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TEST

Urine drug screen

A urine drug screen checks urine for selected drugs or their breakdown products

WHAT IT MEASURES

Selected drugs or their breakdown products in urine

SAMPLE

Urine

FASTING NEEDED?

No

HOW LONG IT TAKES

Usually 5 to 15 minutes

RESULTS IN

Minutes to several days, varying by laboratory

USED FOR

Screening and monitoring

MAIN LIMITATION

Screening assays can miss drugs or cross-react with medicines

Overview

A urine drug screen checks for selected drugs or substances made as the body breaks them

down. These substances are called metabolites.

The test may look for prescribed medicines, non-prescribed drugs, or both. Common panels

include opioids like oxycodone or morphine , cannabis, cocaine, amphetamines, and

benzodiazepines like diazepam or lorazepam . However, panels differ. A test only looks for the

substances included in that panel.

Many initial screens use an immunoassay. This is a quick laboratory method that recognizes

chemical patterns. It can produce a presumptive positive , meaning the result needs to be

considered alongside your medicines and circumstances. An unexpected result may require a

more specific confirmation test.

A urine result usually cannot show exactly how much of a drug was taken, when it was taken, or

whether someone was impaired at the time of collection. It also cannot diagnose a substance

use disorder by itself.
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Why the test is ordered

A urine drug screen may be ordered to answer a specific clinical, workplace, or legal question.

Reasons include:

In healthcare, the result may help guide a conversation about safety, medicine interactions, or

whether a treatment plan is working. It should not replace an assessment of your symptoms,

prescriptions, and medical history.

Workplace and legal testing often follows stricter collection and documentation rules. This

may include identification checks, a sealed sample, and a recorded chain of custody showing

who handled it.

- Checking whether a medicine is present during long-term treatment

- Looking for substances that could affect emergency care

- Supporting treatment for substance use

- Meeting workplace, sports, court, or licensing requirements

- Investigating an unexpected change in alertness or behaviour

Who should have the test

There is no universal schedule for urine drug screening. It may be appropriate when the result

is likely to affect care or when testing is required by an organization.

You may be offered testing while taking certain controlled medicines, during substance-use

treatment, or during an emergency assessment. Policies differ between clinics and programs.

Testing should have a clear purpose. Before collection, you can ask which substances are

included, how the result will be used, who can see it, and whether an unexpected result will be

confirmed.

If testing is connected to employment, sport, insurance, or legal proceedings, ask about your

rights and the process for reviewing medicines or challenging a result.

How to prepare

Fasting is not normally needed. You can usually eat and drink as usual unless you have

separate instructions for another test.

Drink your usual amount of fluid. Drinking a large volume of water can make urine too dilute,
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which may produce an invalid, inconclusive, or misleading result.

Before the test, provide a complete list of:

Do not stop a prescribed medicine simply to change the test result. If the test is for workplace

or legal purposes, you may be asked to report medicines to a medical review officer rather

than to the person collecting the sample.

Follow the collection instructions carefully. Some programs require you to leave coats or bags

outside the collection area, wash your hands, or avoid flushing the toilet until the sample is

accepted.

- Prescription medicines

- Over-the-counter medicines

- Vitamins and supplements

- Cannabis, hemp, or cannabidiol products

- When you last took each relevant product

What happens during the test

You urinate into a labelled container, usually in a private bathroom. Some regulated programs

require an observed collection to reduce the chance of substitution or tampering.

The collector may check the sample's temperature, appearance, and volume. The laboratory

may also measure creatinine or specific gravity, which help show whether the urine is unusually

dilute or concentrated.

A rapid test may be performed near the collection site. Other samples are sent to a laboratory.

If an initial screen is positive or does not match the expected result, the same sample may

undergo confirmation testing.

Confirmation commonly uses gas or liquid chromatography with mass spectrometry. These

methods separate and identify individual chemicals more precisely than a screening

immunoassay.

Understanding your results

Results are usually reported by substance or drug group.

A negative result does not always mean no drug was taken. The drug may not be included in

the panel, the amount may be below the cutoff, or collection may have occurred outside the
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detection window.

A positive result does not necessarily show current intoxication, impairment, addiction, or

misuse. Some prescribed medicines are expected to produce positive results.

There is no single normal range for all urine drug tests. Cutoffs and interpretation vary by

laboratory, assay, age, sex, pregnancy status, medicines, and clinical context. Workplace

cutoffs may also differ from those used in healthcare.

- Negative: The target was not found above the test's cutoff

- Presumptive positive: The screen detected a chemical pattern associated with the target

- Confirmed positive: A more specific test identified the drug or metabolite

- Invalid or dilute: The sample could not be interpreted reliably

What affects the results

The most important issue is whether the panel can detect the specific substance. A general

"opioid" screen may detect morphine-related compounds but miss fentanyl, methadone,

buprenorphine, or oxycodone unless separate tests are ordered. Some benzodiazepine

screens can miss medicines such as lorazepam or clonazepam.

Other factors include:

For example, bupropion and some cold medicines have caused positive amphetamine screens

with certain assays. This does not happen with every test, and confirmation testing can usually

distinguish the substances.

A recent blood transfusion generally does not alter a urine drug screen directly. Exercise also

has little direct effect, although heavy exercise without enough fluid may make urine more

concentrated.

- Timing: Drugs remain detectable for different periods

- Pattern of use: Repeated use may extend the detection window

- Dose and metabolism: The body processes substances at different rates

- Kidney or liver function: These can affect drug breakdown and removal

- Urine concentration: Excess fluid can dilute results; dehydration can concentrate them

- Medicines: Some can cross-react with screening assays

- Supplements and foods: Hemp products may contain THC; poppy seeds may affect some
opioid tests
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- Pregnancy: Body and urine changes may affect concentration and interpretation

- Sample handling: Mislabeling, contamination, or substitution can make results unreliable

Accuracy and limitations

Screening immunoassays are designed to give quick answers, but they are not equally

accurate for every drug. They can say a substance is present when it is not. This may happen

because another medicine has a similar chemical structure.

They can also miss a substance that is present. This is more likely when the wrong panel is

ordered, the level is below the cutoff, the sample is dilute, or the assay does not respond well

to that particular drug.

A specific confirmation test is better when a result is unexpected or may affect medical

treatment, employment, custody, sport, or legal decisions. Confirmation greatly reduces errors

from cross-reactions and can identify an individual substance rather than only a broad drug

group.

Urine is often useful for detecting past exposure, but it is usually poor at showing present

impairment. Blood testing may be more useful for measuring selected drug concentrations

during suspected poisoning. Oral-fluid testing may better reflect more recent use for some

substances. Neither provides a perfect measure of impairment.

Home tests have similar limits. A home positive should not be treated as final without

appropriate laboratory confirmation.

Risks and complications

Providing a urine sample has no significant physical risk. You may find the collection process

awkward or uncomfortable, especially if observation is required.

Privacy and social consequences can be important. Ask how results will be stored, shared,

confirmed, and reviewed before decisions are made.

What happens next

A routine negative result may need no further action. During medicine monitoring, it may be

reviewed with your prescription history and the timing of your last dose.

An unexpected positive or negative result should usually be discussed rather than interpreted
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alone. The next step may be confirmation testing, checking whether the correct panel was

ordered, reviewing medicines, or collecting another sample.

Do not change or stop prescribed treatment based only on a screening result. If a result is

connected to employment or legal proceedings, follow the stated review or appeal process.

A urine drug screen is not an emergency test by itself. However, call emergency services if

someone is difficult to wake, has slow or stopped breathing, has blue or grey lips, experiences

a seizure, or has severe confusion after possible drug exposure. Do not wait for a urine result

before seeking emergency help.

Common questions

Can I drink coffee before a urine drug screen?

Usually, yes. Coffee does not normally require postponing the test. Avoid drinking unusually

large amounts of coffee or other fluids because diluted urine may be difficult to interpret.

Does the time of day matter?

Usually not. Some programs request a first-morning sample because it is often more

concentrated. Follow the collection site's instructions.

Can I exercise beforehand?

Normal activity is unlikely to affect the result. Heavy exercise may contribute to dehydration

and more concentrated urine, so keep your fluid intake normal.

Can prescription medicine make the test positive?

Yes. A prescribed medicine may be the substance being detected, or it may cross-react with

an initial screen. Report your medicines so an unexpected result can be reviewed and

confirmed.

How long will a drug stay detectable?

There is no single detection period. It changes with the drug, dose, repeated use, metabolism,

kidney and liver function, urine concentration, and the laboratory cutoff.

Can the test tell whether I was impaired?

Usually not. Urine can remain positive after the main effects have worn off. Impairment

requires assessment of timing, symptoms, examination findings, and sometimes other tests.
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