
Opioid addiction and work injuries:  
Getting to the root of the problem 

 

“The General Contractors are pushing contractors harder and faster.  Instead of slowing the pace and making 
working safer, tradesmen are forced to go to doctors for pain medication.  Over time you’re hooked and can’t 

live without them. Game over.” 

“People get hurt and don’t report the injury for fear of losing their job, so they mask the pain with pills.” 

Quotes from Mystic Valley Public Health Coalition Substance Abuse and Trade Labor Workforce 
Assessment Study 2016 

 
Background 
National COSH is a nonprofit network of 21 local and state coalitions and an umbrella for individual 
community, labor, academic and legal activists with a shared mission of promoting safe, healthy 
workplaces for all working people.  

Over the past few years, low wage workers reported similar situations to COSH affiliates:  
● Many workers were turning to opiate medications to relieve pain from a work injury in order to 

continue earning their living; 
● Many workers relied on painkillers because they were unable to access essential medical 

treatment either due to a fear of employer retaliation, lack of familiarity with workers 
compensation, or the workers compensation process was lengthy.  

National COSH recently established an opiate workgroup of community, academic and labor health 
and safety activists to investigate the connection between work injuries and the use of painkillers. 
We sought to identify existing studies and initiate new ones to fill gaps, to identify a range of 
approaches to addressing the continuum of issues – from the entry point to treatment that could 
reduce the risk of addiction and death. 

Noteworthy research findings  

-  A substantial portion of opioid overdose deaths are those who had suffered a work injury: 

● Studies in Utah found that 57% of those who had an opioid related overdose death had suffered a 
work-related injury; 13% had experienced a work-related injury within three years of their death  
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Higher rates of opioid overdose fatalities are found in occupations with the highest rates of injuries: 

● A study by the Mystic Valley Public Health Coalition found that 43% of those who died from opiate 
overdose worked in the building trades and/or laborers .  
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1 Comparison of opioid-related deaths by work-related injury, Melissa Cheng, Brian Sauer, et al; American 
Journal of Industrial Medicine, November, 2012 

 
2 Mystic Valley Public Health Coalition, Opiate overdoses and Trades powerpoint, 2016 
http://masstapp.edc.org/sites/masstapp.edc.org/files/MVPHC%20trades%20data%20%20strategy%20quick%2

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ajim.22138#fn1
http://masstapp.edc.org/sites/masstapp.edc.org/files/MVPHC%20trades%20data%20%20strategy%20quick%20sheet-general_0.pdf


● A study by the Barnstable County Human Services found that 58% of those killed from opiate 
were employed in the Construction, Building/Grounds Maintenance, and Repair occupations . 
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Those working in construction during 2004-2014 were (on average) at 4.63 times greater risk of dying 
from opioid overdose than were workers in other occupations. 
 
-  Dangerous work exposures are correlated with opiate use and overdoses.  
 
Barnstable County, as well as Mystic Valley, included in its conclusions: 

● Physical working conditions (e.g. exposure to hazardous chemicals and weather), physical 
demands (e.g. carrying heavy loads), and repetitive motions cause wear and tear on muscles 
and joints causing chronic pain.   

● Exposure to physical injury on the job exhibits a strong social gradient, wherein the least 
skilled and lowest paid workers are at the greatest risk for injury.    

● A lack of affordable employer-provided health insurance may affect how these workers 
manage their pain and self- medication may be a norm. 

 
Gap in research and practices: 

 
National COSH and our network of organizations across the country have the relationships and 
experience in participatory research to build on existing research to fill in gaps – reaching populations 
that are hard to reach and engaging in qualitative research to deepen our understanding of these 
issues. 

 
           We are seeking a collaboration between our COSH affiliates and university or state partners to engage 

in qualitative and/or intervention research areas, such as: 
 

▪ Investigating factors that influence pathways from occupational injury to use and abuse of pain 
medications in at risk populations that tend to not be in current data sources, including low 
wage immigrant, service workers and workers in the underground economy – such as day 
laborers and temporary workers. 
 

▪ Piloting educational approaches that seek to halt the path to painkiller overuse and abuse 
through novel approaches such as peer-training models that educate workers about opioid 
painkillers and work injuries, and empower them to address hazards that cause injuries and to 
navigate the medical treatment process in a way that expedites treatment and reduces 
painkiller use. 

  

0sheet-general_0.pdf 
 
3 Barnstable County Analysis of Opiate-Related Overdose Deaths on Cape Cod, 2004 – 2014 
https://www.bchumanservices.net/library/2017/10/Barnstable-County-Death-Records-2004-2014-Trades-STW
-Presentation-10-5-17.pdf 

http://masstapp.edc.org/sites/masstapp.edc.org/files/MVPHC%20trades%20data%20%20strategy%20quick%20sheet-general_0.pdf


======= COSH Network Directory ======= 

 
 
National Offices 
 
National COSH – West  
3737 Camino del Rio South,  
Suite 210 
San Diego, CA 92108 
Jessica E. Martinez, MPH 
Co-Executive Director 
jessica@nationalcosh.org 
www.coshnetwork.org 

 

 
National COSH – East  
337 Somerville Ave. 
Somerville, MA 02144 
Marcy Goldstein-Gelb 
Co-Executive Director 
marcy@nationalcosh.org 
www.coshnetwork.org 

 
Full Member COSH Groups 
Connecticut Council on 
Occupational Safety & 
Health�(ConnectiCOSH) 
683 N. Mountain Rd, 
Newington, CT 06111 
Mike Fitts, ED 
mike.ctcosh@snet.net 
860-953-2674 (o) 
860-953-1038 (f)  
www.connecticosh.org 
 

 

Maine Labor Group on Health 
(MLGH) 
PO Box 5197 
Augusta, ME 04332 
Linda Doran 
mlgh@gwi.net 
207-622-7823 (o) 
207-622-3483(f)  
www.mlgh.org 
 

 

Massachusetts Coalition for 
Occupational Safety & Health 
(MassCOSH) 
1532B Dorchester Ave. 
Dorchester, MA 02122 
Jodi Sugerman-Brozan, ED 
  jodi@masscosh.org  
617-825-7233 (o) 
617-822-3718 (f) 
www.masscosh.org 
 

Mid-State New York COSH 
701 W. State St. 
Ithaca, NY 14850 
Tom Joyce, ED 
midstatecosh@gmail.com 
607-275-9560  
607-277-8344 (f) 

New Hampshire Coalition for 
Occupational Safety & Health 
(NHCOSH) 
161 Londonderry Turnpike 
Hookset, NH 03106 
Brian Mitchell, ED 
nhcosh@nhcosh.org 
603-232-4406 (o) 
603-493-1173 (c) 
603-232-4461 (f) 
www.nhcosh.org 
 

New Jersey Work Environment 
Council (NJWEC) 
7 Dunmore Ave, First Floor East 
Ewing, NJ 08618 
Dan Fatton, ED 
dfatton@njwec.org 
609-882-6100 
www.njwec.org 
 

New York Committee for 
Occupational Safety & 
Health�(NYCOSH) 
61 Broadway, Ste. 1710 
NY, NY 10006 
Charlene Obernauer, ED 
charlene.obernauer@gmail.com 

Philadelphia Area Project on 
Occupational Safety & Health 
(PhilaPOSH) 
3001 Walnut St., 5th Fl  
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
Barbara Rahke, ED 
brahke@philaposh.org  

Rhode Island Committee on 
Occupational Safety & Health 
(RICOSH) 
741 Westminster St.,  
Providence, RI 02903 
Jim Celenza, ED 
jascelenza@gmail.com 



212-227-6440 (o) 
212-227-9854 (f)  
www.nycosh.org 
 

215-386-7000 (o) 
215-386-3529 (f)  
www.philaposh.org 
 

401-751-2015 
 

   

Southern California Coalition 
for Occupational Safety & 
Health (SoCalCOSH) 
1000 N Alameda St, Ste 240 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 
Alice Berliner 
aberliner@socalcosh.com 
310.435.1423 (o) 
213-808-1009 (f) 
www.socalcosh.com 
 

 
 

Western New York Council on 
Occupational Safety & Health 
(WNYCOSH)  
2495 Main St., Ste 438 
Buffalo, NY 14214 
Germain Harnden, ED 
germainharnden@wnycosh.com 
716-833-5416 (o) 
716-833-7507 (f)  
www.wnycosh.org 
 

Wisconsin Committee on 
Occupational Safety & 
Health�(WisCOSH) 
Milwaukee, WI 
Jim Schultz, ED 
james.schultz@wiscosh.org 
414-933-2338 
www.wiscosh.org 
 

Worksafe 
55 Harrison St., Ste. 400� 
Oakland, CA 94607� 
Doug Parker, ED 
dparker@worksafe.org 
510-302-1011 (o) 
510-835-4913 (f)  
www.worksafe.org 
 

North East New York Coalition 
for Occupational Safety & 
Health(NENYCOSH) 
P.O Box 38098.  
Albany, NY  12203. 
Matt London, ED 
mlondon53a@gmail.com  
518-210-8238 

Associate Member COSH Groups 
 
Central New York 
Occupational Health Clinic 
6712 Brooklawn Parkway,  
Ste. 204  
Syracuse, NY 13211 
Patricia Rector 
rectorp@upstate.edu 
315-432-8899 
www.upstate.edu/cnyohcc 
 

 
Fe y Justicia Worker Center 
1805 W Alabama St, 2nd Fl.  
Houston, TX 77098 
Marianela Acuña Arreaza 
marianela@houstonworkers.org  
832-755-7013 
www.houstonworkers.org 
 

 
Knox Area Worker Memorial 
Day Committee 
Fran Ansley 
fran.ansley@gmail.com 
865-573-0655 
 

South Florida Interfaith 
Worker Justice  
150 SW 13th Avenue 
Miami, FL 33135 
Jeanette Smith, ED 
JeanetteSmith@sfiwj.org  
305-598-1404 
www.sfiwj.org 
 

Equality State Policy Center 
419 S 5th St 
Laramie, WY 82070 
Phoebe Stoner, ED 
pstoner@equalitystate.org 
(307) 228-4163(o) 
www.equalitystate.org 
 

Northwest Arkansas Worker’s 
Justice Center 
Magaly Licolli, ED 
magaly.wjc@gmail.com 
210 S Thompson St, suite 1 
Springdale, AR 72764  
(479) 750-8015 
www.nwajc.org 

Safe Jobs Oregon 
NW Workers’ Justice Project 
812 SW Washington St, Ste 225 
Portland, Oregon 97205 

  

https://maps.google.com/?q=419+S+5th+St+Laramie,+WY+82070&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=419+S+5th+St+Laramie,+WY+82070&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:pstoner@equalitystate.org
http://www.equalitystate.org/
https://maps.google.com/?q=210+S+Thompson+St,+suite+4A+Springdale,+AR+72764&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=210+S+Thompson+St,+suite+4A+Springdale,+AR+72764&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=812+SW+Washington+Street,+Suite+225+Portland,+Oregon+97205&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=812+SW+Washington+Street,+Suite+225+Portland,+Oregon+97205&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=812+SW+Washington+Street,+Suite+225+Portland,+Oregon+97205&entry=gmail&source=g


Kate Suisman, Coordinator 
kate@nwjp.org 
503-525-8454, x13 
www.nwjp.org  
 
 

mailto:kate@nwjp.org
http://www.nwjp.org/

