
Opioid Use and Overdose Risk Factors in University Students

● Young Canadians (15 to 24 y ears old) are the f astest-

growing population requiring hospitalization due to ov erdose 

as Canada f aces an opioid and mental health crisis1. Opioid 

use in those who hav e an early  onset bef ore 25 y ears-old 

f requently  persists into adulthood, hav ing long-lasting 

health, social and economic impacts 2.

● Giv en the disproportionate impact of  the current opioid 

crisis on y oung people, it is not only  important to better 

understand their opioid use, but also to identif y  potentially  

associated opioid ov erdose risk f actors.

● Sev eral studies hav e f ound v arious risk f actors that can 

substantially  increase one's risk of  opioid ov erdose such as 

alcohol use, substance use, mental health disorders, 

suicide ideation and childhood trauma 3-5.

Introduction

1. Analy ze the prev alence of  non-medical and medical 

opioid use among univ ersity  students by  estimating the 

prev alence of  lif etime use of  street opioids, prescription 

opioid not-as prescribed and as prescribed.

2. Examine the prev alence of  important ov erdose risk 

f actors in the subset of  the student population who 

initiated opioid use f or non-medical reasons in comparison 

with those who initiated use f or medical reasons.

● This study inv estigates data f rom an ongoing, weekly  

cross-sectional student mental health and substance use 

surv ey  at the Univ ersity of  British Columbia, which was 

weekly -administered since 2020 under the WHO World 

Mental Health College Student (WMH-ICS) Initiativ e.

● A preliminary  chi-squared analy sis was conducted 

using SPSS on the f irst 110 weeks of  data extracted in 

March 2022 (N=12454).

Methods

• Among students who hav e used opioids, most initiated use through 

medical use. Although opioid prescriptions can lead to f uture misuse, a 

prev ious analy sis of  this surv ey data observ ed that most people who 

receiv ed prescribed opioid are no longer using them 6.

• Compared to students who reported opioid use initiated by  medical 

reasons, our f indings suggest that students who began to use opioid 

without prescription hav e a signif icantly higher prev alence of  sev eral 

ov erdose risk f actors. Biopsy chosocial factors contributing to mental 

health issues may  initiate and/or perpetuate opioid misuse 3-5, and 

concomitant use of  opioid with alcohol, cannabis or pharmaceutical 

CNS depressants can cause CNS depression, thus, increasing the risk 

of  opioid ov erdose.

• In summary , our f indings highlight that students who began opioid 

use without prescription should be at particular concern f or health care 

prov iders and public health policy  makers to address the opioid crisis. 

Additionally , these f actors can be used to identif y  students at higher 

risk of  ov erdose.
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• Healthcare workers, f uture studies and initiativ es targeting opioid 

ov erdose in y oung Canadian student should be aware of  correlated 

psy chiatric disorder, substance use and childhood trauma history .

Future Directions
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Objectives

NON-MEDICAL REASONS (12.80%)

Student was offered opioids by someone 

who was prescribed them or used for a non-
medically indicated reason, took them from 

someone without their knowledge, or bought 
them on the street.

MEDICAL REASONS (87.20%)

Student was prescribed for cancer-

related pain and non-cancer pain (e.g., 
a sports lesion, back pain, etc.)

In which circumstance did you first use opioids? (N=1313)

Results

11.8%

1.1%

3.9%

LIFETIME USE OF OPIOIDS

PRESCRIPTION OPIOID USE AS PRESCRIBED

PRESCRIPTION OPIOID USE NOT AS PRESCRIBED

STREET OPIOID USE (e.g., f entany l, heroin)
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