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Learning Objectives

• Understand the impact and complexity of the Opioid Crisis in Canada

• Define Opioid Stewardship and the major components of this strategy 
to help address the crisis

• Learn about resources available to advance opioid stewardship

• Describe a change in recommended opioid prescribing practices

• Describe emerging advice in the use of opioids in critical care

• Describe the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the number of 
opioid-related deaths and possible reasons why



© Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada

ISMP Canada is an independent 

not-for-profit organization dedicated 

to reducing preventable harm from 

medications

Our Vision: Zero preventable harm 

from medications

Our Mission: to identify risks in 

medication use systems, recommend 

optimal system safeguards, and 

advocate for safe  medication practices

ENABLE

EDUCATE

DELIVER

INNOVATE

ENGAGE



© Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada

Canadian Medication Incident Reporting 
and Prevention System (CMIRPS)

ISMP Canada, a key partner in the 
CMIRPS program together with 

Health Canada,

Canadian Institute for Health 
Information, 

Canadian Patient Safety Institute, 

and Patients for Patient Safety 
Canada
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ISMP Canada receives funding from Health Canada to support our role in CMIRPS
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We encourage you to report medication incidents

www.ismp-canada.org/err_report.htm

Practitioner Reporting Consumer Reporting 

www.safemedicationuse.ca/

5

http://www.ismp-canada.org/err_report.htm
http://www.safemedicationuse.ca/


How did we get from here…

To here?
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Opioid Crisis in Canada

What is the opioid crisis?
The opioid crisis is a complex public health issue. There are many factors 
that led us to the significant increase in opioid-related overdoses today. 
Some of these factors include:

•high rates of opioid prescribing
•the emergence of strong synthetic opioids in the illegal drug supply –
such as fentanyl and carfentanil

Health Canada:
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/substance-use/problematic-prescription-drug-
use/opioids/get-the-facts.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/substance-use/problematic-prescription-drug-use/opioids/get-the-facts.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/substance-use/problematic-prescription-drug-use/opioids/get-the-facts.html


In 2018, almost 1 in 8 people in 
Canada were prescribed opioids.

Canadian Institute for Health Information. 
Opioid Prescribing in Canada: How Are 
Practices Changing?. Ottawa, ON: CIHI; 2019.
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Opioid Crisis in Canada

Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses. Opioid-related Harms in Canada. Ottawa: Public Health 

Agency of Canada; September 2020. https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids

https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids
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Opioid Crisis in Canada

Opioid-related harms in Canada. Health Canada. 2019. Retrieved from: https://health-

infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids/maps?index=15

https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids/maps?index=15
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A complex crisis…

Pain

• Legal / Illegal drugs

• Prescribing practices

• Pharmaceutical industry

• Interprofessional 
collaboration

• Diversion of opioids in 
healthcare settings

Health

• Housing/education

• cultural safety

• equity

• Opioid-related stigma

• public health 
infrastructure

Mental Health

• Mental health supports

• Substance use disorder

• Community health 
supports
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One strategy…
Opioid 
Stewardship
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https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

Opioid Stewardship may be described as coordinated 
interventions designed to improve, monitor, and evaluate the 
use of opioids in order to support and protect human health.

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Resources 

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Patients & Families 

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Healthcare Providers

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Healthcare Providers

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Safe Storage & Disposal

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/

https://www.ismp-canada.org/opioid_stewardship/
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Diversion
• Diversion of controlled medications from 

hospitals is increasing
• From 2015 – 2019, hospital 

pharmacies in Canada reported more 
than 3000 incidents of lost or stolen 
controlled substances, mostly opioids 
(the majority are unexplained cause 
of loss)

• A provincial survey (2015) of 4,000 
RNs found that 3% of respondents 
self-identified as having a substance 
use disorder

• A systematic approach, including 
advancing a just and trusting safety 
culture needed to address diversion



©2020 Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada

Prescribing
The 2017 Canadian Guideline for Opioids for Chronic Non-Cancer Pain provided 10 
recommendations for the safe prescribing of opioids.

Recommendations include:
- Beginning with non-opioid pharmacotherapy, such as nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory 

drugs (NSAIDs), and non-pharmacological therapy

- If pain persists after these therapies have been optimized, recommendations are made 
to prescribe opioids with short durations of use and a maximum dose

- Steps to safely tapering patients who have been using long-term opioid therapy from 
high doses.

https://nationalpaincentre.mcmaster.ca/documents/Opioid%20GL%20for%20CMAJ_01may2017.pdf

https://nationalpaincentre.mcmaster.ca/documents/Opioid%20GL%20for%20CMAJ_01may2017.pdf


https://www.ismp-
canada.org/download/OpioidStewardshi
p/navigating-opioids-11x17-canada.pdf

https://www.ismp-canada.org/download/OpioidStewardship/navigating-opioids-11x17-canada.pdf
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How are prescribing patterns changing?

From 2016 to 2017, the total quantity of opioids dispensed in 
Canada declined by more than 10% and the number of 
prescriptions for opioids declined by over 400,000 — the first 
decline in prescriptions since 2012. 

Canadian Institute for Health Information. Opioid Prescribing in Canada: 
How Are Practices Changing?. Ottawa, ON: CIHI; 2019.
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How are prescribing patterns changing?

Canadian Institute for Health Information. Opioid Prescribing in Canada: 
How Are Practices Changing?. Ottawa, ON: CIHI; 2019.
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How are prescribing patterns changing?

Canadian Institute for Health Information. Opioid Prescribing in Canada: 
How Are Practices Changing?. Ottawa, ON: CIHI; 2019.
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Opioid-related deaths – key changes

Understanding the implications of a shifting opioid landscape in Ontario. Healthcare Quarterly. 22(3). Oct. 2019.
Understanding the Implications of a Shifting Opioid Landscape in Ontar (longwoods.com)

https://www.longwoods.com/content/26025/healthcare-quarterly/understanding-the-implications-of-a-shifting-opioid-landscape-in-ontario


Although opioid stewardship in the setting of 
chronic pain is of paramount importance in 

curbing the ongoing epidemic, long-term 
prescription opioid use often begins with 

treatment of acute pain.

Dowell D, Haegerich TM, Chou R. CDC Guideline for prescribing opioids 
for chronic pain-United States. JAMA. 2016;315(15):1624-1645.
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Opioids In Critical Care

✓Progression from acute to chronic pain is well-documented in 
surgical and trauma patients

✓Appropriate analgesia in the perioperative period has been shown to 
decrease the progression to chronic pain states

Implications of the opioid epidemic for critical care practice. Erstad, Brian L. 
Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy. 2019;2:161-166.
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Opioids In Critical Care

✓Approximately 50% of patients report moderate to severe pain 
during their ICU stay on surveys given after ICU discharge

✓In another study, more than one-third of ICU patients required no 
opioids during their ICU stay.

Implications of the opioid epidemic for critical care practice. Erstad, Brian L. 
Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy. 2019;2:161-166.
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Opioids In Critical Care

✓Structured approach to pain assessment (self-report, if not, BPS, CPOT, 
etc.) and management essential (see also PADIS Guidelines, 2018  –
https://www.sccm.org/ICULiberation/News/Hot-off-the-Press-New-
PADIS-Guideline)

✓Opioids play a key role in treating acute, severe pain states

✓Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), acetaminophen, and 
ketamine as primary therapy or adjuncts (concerns with complications in 
some patients)

Implications of the opioid epidemic for critical care practice. Erstad, Brian L. 
Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy. 2019;2:161-166.

https://www.sccm.org/ICULiberation/News/Hot-off-the-Press-New-PADIS-Guideline
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Opioids In Critical Care

✓Gabapentin, pregabalin, or carbamazepine for neuropathic pain 
(multimodal regimen)

✓Standardized pain management protocols and real-time decision 
supports are key – consider non-pharmacological interventions such 
as massage/touch, relaxation/distraction, music therapy, cold, etc.

✓Specific strategies for pain control in the critical care setting 
emerging but limited evidence base at this time

Implications of the opioid epidemic for critical care practice. Erstad, Brian L. 
Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy. 2019;2:161-166.
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Opioids In Critical Care

✓Opioids used as a weaning strategy may lead to increased prescribing 
at hospital discharge and possible chronic opioid use

✓With prolonged opioid use in the ICU, consider possible iatrogenic 
opioid withdrawal

Implications of the opioid epidemic for critical care practice. Erstad, Brian L. 
Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy. 2019;2:161-166.
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Opioids In-hospital
❑ No multiple range orders                                                                                              

Avoid: Hydromorphone 1-2mg IV/SQ q1-2 hours prn

❑ No multiple opioid orders (unless clinically required)                                                
Avoid: Hydromorphone 1-2mg  PO q4hrs prn and morphine PO 2.5-5mg 
q4hrs prn

❑ Fentanyl patch (other topicals too) requires some other type of PO opioid 
for breakthrough

❑ No multiple routes of the same drug/dose                                                                  
Avoid: Hydromorphone 1-2mg IV/SQ/PO q1-2 hours prn

❑ Develop standardized pain management protocols  and real-time 
decision supports are key
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Ontario Opioid-Related Deaths During COVID-19

Preliminary Patterns in Circumstances Surrounding Opioid-Related Deaths in Ontario during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Toronto, ON: 
Ontario Drug Policy Research Network; 2020. https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf

https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf
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Preliminary Patterns in Circumstances Surrounding Opioid-Related Deaths in Ontario during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Toronto, ON: 
Ontario Drug Policy Research Network; 2020. https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf

Ontario Opioid-Related Deaths During COVID-19

https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf
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Preliminary Patterns in Circumstances Surrounding Opioid-Related Deaths in Ontario during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Toronto, ON: 
Ontario Drug Policy Research Network; 2020. https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf

Ontario Opioid-Related Deaths During COVID-19

https://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Opioid-Death-Infographic_FINAL.pdf


©2020 Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada



©2020 Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada

A Key Partner in the Canadian Medication Incident Reporting and Prevention System

Questions / Discussion


