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Opioid Awareness and Mental Health

• Why Are Construction Workers at Risk?
• Solutions
• Research
• Resources



Why are Construction Workers at Risk?



Risk Factors: The Job  The Pain  The Prescription

• A recent study from CPWR showed that opioid 
prescriptions tripled for workers with an 
musculoskeletal disorder (Dong)

• Construction workers are more likely to 
receive opioids for injuries compared to other 
workers (at higher doses and for longer 
periods of time)

• Boom/Bust Cycle



• Question: How can we help prevent opioid addiction 
among construction workers?

• LEVEL 1 Prevention: Reduce/eliminate the risk factors 
for pain, including tasks or conditions that cause 
injuries.

• LEVEL 2 Prevention: If a construction worker is 
injured or in pain (job- or not job-related), encourage 
them to get care that doesn’t include opioids.

• LEVEL 3 Prevention: If they are taking opioids, help 
them reduce their use and stop.

Three Levels of Prevention



3 Projects to Prevent Opioid Use

• 2020 NIOSH Grant Summary
• FrameWorks Communications report on Primary Prevention 
• Opioid Awareness Training
• Peer Advocacy Report

https://www.cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/KF2021-opioid-related-harms-prevention.pdf


FrameWorks Obstacles
• Health Individualism
• Solutions don’t Equal Prevention
• Mental Health is not Health
• Public Health Black Box
• Us vs.Them
• Fatalism

— Why does this issue matter?
— How does it work?
— What isn’t working, and what are the 
consequences? — What can we do about it? 

Framing the Solution



FrameWorks Solutions

Carefully link causes and consequences to increase support for structural solutions.
Use the Upstream/Downstream metaphor to explain prevention.
Appeal to the Value of Investment in messages to construction industry 

professionals.
Choose concrete examples to illustrate what effective interventions look like.
Provide the necessary context audiences need to interpret unfamiliar concepts 

and data.
Explicitly name who or what is responsible for the problem or for taking action to 

address it.
Emphasize systemic solutions to expand thinking beyond individual-level 

interventions. 



Opioid Awareness Training
• Created an opioid hazard awareness training on behalf of North America’s Building 

Trades Unions
• Improve knowledge about opioids and related substance use and 

mental health
• Inspire and motivate trainees to act

• Piloted and Evaluated 
• Shortened and Online-optimized training was released in 2020, recently updated 2021



Course Objectives

1. Improve knowledge about opioids, including harms 
and prevention

2. Inspire and motivate trainees to take action: 
• Get more information and share it
• Identify risk factors and prevent harm
• Support our brothers and sisters in the trades 

who are struggling

Introduction

“I tell the general contractor on the job, if 
there’s anyone struggling, let me know, before 
they lose their job.”
-- Ed O’Toole, Peer Advocate for Allied Trades 
Assistance Program

Opioid Awareness Training



Peer Advocacy in the Construction Industry

• Interviewed Key Informants from the NABTU Opioid Task Force
• Union Response to Opioid Crisis

• 7 of 13 Interviewees Discussed Peer Advocacy 
• Themes about Peer Advocacy Included:

• Barriers -- Stigma, Buy-In, Trust
• Planning
• Design
• Recovery



CPWR Research



Data Center Reports

• Overdoses
• Opioid Use
• Mental Health 

During COVID



CPWR Resources



Who gets addicted?
• Anyone who takes opioids (legal or illicit) can 

become dependent

• Taking them for more than 4-5 days greatly 
increases the risk of dependency and 
addiction…

• Exposure to opioids = risk of addiction

15

*

Understanding Opioids 

https://www.vox.com/2017/3/18/14954626/one-simple-way-to-curb-opioid-overuse-prescribe-them-for-3-days-or-less


Opioids are less effective

Teater, National Safety Council



LEVEL 2 Prevention: Avoid Exposure to Opioids 

• Avoid long-term opioid prescriptions

• Avoid combined prescriptions         
(tranquilizers + muscle relaxants + 
painkillers)

• Advocate for good care, including non-
opioid treatment

Source: CPWR

CPWR Physicians’/Providers Alert Document

http://www.cpwr.com/sites/default/files/publications_handouts-and-toolbox-talks_physicians-alerts_opioids.pdf


Jobsite Opioid Resources



Jobsite Suicide Prevention Resources



r2p-Designed Infographic



CPWR.com
• SAMHSA Treatment Locator
• National Suicide Hotline Phone Number
• CIASP Website Links
• NIOSH
• CDC



Current Efforts

• Mental Health Activities

• Bullying Prevalence Survey



Apprentice Mental Health Pilot
6 discussion-based activities to be used in apprenticeship training curricula

1. Understanding Member Assistance Programs
2. NABTU Resolution: Support for Efforts to Reduce Pain, Opioid Use, Opioid Overdose and 

the Number of Deaths by Suicide in the Construction Industry
3. Motivational Interviewing
4. Understanding Upstream Prevention
5. Basic Suicide Prevention
6. Health Maintenance



Bullying Prevalence Survey Pilot

• Workplace bullying is associated with:
• Increased suicidal ideation (2x risk)
• Increased risk of significant depression symptoms—(2.5x risk) among 

those currently bullied versus those who report never being bullied

• Apprentices are the most likely target of workplace bullying in the 
construction industry

• Younger construction workers’ risk of dying by suicide is higher than non-
construction workers of the same age

(Butterworth, et al, McCormack et al, Riggall et al, Australian Institute for Suicide Research and Prevention, Ross et al)



Bullying Prevalence Survey Pilot

• CPWR has partnered with an International Union, Contractors 
Association and a group of Apprenticeship Training centers to pilot 
and administer a bullying prevalence survey. 

• These entities are creating Diversity Equity and Inclusion curriculum 
as well as Anti-Harassment training



Questions?

Christopher Rodman
crodman@cpwr.com
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