
Making sense of Drug Overdose

In Canada, drug overdose is the third leading cause of all deaths, after cancer and cardiovascular deaths. The COVID-19 pandemic certainly 
accelerated an already substantial problem. Accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, Canada has seen 120% increase year over year in opioid 
toxicity events (not accounting for other illegal substances), particularly Fentanyl. More than half (60%) of accidental opioid related deaths 
from January to September 2020 in Canada also involved a stimulant, reflecting the polysubstance nature of this crisis. Globally, an estimated 
585,000 died due to drug use in 2017. 
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The following charts track the trends in the US, and Canada has similar findings.
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Since COVID-19, there are several factors that have contributed to the rise in overdoses:
• increasing toxic drug supply
• increased mental health crises caused by isolation, stress and anxiety
• limited accessibility of services for people who use drugs

Statistics Canada's January to September 2020 study of overdose deaths:

96% 20-49 22% vs 10%
deemed to be  
accidental.

The highest demographic in both males and 
females, with males being greater than females.

Among females, 22% of accidental opioid toxicity deaths involved 
one pharmaceutical opioid, compared to 10% among males.
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Since 1973, Optimum Reassurance has been offering its clients in the Canadian market with professional 
reinsurance services and capacity. Optimum Reassurance is a subsidiary of the Montreal-based holding 
company, Optimum Group. Optimum Group is a privately owned international financial group active in life 
reinsurance, property and casualty insurance, life insurance, actuarial consulting and asset management.

For non-fatal overdose history, the following is important to underwriting:
1. Was overdose accidental or a suicide attempt?
2. What is the duration of time since overdose?
3.  Are there any indications of hypoxic brain injury? It is an under-reported consequence of overdose. Signs or symptoms can include 

complaints related to balance and coordination; sensory changes; reduced concentration, memory or cognitive process; or suspected 
changes in oral and written communication.

4.  Are there any co-morbid mental health disorders – severity, recurrence, treatment plans, 
compliance with psychotherapy.

5. Is there work and life stability? – supportive family, stable occupation
6.  Are there concomitant pain syndromes? – chronic pain syndromes, such as arthritis  

or degenerative back disorders
7. What is the age of applicant? – older age onset usage may suggest more cautious underwriting
8. Is there co-morbid alcohol usage?
9. Is there a prescription history of opioids? 
10.  Are narcotics frequently required for pain control of minor pain syndromes? Are there earlier fills 

of narcotic prescriptions? Are there lost narcotic prescriptions? 
11. Is there any history of buprenorphine, naloxone or methadone usage?
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In 2020, Canadian coroners and medical examiners (MEs) weighed in on this overdose crisis  
via a survey and data provided to Statistics Canada:
All sociodemographic and socioeconomic 
groups are affected
•  Overdose deaths are not only happening 

among people with long-term substance 
use. There is an increased risk in first 
time users and those with occasional 
substance use

•  Death toll spans all sociodemographic  
and socioeconomic groups

•  Increased deaths from those suffering 
from chronic pain

•  Conclusion - the profile of people who  
are dying has changed in recent years

Mental health, substance use disorder, 
trauma, and stigma
•  A history of mental health concerns, 

substance use disorder, trauma,  
and stigma were commonly identified  
by coroners and MEs

•  Some of the individuals who died from  
an overdose experienced multiple  
of these concurrent comorbidities

•  Those people with untreated or 
undiagnosed mental health concerns  
were identified as high risk

Reduced drug tolerance
•  Reduced drug tolerance was identified  

as a factor by some participants
•  For example  - overdoses in those recently 

release from incarceration or discharged 
from a treatment centre. Due to prolonged 
lag of exposure, they were considered 
relatively drug naïve with reduced drug 
tolerance. Consumption of drug, even in 
lower doses that previously required for 
euphoria, is sufficient for fatal overdose
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