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SPECIAL REPORT

MPACTOFTHEOPIOID EPIDEMIC-

AND WHAT EMPLOYERS CAN DO ABOUT IT
By Michael Botticelli

The opioid epidemic has hit the building trades in
Massachusetts like a tidal wave. In the construction
industry, the opioid death rate is six times theaverage rate
for all Massachusetts workers. This is a massive problem, _
but it's notlimited to this industry - it's affecting industries
acrossthe state and the country. That said, there are steps
that everyone, and particularly construction companies
and subcontractors, can take right now.

The Impact of the Epidemic on the Country, the
State, and the Industry

In the United States, the epidemic has been spreading
geographically and throughout all demographic groups.
One of the mostdefinitive ways of measuring the impact
ofthe epidemic is through overdose deaths, and according
to the Centers for Disease Control, drug overdoses
killed over 70,000 Americans in 2017. This means more
Americans have died of overdoses than those who have
died of guns, car crashes, or HlV/AlDS in any given year.
It means that more Americans have died of overdoses
than all US military casualties in theVietnam and Iraq wars
combined. 66% of those deaths involved a prescription
or illicit opioid like heroin and fentanyl. Overdose deaths
Increased in all categories of drugs examined for men and
women, people ages 15 and older, all races and ethnicities,
and across ail levels of urbanization.

Massachusetts has been one of the most affected
states, with 2,227 deaths in 2016. This number makes
Massachusetts one ofthe top ten states with regards to
overdose deaths, furthermore, the impact oftheepidemic
isn't limited to a small group of people; a majority of
Massachusetts residents know someone addicted to
opioids, and over aquarter know someone who died from
an overdose.

And although many in the state are affected, there
are some industries that see higher rates of addiction and
overdose. Within the construction industry, the opioid
death rate is six times theaverage rate for all Massachusetts
workers. Construction and extraction workers accounted
for almost a quarter of all opioid-related deaths among
the working population from 2011 to 2015.
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The Impactof the Epidemic on the economy
The epidemic has also hurt the economy. One

estimate put the national economic costs of the opioid
epidemic at $504 billion as of 2015, or 2.8% of the GDP.The
majority of these costs are due to nonfatal consequences
like healthcare spending, criminal justice costs, and lost
productivity due to addiction and incarceration.The other
27% of costs are attributed directly to overdose deaths,
and the lost potential earnings. Princeton Economist Alan
Kruger suggests that the epidemic accounts for a 20%
decline in labor force participation among men.

In Massachusetts, calculations from the Massachusetts
Taxpayer Foundation puts the cost of lost productivity
and wages at over $70 billion since 2000, averaging $7
billion in slowed economic growth for the past five
years. The Foundation report found that opioid use
disorder has kept 32,600 people in Massachusetts from
participating in the workforce over the last 7years. Given
other economic factors like an aging workforce and low
unemployment, the impact of this lost productivity is
particularly problematic. And the epidemic hasn't just led
to unemployment. Among the employed, the epidemic
has had a major impact. 143,000 people reported pain
reliever misuse, causing an average of 18 more days off of
work.

What Your Company Can Do
As massive as these problems might seem, the

personal and economic costs of addiction are not
inevitable. Addiction can be treated effectively, and
people can and do achieve long-term recovery. Addiction
is a medical condition that impairs health and function
and is characterized by the prolonged, repeated misuse
of a substance. It is a chronic disease—like diabetes,
hypertension and asthma. And like those other chronic
diseases, addiction can be managed successfully. In fact,
most people who get into and remain in treatment stop
using drugs.

At Boston Medical Center (BMC), we havelong history
ofcaring for those with addiction. Over the last 25 years,
BMC has become one of the most comprehensive and
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