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We wish to first acknowledge all families, friends and loved ones of individuals who were lost to a 
substance toxicity death in Ontario. 

We recognize that embedded within the data of this report are stories of loss for countless Ontarians 
who are grieving these losses. 

This report cannot adequately reflect the burden borne by loved ones across the province. 



Disclosures

• None of the presenters at this session have received financial support 
or in-kind support from a commercial sponsor. 

• The presenters have potential conflicts of interest to declare.

5



Presenter Disclosures

6

Nature of relationship(s) Name of for-profit or not-for-profit 
organization(s) 

Description of relationship(s) 

Tara Gomes
Direct Financial Payments 1. Indigenous Services Canada

2. CADTH
1. Stipend for membership on DTAC 
Committee
2. Funds for consulting and grant review 
panels

Funded grants Ontario Ministry of Health & CIHR Funding to support research program 
and Canada Research Chair to support 
salary.

Tasha-Dawn Doucette
Direct Financial Payments Ontario Drug Policy Research Network Stipends for involvement on Lived 

Experience Advisory Group

Ashley Smoke

Direct Financial Payments Ontario Drug Policy Research Network Stipends for involvement on Lived 
Experience Advisory Group



Mitigating Potential Bias
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Background

• Alcohol and drug toxicities continue to be a 
significant public health concern leading to 
enormous loss of life both in Canada and globally.

Analyses specific to substance-related toxicities 
are needed to understand:
• Frequency of toxicity deaths attributable to alcohol, 

benzodiazepines, opioids, and stimulants. 
• The changing role of polysubstance use.
• Trends and characteristics surrounding death that can 

inform responses.

Gomes, T., Leece, P., Iacono, A., Yang, J., Kolla, G., Cheng, C., Ledlie, S., Bouck, Z., Boyd, R., Bozinoff, N., Campbell, T., Doucette, T., Franklyn, M., Newcombe, P., Pinkerton, 
S., Schneider, E., Shearer, D., Singh, S., Smoke, A., Wu, F. (2023). Deaths caused by alcohol, stimulant, opioid, and benzodiazepine toxicity in Ontario. 



Methods
Study Population
People who died from an alcohol, stimulant, benzodiazepine, or opioid toxicity
in Ontario, Canada from January 1, 2018 to December 31, 2021.*

*We defined a substance-related death as an acute toxicity death that was accidental and resulted from the direct 
contribution of the consumed substance, regardless of how the substance was obtained.

Data Sources
Linked health data, including:
• Sociodemographic information 
• Death data for confirmed opioid toxicity deaths
• Death data for confirmed deaths from stimulant, benzodiazepine or alcohol toxicity

Data 
collected by 

OCCO



All substance-related deaths (2018-2021)

Poll Question:
What is the most common type of 
substance toxicity death in Ontario 
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

A. Opioids alone
B. Alcohol and opioids 
C. Stimulants and opioids 
D. Stimulants alone



Most Common Substance Combinations
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Poll Question:
43% of deaths involved opioids and
stimulants together during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and 
represented the largest increase in 
deaths from the pre-pandemic to 
pandemic period



Shifts towards more substances involved in death
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From 2018 to 2021:



Evidence to inform a response 

In which populations are most substance-toxicity deaths 
concentrated?

What are the circumstances and contributing factors to 
different substance toxicity deaths?

What are the opportunities to improve and tailor responses 
to toxicity events?
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Deaths are predominantly among men with 
a high clustering among those aged 25-44
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In 2021:



Contributions of different 
substances
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2021

17



18



2021

19



20



21

2021



22



23

2021



Responses should consider the following:

• Adaptation and expansion of harm reduction programs
across Ontario that support use of multiple substances

• Improved management and screening of co-occurring 
substance use disorders as well as the expansion of 
education, tools and programs to support people who 
use alcohol and drugs. 

• Programs and services in Northern Ontario that address 
the specific barriers to health and social services that 
exist in sparsely populated and remote regions. 
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Community Response and Lived Experience
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