
People who use drugs (PWUD) have been disproportionately affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, yet the pandemic’s effect on opioid consumption 
patterns among incarcerated PWUD is unknown. Understanding factors 
related to changes in illicit opioid use among incarcerated PWUD is crucial in 
developing strategies to address those who may be at highest risk of 
overdose and death while incarcerated or once released. 
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We identified possible factors associated with changes in illicit opioid 
consumption among incarcerated PWUD. Irrespective of opioid 
consumption patterns, increased access to drug treatment programs, harm 
reduction services, and discharge planning for incarcerated PWUD are 
recommended to mitigate the harms from opioids or other drugs.
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We aimed to determine factors associated with changes in illicit opioid use 
among incarcerated PWUD in Quebec, Canada, during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

§Excluded due to no interest in research (n=544), no reason given (n=293), and declined phlebotomy (n=138)
†Excluded due to duplicate participants (n=8), incomplete questionnaires (n=3), and withdrew consent (n=3)
*Excluded for answering “Prefer not to answer” to the question “In your life, have you ever used opioid drugs that were not prescribed to you by a medical 
professional? Opioid drugs refer to heroin, fentanyl, methadone, etc.”
**Excluded for answering “Prefer not to answer” to the question “When was the last time you used an opioid drug that was not prescribed to you?”
***Excluded for answering “Prefer not to answer” to the question “Has your consumption of opioid drugs that were not prescribed to you by a medical 
professional changed since March 2020?”

Table 1: Participant’s baseline characteristics

CAD: Canadian dollars; EDM: l’Établissement de détention de Montréal; EDSJ: l’Établissement de détention de St-Jérôme; EDRDP: l’Établissement de 
détention de Rivière-des-Prairies; IQR: Interquartile range; 
§Other includes Indigenous, Black, Latin American, Arab, and Asian
¶Outside prison 

OBJECTIVE

Figure 1: Sample selection flow chart of study participants at the three 
provincial prisons in Quebec, Canada
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RESULTS

BACKGROUND

• We conducted an observational, cross-sectional study in three Quebec 
provincial prisons. Participants completed self-administered 
questionnaires on sociodemographic and clinical characteristics. 

• The primary outcome, “changes in illicit opioid consumption”, was 
measured based on participants’ responses to the question “Has your 
consumption of opioid drugs that were not prescribed to you by a medical 
professional changed since March 2020?”. 

• The association of independent variables (age, ethnicity, income, 
household density, and overdose history) and recent changes (past six 
months) in opioid consumption were examined using mixed-effects 
Poisson regression models with robust standard errors. Crude and 
adjusted risk ratios (aRR) with 95% confidence intervals (95% CIs) were 
calculated.

METHODS

Decreased
(n = 72)

Increased/ 
unchanged 

(n = 51)

Total
(N = 123) 

Age (median [IQR]) 36 [18, 58] 38 [19,72] 37 [18, 72]

Age category
18-39 years 46 (64%) 28 (55%) 74 (60%)
³ 40 years 26 (36%) 23 (45%) 49 (40%)

Ethnicity
White 54 (75%) 40 (78%) 94 (76%)
Other§ 18 (25%) 11 (22%) 29 (24%)

Annual income (in CAD)
$0 - $29,999 37 (51%) 24 (47%) 61 (50%)
³ $30,000 22 (31%) 21 (41%) 43 (35%)
Missing 13 (18%) 6 (12%) 19 (15%)

Household density¶†
1 (i.e., living alone) 21 (29%) 24 (47%) 45 (37%)
³ 2 48 (67%) 26 (51%) 74 (60%)
Missing 3 (4%) 1 (2%) 4 (3%)

History of opioid overdose since March 2020
No 52 (72%) 40 (78%) 92 (75%)
Yes 18 (25%) 10 (20%) 28 (23%)
Missing 2 (3%) 1 (2%) 3 (2%)

Correctional facility
EDRDP 26 (36%) 19 (37%) 45 (37%)
EDM 37 (51%) 26 (51%) 63 (51%)
EDSJ 9 (13%) 6 (12%) 15 (12%)

Table 2: Unadjusted and adjusted associations between multiple variables of 
interest and decreased consumption of illicit opioid drugs among adults 
incarcerated in Quebec, Canada

Unadjusted RR (95% CI) Adjusted RR (95% CI)
Age category

18-39 years Reference Reference
³ 40 years 0.85 (0.78-0.93) 0.89 (0.86-0.92)

Ethnicity
White Reference Reference
Other§ 1.08 (0.95-1.23) 1.02 (0.93-1.11)

Annual income (in CAD)
$0 - $29,999 Reference Reference
³ $30,000 0.80 (0.70-0.91) 0.79 (0.60-1.03)

Household density¶†
1 (i.e., living alone) Reference Reference
³ 2 1.32 (1.22-1.42) 1.30 (1.09-1.55)

History of opioid overdose since March 2020
No Reference Reference
Yes 1.13 (1.04-1.23) 1.09 (1.00-1.18)

CAD: Canadian dollars; CI: Confidence interval; RR: risk ratio.
§Other includes Indigenous, Black, Latin American, Arab, and Asian
¶Outside prison 

CONCLUSIONS


