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Introduction  

There are over 42,000 opioid-related deaths in the United States each year, according to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)τa figure that has been rising steadily since the turn of the century. 

The opioid death rate is now more than five times greater than it was in 1999.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the skyrocketing opioid-related deaths, there are countless Americans who are still abusing 

prescription medications. This means employers must figure out how best to address this crisis with 

employees. That is where Solutions At Work can help. 

The purpose of this toolkit is to help employers understand and deal with the opioid epidemic, create a 

healthier and more productive workforce, and reduce costs. This toolkit is not intended to replace the 

advice of a medical or legal professional. In many cases, you may need to contact a professional for 

assistance. However, this information can serve as a starting point for developing a meaningful opioid 

strategy.  
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What Are Opioids?  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŀǎƛŎ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ /5/ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƻǇƛƻƛŘǎ ŀǎ άŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ ŘǊǳƎǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǇŀƛƴΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƴƻǘ 

all opioids are the same. There is a wide range of legal and illegal drugs that are classified as opioids. For 

example, Vicodin, a legal painkiller commonly prescribed to patients, is an opioid. By comparison, heroin, 

an illegally manufactured drug that has no medical use, is also an opioid. Both are killing thousands each 

year. 

Opioids vs. Opiates  

These terms are used interchangeably by many who report on the opioid crisis. While this may be fine for 

a basic understanding, knowing the difference between opioids and opiates could matter to your 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊΦ  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This toolkit useǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƻǇƛƻƛŘέ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ to include both categories of drugs.  

Common Types of Opioids  

It should be clear by now that many drugs are considered opioids. Here are the names of some commonly 

abused opioids, with their brand names listed for recognition. These include prescription medications and 

illegal offshoots.  
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National Epidemic  

Opioid abuse is a national epidemic. Drug overdoses are one of the leading causes of death for Americans 

under the age of 50, according to data from the National Center for Health Statistics. With the popularity 

of synthetic opioids surging, experts predict the death toll will only increase.  

Unlike other drug epidemics, the reach of opioids is unique. This crisis affects all people in all economic 

classes, but in different ways. People who can afford prescription drugs are just as susceptible to an 

overdose as those who cannot afford them because of the unprecedented availability of cheap 

substitutes. This can make it extremely difficult to create a meaningful opioid strategy. 

Widespread availability illuminates an ironic problem for this epidemic: the solution is not withholding 

opioids altogether. The United States traditionally takes a hardline approach to drugs. It cracks down on 

manufacturing and distribution networks, outlaws substances and attempts to eliminate the product 

from the market. Unfortunately, this epidemic is especially difficult to control as many of these drugs are 

legally prescribed by doctors. 

Pharmaceutical companies created opioids and aggressively pushed these medications to doctors during 

the 1990s. The market soon became flooded and the number of patients being prescribed opioids rose 

sharply. Over the years, prescription pill addictions transformed and many began using heroin and 

fentanyl. Now, the country must figure out how to contend with a saturated market, new synthetic drugs 

and an unrelenting overdose rate. 

  

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm


 

 

8 

 

Addressing Opioids in the Workplace |  Provided by Clark & Associates of 

Nevada, Inc. 

Opioid Abuse Statistics  

These graphs illustrate the steep increase in opioid abuse between 2015 and 2016 alone. This information 

is based on provisional data from the National Center for Health Statistics, which may not reflect the 

actual figures due to underreporting at the time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analysis  

The number of opioid prescriptions jumped from 76 million in 1991 to 207 million in 2013. Now, two 

decades later, America struggles to separate abuse from legitimate use. 

Simply outlawing prescription opioids is not the answer. Many still serve important roles, like managing 

acute pain and anesthetizing patients. However, both legitimate and illegitimate use of opioids can lead 

to tolerance and require higher dosages to get the same effect. This can lead to addiction, and, in many 

cases, it can lead to an overdose.  

Synthetic opioids, like fentanyl, are much more potent than more commonly prescribed opioids. When 

users switch to these more concentrated forms, they are at extreme risk of overdosing. Users see a more 

potent alternative on the market, so they jump on the supposed deal. Unfortunately, many do not realize 

they must take smaller dosages of the new drug and end up overdosing. 

These tragic details cover only a small portion of the opioid crisis. There are still thousands trapped in the 

cycle between addiction and relapse. With the proper resources and planning, you can do your part and 

help your employees who are in need. Do not wait for any more overdoses before taking action.  

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/health_policy/monthly-drug-overdose-death-estimates.pdf
https://www.drugabuse.gov/about-nida/legislative-activities/testimony-to-congress/2016/americas-addiction-to-opioids-heroin-prescription-drug-abuse
https://www.samhsa.gov/workplace/resources
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What Employers Can Do  

The opioid crisis is not going away. Estimates show this epidemic costs the U.S. economy over $95 billion 

annually, with employers paying $18 billion of that themselves. And, these figures are only expected to 

rise. Employers need to do everything possible to combat the impact opioids have in the workplace.  

There is no silver bullet for this crisis. However, exploring new initiatives can help you develop your own 

strategy to best suit the needs of your employees. This section provides examples that may help you.  

Understanding the Impact  

Employers across the country are working to curb the misuse of prescription opioids. With more 

employees falling victim to addiction, employers are seeing lower productivity, higher health care costs 

and fewer qualified job applicants.  

When so much of the workforce is at risk of opioid abuse, that can put a strain on benefit programsτ

especially health care costs. Overprescribing creates ample room for abuse, which can result in employers 

paying more for their drug plan than they need to be.  

It can be hard to identify illegitimate use, especially with prescribed medications. Employers may need to 

try more unique approaches to curb opioid abuse. Addressing the problem with employees directly can 

be a good place to start. 

Employee Education  

Opioid abuse is not happening in a vacuum. Even if employees themselves are not using opioids, their 

lives may be affected by loved ones who are. This can indirectly affect their job performance and 

contribute to the overall crisis.  

Employers should do their best to provide employees with educational materials to help them 

understand and take action against the opioid crisis. Lasting reform can only happen if individuals take 

charge of their situation. Educating employees is the first step. 

 

 

 

 

Consider the following suggestions when developing your own communication campaign: 

Explain the Risks  

wŜƳƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ǎƛŘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŀōǎǘŀƛƴ from or seek 

treatment. Directly facing the consequences of your actions can be powerful, especially when paired with 

https://altarum.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-publication-files/Research-Brief_Opioid-Epidemic-Economic-Burden.pdf
https://altarum.org/sites/default/files/uploaded-publication-files/Research-Brief_Opioid-Epidemic-Economic-Burden.pdf
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other resources. Try putting up posters or sending information directly to employees that calls attention 

to the dangers of opioid misuse. 

Encourage Employees to Speak With a Doctor  

Sometimes employees do not think to speak to their doctors about opioid abuse. This could be because 

employees are worried about losing their prescriptions, or perhaps they do not know how their doctor 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇΦ wŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎΣ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Iw ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ 

medical issues stemming from opioids.  

Educate employees on the importance of speaking openly with their doctors. If they are worried about 

losing a prescription, explain that there are other effective ways to treat chronic pain. Most importantly, 

reassure employees that their doctors are there to help, not get them in trouble for misusing medication. 

Promote Your EAP  

Employee assistance programs (EAPs) can be extremely beneficial for your workforce. Traditionally, EAPs 

help with personal issues, like smoking cessation or stress management. However, they can also help with 

opioid usage.  

Like any other EAP, a program geared specifically toward opioids can help employees deal with this 

debilitating addiction and put energy back into their job. Read more about EAPs in the following section. 
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Employee Assistance Program s  

Because substance abuse and mental health issues can impact the workplace so significantly, many 

companies choose to offer EAPs. However, an EAP is only useful if it is tailored to your employeŜǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ 

In this case, employees need resources to fight their opioid addictions.  

An EAP supplies professionals who provide counseling to employees and their families in a safe and 

private atmosphere. Generally, all the information disclosed will remain confidential, and no disclosure to 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ 9!t ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƧŜƻǇŀǊŘƛȊŜ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΩǎ Ƨƻō 

or chance for promotion, which are two repercussions many drug users fear. These factors lower barriers 

and can encourage more people to seek help. 

The EAP makes a limited number of counseling sessions available to employees at no cost. Should an 

employee and his or her counselor decide that a referral to an outside provider is necessary, those costs 

will then be the emplƻȅŜŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  

Consult your EAP vendor to determine what the payment structure looks like so you can advise 

employees on best usage practices. 

Benefits of an EAP  

An EAP not only helps employees, it helps the entire business. When employees are in good mental and 

physical health, the whole organization benefits.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Offering an EAP can put employees in touch with experts who can help start their treatment.  

Opioid addiction should be treated like a chronic illness. Simply providing one treatment option will not 

help create lasting change. It takes time, energy and ongoing treatment to help reverse opioid addiction.  

Speak with your EAP vendor to discuss adaptions that can better meet the needs of your workforce.  
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5 Techniques to Rethink Pain Management  

NOTE: Pain management is a complicated issue that can affect anyone, regardless of background. Use this 

information to familiarize yourself with pain management options. A printable version for your employees 

is available in the appendix. 

There are many levels and different types of pain, making stand-alone treatment near impossible. 

Oftentimes, you may receive a prescription for your discomfort and nothing else. You are expected to 

treat your pain with the pills alone.  

However, taking a pill is not always the best solution for managing pain, and that treatment method can 

lead to misuse and addiction. When abused, prescription medication usage can spiral into addiction and 

bring about disastrous consequences. If you are suffering from chronic pain and worry about the dangers 

of addiction, speak with your doctor about these alternatives: 

 

 

 

This method is commonly incorporated into treatment strategies because of its proven benefits. Physical 

therapists specialize in getting to the root cause of pain, instead of focusing on its symptoms. 

Additionally, having someone direct your treatment can be more beneficial than using pills alone. 

 

 

 

Meditation is gaining popularity among those who want a more holistic approach for managing their pain. 

The method is focused on treating your body through your mind, arguing that one is no more important 

than the other. While exact practices differ, meditation tends to focus on activating and bolstering the 

areas of the brain that deal with pain through a variety of mental exercises. 

 

 

 

Acupuncture is an ancient practice that dates back thousands of years. The basic treatment involves 

pressing tiny needles with various degrees of pressure in specific points on the body. This is said to help 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŦƭƻǿΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊŜŀǘ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛons. 
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Chronic pain can linger for years without any relief, since it usually involves many underlying factors. For 

this reason, sufferers often avoid doing tasks that can cause pain. However, this can further the problem 

and make it even harder to do those tasks later on. Doing routine stretches and minor exercises, like 

walking, can help manage chronic pain and make it easier to move around as you age. 

 

 

 

While its name may invite skepticism, hypnotherapy is actually an accepted method for managing pain. 

Methods vary, but hypnosis usually involves enhancing concentration and increasing responsiveness. This 

focused state is reported to help people isolate and, eventually, decrease the sensitivity of the pain.  
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Introduce More Benefits for Better Result s 

EAPs and employee communication campaigns can be great for encouraging employees to get help for 

their addictions. Integrating these methods with other benefits options can create a more comprehensive 

opioid combat strategy. Here are some additional benefits you can offer to bolster your efforts: 

Mental Health Services  

Many health plans include access to some mental health services, but there may be more you can offer. 

Services like behavioral treatment, mental health inpatient services and substance abuse programs can 

strengthen your health plan and add greater value for employees. Speak with Clark & Associates of 

Nevada, Inc. about tailoring your health plan to incorporate these and other meaningful services. 

Wellness Programs  

Sometimes employees need an extra push to get started living a healthier lifestyle. Wellness programs 

could help do just that. Examples include subsidized gym memberships, weight-loss programs with prizes 

for hitting milestones, coupons for local health food stores, free health screenings and discounted 

personal training. 

Opioid addiction can take sufferers down a dark path. These wellness programsτand their perksτcan 

help encourage healthy behaviors and provide guidance for those in need. Paired with other treatment 

programs, wellness programs can help ensure those coping with addiction have a healthy mind and body.  

Pain Management Classes  

There are a number of pain management classes available for employees. Some are specifically created to 

combat the overreliance on prescription painkillers. These classes help educate opioid sufferers about 

sustainable pain management. Typically, programs integrate with multiple health professionals, like 

doctors, pharmacists, nurses and therapists. The goal is to teach patients about their risk of addiction if 

they are taking high doses of opioids and to inform them about alternative pain management techniques. 

This integration and ample resource allocation can create lasting change for those in need. 
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Leverage Plan Stakeholders and Their Data  

Employers are not alone in their battle against opioid abuse, as many other parties deal with this growing 

workplace crisis. Some of the most helpful individuals are your plan administrator, carrier and pharmacy 

benefit manager (PBM). These professionals are your resource for getting to the root of the opioid 

problem within your organization. Since they manage your pharmacy benefits, PBMs, plan administrators 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ.  

Start a conversation with these professionals about tailoring your pharmacy benefits to contend with the 

realities of workplace opioid addiction. Focus on the following suggested topics: 

Network and Coverage  

Adjusting your pharmaceutical network can help limit the places where employees are able to fill their 

prescriptions. For instance, some pharmacies set limits on opioid prescriptions during a certain time 

frame, so narrowing the network can help control opioid access. Additionally, a smaller network helps 

ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ άŘƻǳōƭŜ-ŘƛǇǇƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΦ ¸ƻǳ 

can even limit the quantity of pills employees get when filling an initial prescription, which can also 

reduce the risk of overprescribing.  

Pai n Management Inclusion  

As the previous sections emphasize, there are many alternatives to managing pain besides opioids. 

Physical therapy and acupuncture are examples of drug-free solutions, but there are also non-opioid 

prescriptions that can help. Covering these and other options under your pharmacy benefits can reduce 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƻǇƛƻƛŘǎΣ ōǳǘ 

feel constrained by what their insurance will cover. Including alternative pain management options will 

allow employees to choose the best solutions for their lifestyles. 

Employee Usage Numbers  

Understanding the scope of the opioid problem in your workplace is the first step to applying worthwhile 

changes to your pharmacy benefits. Your PBM can provide data on how many employees are using 

opioids and the frequency with which they fill prescriptions. Knowing these figures can help you 

determine where you need to make adjustments. For instance, if employees are filling their prescriptions 

every week or frequently visiting multiple doctors, you can focus on narrowing your coverage network.  

¸ƻǳǊ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ and implement effective changes. Self-

insured plans are especially well-equipped for getting data about what is affecting employees. Keep in 

mind the data must be refined so it does not identify specific employees, to comply with the Health 

Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). This is sometƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ 

with. 
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Data Evaluation  

You have access to large amounts of employee and plan data. Speak with Clark & Associates of Nevada, 

Inc., plan administrators or your PBM to find out who has your data. It can be overwhelming if you are 

unsure what to look for among the rows of pharmaceutical usage figures. A better approach may be to 

start with questions that you need answered and letting plan professionals identify applicable data sets.  

For instance, you may want to know if opioids are being used more heavily by employees than in years 

past and if dosages have followed the same trend. Your plan professionals can help analyze the data and 

paint a detailed picture. As always, be sure to comply with all HIPAA restrictions. Consult with your plan 

professionals for more information. 

Management Training  

aŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘs of opioids in the workplace. 

These are the individuals who help train, evaluate and manage employees, which allows them to view the 

opioid impact on a personal level. Since managers interact individually with staff on a regular basis, they 

can more easily spot patterns and identify employees exhibiting signs of substance abuse. Training 

managers to recognize these signs is extremely important for getting ahead of opioid addiction in your 

workplace.  

Identifying Risks  

Substance abuse is not always easy to spot, especially when it comes to opioids. Simply relying on 

common signs will not be sufficient for manager training. Managers should be taught to identify risks 

beyond the common signals of substance abuse, like an obvious odor of alcohol or bloodshot eyes, as 

these do not typically apply to opioid abusers. Sometimes employees go to great lengths to conceal their 

addictions from their employers. Managers must be vigilant to spot individuals who may be flying under 

the radar.  

Other potential identifiers of opioid abuse include employees facing sudden financial problems and 

exhibiting uncharacteristic mood swings. Managers should be familiar with these and other problem 

signals, and they should know how to proceed when they are identified. Consult your internal drug policy 

to ensure it clearly explains reporting procedures and includes steps for tactfully handling reasonable 

suspicion. 

Keep in mind substance abuse signals do not equal verified abuse. Be sure your drug policy outlines 

verification steps for managers and discourages baseless profiling.  
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Reading the Signs of Substance Abuse  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
































































