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Opioids in the trades
•	 Keep learning together—and keep talking 

openly about mental health.

Some ways to support at-risk co-workers:

•	 Be a bridge between your co-worker and the 
appropriate sources of professional help.

•	 Act quickly. The earlier a problem is found and 
treated, the better. If you are concerned but 
do nothing, the problem could get worse.

•	 You do not need to diagnose or counsel 
your co-worker. Your honest support may be 
enough to motivate them to seek counselling.

If your co-worker’s personal problems put 
workplace safety at risk, you must take action 
to safeguard your co-worker, yourself, and your 
fellow workers.

Take immediate action when:

•	 You suspect your co-worker may be impaired 
by alcohol or drugs—such as opioids—while at 
work.

•	 You believe a co-worker is not fit for work. 
You do not have to know the reason that they 
are unfit for work or potentially unsafe. Report 
your concerns to a supervisor, who should 
then take appropriate action.

This can be a tough step to take. You may feel 
like you are betraying a friend. But remember that 
your decision can save lives. Your actions are part 
of the solution, not part of the problem.

Demonstrate

Describe the signs and symptoms of an opioid 
overdose, including:

•	 Slow, weak breathing, or not breathing at all

•	 Blue lips or nails

•	 Dizziness or confusion

•	 Choking, gurgling, or snoring sounds

•	 Drowsiness or difficulty staying awake

Naloxone is a drug that can temporarily stop 
the effects of opioids and help restore breathing 
during an overdose. Find out where to get a free 
naloxone kit (and learn how to use it) at  
Ontario.ca/naloxone. Let your workers know who 
at the workplace is trained and authorized to 
administer this life-saving drug.

Opioids are a class of drugs that include the 
illegal drug heroin, synthetic opioids such as 
fentanyl, and pain relievers available legally by 
prescription, including oxycodone (OxyContin®), 
hydrocodone (Vicodin®), codeine, and morphine.

Opioid overdoses and deaths are a public health 
crisis affecting many working Canadians. Using 
alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, and other substances 
can also negatively affect employees, their 
families, and workplaces.

Explain dangers

Workers in construction are particularly 
vulnerable to opioid addiction and the harms it 
can cause. The reasons why are complex, but the 
need for pain management, a “work hard, play 
hard” culture, and social stigma are significant 
factors. 

In 2020, at least 2,500 Ontarians died of drug 
overdoses—up from 1,500 in 2019, a 60 per cent 
increase. Of the victims who were employed, 30 
per cent worked in construction, making it by far 
the most impacted industry.

Identify controls 

Stigma is a set of negative attitudes or beliefs 
about a person, group of people, or circumstance. 
It has a significant impact on the experiences of 
people with substance-use disorders and how 
they are treated in the workplace. The stigma 
associated with addiction can be a barrier to 
seeking help.

Take these important steps to help reduce stigma:

•	 Remember that addiction is a treatable 
medical condition, not a choice. It is deserving 
of care just like any other medical condition.

•	 Ask yourself if your attitudes and behaviours 
have been influenced by negative stereotypes, 
stories, and images about drug users.

•	 Do not define any person by their drug use.

•	 Be respectful, compassionate, and caring to 
those who use drugs.about available supports 
(e.g., Employee Assistance Programs), and 
seek help when you need it.
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More resources

Explore the following resources:

•	 Alberta Health Services’ free download, Does 
someone I work with have a problem?, offers 
additional information about identifying the 
signs of an alcohol- or drug-abuse problem in 
a co-worker, and how to offer them help.

•	 The National Overdose Response Service is 
a confidential telephone hotline that offers 
support for individuals when they use drugs.

•	 The Brave App provides a similar service for 
iPhones and Android-based devices.

Questions

Consider asking your crew these questions after 
delivering the safety talk:

•	 What are some of the signs that a person may 
be experiencing an opioid overdose?

•	 What should you do if you come across 
someone experiencing an opioid overdose?

Print and distribute these pages to your group:

•	 Signs and symptoms of an opioid overdose

•	 Opioid Overdoses: What to Do 

Some workplaces may have specific training for 
administering Naloxone. Ask what your workplace 
is doing with regard to the opioid crisis. If no 
strategy is in place, use this safety talk as a way 
to start the conversation and equip your workers 
with some basic knowledge.

Do you have questions? Did your crew have 
questions you could not answer? Remember, it 
is okay to not have all the answers. For further 
support, please contact IHSA by email:  
info@ihsa.ca.

Prepare

•	 Review IHSA’s Mental health safety talks: 
facilitator’s guide (W131) for advice on how 
to talk about mental health with workers, 
encourage participation, and become a 
workplace mental health leader.

•	 Watch The Other Pandemic video series, 
which outlines the industry-specific factors 
that place workers in the trades at greater risk 
of opioid use.

•	 Read Health Canada’s webpage on addressing 
the stigma surrounding drug use—particularly 
the section on changing how you talk about 
drug use.

•	 Bookmark these additional resources from the 
U.S.-based Center for Construction Research 
and Training to help prevent opioid deaths in 
the construction industry.

•	 Post the Opioid Overdoses: What to Do 
poster.

Reinforce

•	 Learn the signs and symptoms of an opioid 
overdose and describe them to your workers.

•	 Find out where to get a free naloxone kit in 
Ontario, and learn how to use it.

•	 Share the Naloxone: Save a Life fact sheet.

•	 Let your workers know who at the workplace 
has been trained and is authorized to 
administer this life-saving drug.

Next steps

The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and 
Safety offers a free eLearning course (approx.  
30 min.) to help you address the stigma 
surrounding substance use in the workplace.
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Facilitator support resources

https://www.nors.ca/
https://www.thebraveapp.com/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/overdose.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/overdose.html?utm_campaign=hc-sc-opioids%20stigma%20reduction-24-25-en&utm_source=ggl&utm_medium=sem&utm_content=ad-text-en&adv=2425-628500&utm_term=overdose&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiA3Na5BhAZEiwAzrfagPQnEkaXaCWKU41SSAwzGHztN4-ZvSOYhqnFVGRRzCE3jmHX1NClshoClVkQAvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.ihsa.ca/products/W131
https://www.ihsa.ca/products/W131
https://theotherpandemic.ca/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/stigma.html#a5
https://www.cpwr.com/research/research-to-practice-r2p/r2p-library/other-resources-for-stakeholders/mental-health-addiction/opioid-resources/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/opioid-overdose-poster.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/opioid-overdose-poster.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/overdose.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/overdose.html
https://www.ontario.ca/page/where-get-free-naloxone-kit
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/naloxone-save-a-life-fact-sheet.html
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/hc-sc/documents/services/publications/healthy-living/naloxone-save-a-life.pdf
https://www.ccohs.ca/products/courses/substance-use-stigma

