
marijuana”



Thank You

We look forward to a continued 
partnership in keeping your workforce 

safe and healthy.


