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Objective:

To review what the research tells us about opioid-related harms among 
workers and the role of the workplace*

*Spoiler alert:

Still a work in progress…
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Today’s presentation
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Recent trends in the opioid toxicity crisis in Canada

Total of 34,455 apparent opioid toxicity deaths 
between January 2016 and September 2022

Source: Federal, provincial, and territorial Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses. Opioid- and 
stimulant-related Harms in Canada. Ottawa: Public Health Agency of Canada; March 2023. https://health-
infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants

https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants
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Males of working age disproportionately affected

Source: Federal, provincial, and territorial Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses. Opioid- and 
stimulant-related Harms in Canada. Ottawa: Public Health Agency of Canada; March 2023. https://health-
infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants

https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants
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Occupational patterns in opioid-related harms
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Opioid-related deaths in BC (2016-2017)

Source: Illicit Drug Overdose Deaths in BC: Findings of Coroners’ Investigations. September 2018. 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/deaths/coroners-
service/statistical/illicitdrugoverdosedeathsinbc-findingsofcoronersinvestigations-final.pdf

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicitdrugoverdosedeathsinbc-findingsofcoronersinvestigations-final.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicitdrugoverdosedeathsinbc-findingsofcoronersinvestigations-final.pdf
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Opioid-related poisoning events (fatal and non-fatal) in 
BC (2014-2016)

Source: Understanding the socioeconomic profile of people who experienced opioid overdoses in British Columbia, 2014 to 2016. 
2021. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2021002/article/00003-eng.htm

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/2021002/article/00003-eng.htm
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Opioid-related deaths in Ontario (2017-2018)

Source: Opioid mortality surveillance report: analysis of opioid-related deaths in Ontario July 2017-June 2018. 2019. 
https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Opioid-Mortality-Surveillance-Report-FINAL.pdf

https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Opioid-Mortality-Surveillance-Report-FINAL.pdf


High-risk occupational groups:

• Construction and trades

• Natural resources (mining, 
extraction, forestry, fisheries)

• Transportation

• Maintenance

• Healthcare

• Services
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Opioid-related deaths in the United States
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How might the workplace play a role in these 
patterns?



11

The role of workplace injuries and pain

Workplace 
injuries and pain

Many high-risk groups in physically demanding jobs 
with high rates of injury 

• Pain
• Functional interference
• Poor mental health

• Return to work challenges
• Pressure to return
• Availability of workplace accommodations
• Availability of sick leave
• Job precarity
• Intermittent interruptions in employment



• Several studies document opioid prescribing to be common after injury 
• Includes prolonged opioid use

• Some data also suggest workers’ compensation claimants more likely 
to receive opioids than those with other injuries
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Opioid prescribing after work-related injuries



13Source: J Occup Environ Med. 2022 Dec 1;64(12):e823-e832. doi: 10.1097/JOM.0000000000002709.



Among coroner records of those who have died:
• Some evidence of decedents having a prior work-related injury
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Is there research linking workplace injuries and opioid-
related harms?

Source: Am J Ind Med. 2013 Mar;56(3):308-16. 
Source: Lives lost to opioid toxicity among Ontarians who worked in the construction 
industry. ODPRN. 2022. https://odprn.ca/research/publications/opioids-in-the-
construction-industry/

https://odprn.ca/research/publications/opioids-in-the-construction-industry/
https://odprn.ca/research/publications/opioids-in-the-construction-industry/


Among workers who have been injured at work:
• Prolonged time off work associated with higher risk of death
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Is there research linking workplace injuries and opioid-
related harms?

Source: Am J Ind Med. 2020 Mar;63(3):209-217.



Comparing workers who have been injured at work to the general 
population: 

• Elevated risk of opioid-related death
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Is there research linking workplace injuries and opioid-
related harms?

Source: Am J Ind Med. 2020 Mar;63(3):209-217.



Comparing workers who have been injured at work to non-injured 
workers: 

• Elevated risk of opioid-related death
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Is there research linking workplace injuries and opioid-
related harms?

Source: Occup Environ Med. 2020 Sep;77(9):648-653.
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What are other potential reasons behind these patterns?

MALE-
DOMINATED 

OCCUPATIONS

Gender norms of 
working through 
pain, showing 

strength

SUBSTANCE 
USE 

WORKPLACE 
NORMS

Cultural notions 
of working 

through pain

WORK 
ENVIRONMENT 

FACTORS

E.g., work 
demands, 

support, isolated 
work 

DISCLOSURE
CONCERNS

Stigma, fear of 
reprisal or other 
consequences
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A new Ontario study



Overall project objective: 
To establish a surveillance program to monitor opioid-related harms in 
the Ontario workforce by adapting an existing resource, the 
Occupational Disease Surveillance System (ODSS)

• Collaboration between IWH and the Occupational Cancer Research 
Centre at Ontario Health
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IWH/OCRC project



• Unique system that can identify and monitor trends in work-related 
disease in Ontario

• Established by linking existing provincial health databases to job 
information
§ linkage of WSIB claims records from 1983 to 2019 to hospitalization 

(DAD) and emergency department data (NACRS) from 2006 to 2020

• Analytical cohort of approximately 1.7 million formerly injured workers 

The Occupational Disease Surveillance System (ODSS)
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Project website:

www.opioidsandwork.ca
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Do you want to know more?
Coming soon!

http://www.opioidsandwork.ca/
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Upcoming IWH Speaker Series presentation

Date: June 13, 2023
Presenters: Dr. Nancy Carnide and Dr. Paul Demers

Visit www.iwh.on.ca/events/speaker-series to sign up soon!

http://www.iwh.on.ca/events/speaker-series


This document/slide is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Thank you

ncarnide@iwh.on.ca 

@nancycarnide

Nancy Carnide   
Associate Scientist, Institute for Work & Health
Assistant Professor, Dalla Lana School of Public Health, University of Toronto

www.iwh.on.ca

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:ncarnide@iwh.on.ca


Sign up online for our monthly e-alerts, our quarterly newsletter, 
event notifications and more: iwh.on.ca/subscribe

Follow @iwhresearch on Twitter: 
twitter.com/iwhresearch

Connect with us on LinkedIn:                      
linkedin.com/company/institute-for-work-and-health

Subscribe to our YouTube channel: 
youtube.com/iwhresearch

Keep up on evidence-based practices from IWH
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