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ISMP Canada

The Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada is an 
independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to reducing 

preventable harm from medications. 

www.ismp-canada.org
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Objectives

• Provide an overview of the opioid crisis in Canada, its 
history and the Joint Statement of Action to Address 
the Opioid Crisis.

• Describe Opioid Stewardship knowledge translation 
strategies.
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What is the definition of an opioid crisis?
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How did we get to an opioid crisis?
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Background Information

• Opioid therapy has not been shown to be safe and effective 
for long-term treatment for pain

• Long-term opioid therapy is often overprescribed for patients 
with chronic non-cancer pain

• Many patients are receiving opioids at high daily dosages

• Increasing trends in opioid addiction (opioid use disorder) and 
opioid-related overdose
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Background Information

• Patients who take opioids develop tolerance to the drugs. This 
often leads the patient or prescriber to increase the dose.

• Physical dependence can make it difficult to lower the dose or 
stop therapy. The drugs are then continued - to prevent  
opioid withdrawal symptoms.

• Few physicians and even fewer patients appreciate that 
opioid-induced hyperalgesia can occur. Increasing the dose 
further increases pain and risk.
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Original 1980 Level Canada
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Deaths from opioids are increasing
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More harm from non-pharmaceutical opioids
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Ontario Heroin and Synthetic
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Some Theories on the Crisis
(these are controversial)

• Porter and Jick letter in the NEJM 1980
• Very low incidence of addiction

• Organizations became focussed on measuring 
and dealing with pain

• 5th vital sign

• Joint Commission, Veteran's Affairs, Pain Societies
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Some Theories on the Crisis
(these are controversial)

• Influence of Pharmaceutical Industry
• Marketing to prescribers

• Direct advertising

• Funding for experts

• Educational programs

• Advocacy funding

• Pain Societies
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Some Theories on the Crisis
(these are controversial)

• Literature on treatment of non cancer pain 
with opioids

• Pain guidelines
• Expanded role of opioids

• Multiple pain guidelines from many organizations
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What is Canada doing about the Opioid Crisis?
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• Prevention

– Education to patients/consumers

– Public awareness

– Prescribing education

– Investment in non-opioid 
therapies for pain

• Pharmaceutical and non-
pharmaceutical

– Tamper resistant formulations

ISMP Canada 2018



• Treatment

– Opioid replacement therapy

• Methadone/buprenorphine

– Counselling and Support

– Mental Health wellness programs

– Health care worker education

– Addiction is a disease
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• Harm Reduction

– Supervised injection sites

• Sterile needles and syringes

• Staff able to respond to overdose

– Naloxone programs

• Take home naloxone

• First responder naloxone
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• Enforcement

– More resources to investigation

– Stronger border controls

– Control on pre-cursor chemicals

– Change focus from low-level drug 
users to higher level distributors 
and suppliers
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How do we as a society ensure opioid access to 
those who benefit?

How do we minimize harm?

Very nuanced and complex issue
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Joint Statement of Action to Address 
the Opioid Crisis

• Th Joint Statement of Action to Address the 
Opioid Crisis reflects a combined commitment 
to act on this crisis. 

• We have agreed to work within our respective 
areas of responsibility to improve prevention, 
treatment and harm reduction. 
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Opioid Stewardship 

Coordinated interventions designed to improve, 
monitor, and evaluate the use of opioids in 

order to support and protect human health. 

Note: We need to explore how other countries 
manage pain without opioids; we can do better.
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Available from: www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Available from: www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/



Family Practice Resource 
for Pain Management 
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Available from: www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/



Opioids for pain after surgery: 
Your questions answered

Available from: www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/



Storage and Disposal

Available from: www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/



Opioid Prescriptions Over Time

Ontario Drug Policy Research Network



Thank You

Sylvia Hyland: shyland@ismp-canada.org

General Inquiries: info@ismp-canada.org

There are no commercial financial affiliations related to the 
content of the presentation or enduring material.
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