
Pain,
Drugs &

Work Culture 

A trifecta leading 
to hazards for 
workers and 
workplaces 



Chronic Pain? 

Chronic pain (or 
persistent pain) is 
determined when 

pain happens to last 
longer than three 

months.  



Chronic pain is 
a disease

And…



Prevalence of Chronic Pain in Society 
• Eight million people in Canada live with chronic pain

• Studies suggest that up to 40% of North American workers 
experience chronic pain.

• This exceeds the number of people with cancer, diabetes, and 
heart disease combined.  

• We also know that pain disproportionately impacts workers 
in the trades.  



Complex and varied 

Chronic pain is linked to conditions that 
include:

ü Headache
ü Arthritis
ü Cancer
ü Nerve pain
ü Back pain
ü Fibromyalgia

• Chronic pain can be an unstable 
condition.  

• Pain can be debilitating



Chronic pain and work 

Chronic pain is associated with 
o increased absence, 
o decreased job performance, 
o concentration problems, 
o physical limits 
o displays of impatience toward coworkers and 

customers, 
o problematic substance use. 

Chronic pain can be an invisible condition and 
workers will often go to great lengths to conceal 
it. 



Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) 

• According to the WSIB, musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) 
represent over 40 per cent of all lost-time compensation claims 
in Ontario.

• Left unaddressed, MSDs threaten both worker health and safety 
and businesses’ economic performance. 

• About 34 per cent of construction workers have at least one 
MSD symptom.

• Compared to those without MSDs, prescription opioid use 
tripled among construction workers with MSDs.



Drugs on site?  

Yup, likely!  

So….what do we do? 

Focus on 
Safety First!



Safety First!
1. Manage impairment concerns effectively

2. Create a safe work environment – help prevent 
accidents, injuries and illness and foster employee well-
being. 

Do this by: 
• Paying careful attention to work conditions, and identifying and 

eliminating potential hazards, could prevent chronic pain for 
many workers. 

• Practice safe ergonomics and help structure work to minimize 
chronic strain on the body where possible.

• Check out CSA’s Z1008 on managing impairment in the 
workplace. 

• And more…



Employers have a duty to support

• Workplaces can support those living with chronic pain, just as 
they can support individuals living with other chronic illnesses 
like diabetes or cancer. 

• Because chronic pain is considered a disease and can be 
disabling, it should be managed through a workplace 
disability management (WDM) system.

• Disabilities are a protected ground under the Human Rights 
Act of Ontario.  

• Supporting workers as they manage their pain at work is not 
only a legal obligation; it is also the compassionate response 
to those in need of accommodation and support in the 
workplace. 



Culture and Stigma towards Chronic Pain

• Personal attitudes and beliefs about 
chronic pain can place undue barriers in 
the workplace. 

• Workers may feel reluctant to talk about 
their pain due to the fear of 
stigmatization, discrimination, or job 
loss.

• “Suck it up and get back to work” 
attitude can lead to self-medication, 
increasing risk to worker and co-
workers. 



Supporting chronic pain at work 

A 2021 Harvard Business Review 
study showed that leaders have 
limited awareness and knowledge of 
how to lead those with chronic pain. 

• 80% of leaders recognize that chronic 
pain was a concern for their workers.  

• 80% of leaders do not know how to deal 
with workers in pain. 

• 77% of leaders want to know what they 
can do to help. 



So what can be done to help? 
1. Listen to the worker and work towards finding solutions 
2. Help all workers to understand the need for safe and informed 

chronic pain management.  
3. Increase access to chronic pain management resources for all 

workers. 
4. Encourage workers who have chronic or acute pain to seek 

individualized pain management treatment plans with a 
knowledgeable primary care provider.

5. Be ready in case an opioid related emergency occurs – get 
Naloxone on every work site! 

6. Demonstrate compassion, it could be you next. 



Be Prepared to Help 
Reverse

an Opioid Overdose

Need Naloxone kits for your workplace?



A mini “Pain” Safety Talk Series 



• Opioid Abuse in Chronic Pain —
Misconceptions and Mitigation 
Strategies | New England Journal of 
Medicine (nejm.org)

• About Chronic Pain, its Impacts, and 
Treatments

• CSA Z1011:20 Work disability 
management system 

• Information on talking to your doctor 
about prescribed opioids

• Pain Canada
• McMaster University Michael G. DeGroote 

National Pain Centre (includes a listing of 
Canadian pain clinics)

Chronic Pain Management, Disability 
Management and Ergonomics 

• Canadian Pain Society
• Chronic Pain Network
• Arthritis Society: Arthritis Pain 
Management Guide
• Canadian Agency for Drugs and 
Technologies in Health: Evidence on 
pain management
• International Association for the 
Study of Pain
• Centre of Research Expertise for the 
Prevention of Musculoskeletal 
Disorders

https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMra1507771
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMra1507771
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMra1507771
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMra1507771
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/chronic-pain.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/chronic-pain.html
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/CSA%20Z1011%3A20/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/CSA%20Z1011%3A20/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/talking-with-healthcare-provider.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/talking-with-healthcare-provider.html
https://www.paincanada.ca/
https://npc.healthsci.mcmaster.ca/my-resources/
https://npc.healthsci.mcmaster.ca/my-resources/
https://www.canadianpainsociety.ca/?
https://cpn-rdc.ca/
https://arthritis.ca/treatment/pain-management/arthritis-pain-management-guide
https://arthritis.ca/treatment/pain-management/arthritis-pain-management-guide
https://www.cadth.ca/pain
https://www.cadth.ca/pain
https://www.cadth.ca/pain
https://www.iasp-pain.org/
https://www.iasp-pain.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201025200648/https:/www.msdprevention.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201025200648/https:/www.msdprevention.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201025200648/https:/www.msdprevention.com/
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