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The Georgia COVID-19 Emotional 
Support Line, 1-866-399-8938,  

provides 24/7 free & confidential  
assistance to callers  

needing emotional support  
or resource information during  

the COVID-19 pandemic. 
www.LiveDrugFree.org 
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 COVID-19 and the Opioid  
Epidemic 
 
More than seven months into the 
COVID-19 pandemic in America, 
many individuals, families, communi-
ties, and businesses are still strug-
gling to cope with the virus. Hun-
dreds of thousands of companies 
continue to require social distancing 
and mask-wearing in the workplace, 
along with numerous other safety 
measures. 
 
Some employees have not been able 
to return to work at all yet, and oth-
ers are still required to work from 
home. The isolation and stress of 
these lifestyle changes has led to an 
increase in substance abuse and new 
risks for millions of people in our 
country who are already suffering 
due to America’s opioid crisis. 
 
Pandemic + Epidemic = Disaster 
 
Just as progress was beginning to be 
made in combating the opioid epi-
demic, COVID-19 created new chal-
lenges that seem to have derailed 
those efforts on a nationwide scale. 
Shortly after the pandemic hit the 
U.S., the American Medical Associa-
tion began reporting increases in 
drug-related mortality, mental health 
crises, suicide, and addiction-related 
relapse. 
 
People who were already struggling 
with an opioid addiction have had to 
deal with concerns about finances 
and employment, childcare difficul-
ties, and access to professional care 
and support. 
 
Per capita, the United States has one 
of the highest rates of opioid use in  

the world. Before COVID-19, more 
than 128 people in the U.S were al-
ready dying every day from an over-
dose involving opioid drugs. An epi-
demic that was taking the life of more 
Americans every year than automo-
bile crashes was made worse by the 
impact of the coronavirus. 
 
Companies have also suffered as a 
result of the nationwide “COVID-19-
influenced opioid relapse.” About two-
thirds of people with an Opioid Use 
Disorder (OUD) are in the workforce, 
and 75% of employers report that 
their business has been directly af-
fected by opioids through lost produc-
tivity, accidents, absenteeism, and 
increased healthcare costs. 
 
The combination of the enormous 
health care costs brought on by 
COVID-19 and the already escalating 
expenditures due to the opioid crisis 
makes employee health insurance for 
many small businesses unaffordable. 
Before the pandemic, large employers 
in America were covering $2.6 billion 
of treatment for opioid use disorder 
and overdose. Now, with pandemic-
related healthcare charges added to 
these expenses, insurance for many 
employees is no longer available at a 
time when it is needed most. Opioid 
addiction hurts not only the addicted 
persons and their families, but every-
one in America. 
 
Opioid Addiction Increases 
 
Narcotic pain-relief drugs are the 
most commonly abused medicines by 
employees in the workplace, and with 
the added stressors of the virus, one 
in seven workers who use these drugs 
are showing signs of developing a 
substance abuse disorder. 
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A large percentage of American work-
ers use prescribed pain medication, 
and the majority use it as directed. 
But for too many, the addictive na-
ture of these drugs leads to misuse 
and abuse. For some—when they can 
no longer obtain a prescription—they 
turn to very dangerous substances 
like heroin and fentanyl. A recent 
analysis of more than half a million 
drug tests by one of the largest U.S. 
national laboratory services found an 
increase of 32% for non-prescribed 
fentanyl. 
 
Even among those who take narcotic 
pain medication as directed, absen-
teeism rates are double that of work-
ers who do not use the drug. Employ-
ees with an opioid addiction struggle 
with absenteeism, accidents, and re-
duced productivity. The problems 
caused by opioid abuse in the work-
place are very costly for individuals 
and American businesses. The total 
economic burden of the opioid crisis 
on our country before the pandemic 
was estimated to be in excess of 
$500 billion annually. 
 
Unemployment Rate and Drug 
Use 
 
Historically, drug use has increased in 
times of recession, and as the unem-
ployment rate continues to rise as a 
result of COVID-19, more people are 
developing substance use disorders. 
Unemployment increases psychologi-
cal distress, which increases addiction 
problems. According to a National Bu-
reau of Economic Research paper, as 
the unemployment rate increases by  

1 percentage point, the opioid 
death rate rises by 3.6% and 
emergency room visits rise by 7%. 
 
Limited Access to Treatment 
 
Another problem created by  
COVID-19 was the overcrowding 
and shutdowns of treatment facili-
ties. Many people who are addicted 
to opioids rely on essential medica-
tions that help them to manage 
their opioid use disorder. For those 
trying to achieve recovery, the 
pandemic limited access to treat-
ment and increased relapse rates. 
 
Integration into society is another 
important component of recovery, 
and the pandemic made this diffi-
cult, if not impossible, for many 
people. 
 
Drug Free Workplace Programs 
 
The evidence is clear that the eco-
nomic hardship, social isolation, 
and hopelessness brought on by 
COVID-19 has caused the opioid 
epidemic in America to worsen. 
This is a complex problem that will 
require multiple solutions to re-
verse the trend. But one proven 
method of dealing with increasing 
drug use issues is viable employ-
ment within a company that main-
tains a drug free workplace pro-
gram. With the combination of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the opioid 
epidemic continuing to ravage 
America, drug free workplaces 
have become more important than 
ever. 


