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Substance Use 
 
Overview 
 

A desired outcome common to many charitable programs is the prevention or reduction of use of 
substances, especially among younger individuals. In 2017, the overall cost of substance use in Canada was 
estimated at $46 billion, based solely on tangible costs such as lost productivity, health care costs, criminal 
justice costs, and other direct costs1. This cost is much larger when intangible costs such as increased risk of 
mortality are considered. In this paper, we consider the costs of use of different substances in Canada. 

 
Prevalence of Substance Use 
 
 We consider first the annual prevalence of use of different types of substances in Canada, as these 
data will be necessary later on when we calculate per person costs of substance use. We consider eight types 
or categories of substances: alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, opioids (including heroin and pain relievers), other 
CNS (central nervous system) depressants (including sedatives, benzodiazepines, and barbiturates), cocaine, 
other CNS stimulants (including amphetamine and methamphetamine), and other substances (including 
hallucinogens and inhalants).  
  

Table I – Annual Prevalence of Substance Use 

 
 

Prevalence data come from multiple sources2; we take the average of available data points to estimate 
annual prevalence of use of particular substances in Canada and each province (data for the territories are 
systematically unavailable). In most cases prevalence data on based on individuals of adolescent age and older 

 
1 Costs of substance use: National Landscape. (n.d.). Canadian Substances Use Costs and Harms. 
https://csuch.ca/resources/national/ 
 
2 Alcohol and drug use in Canada, 2019. (2021, December 20). Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-
quotidien/211220/dq211220c-eng.htm; Canadian Alcohol and Drugs Survey (CADS): 2019 detailed tables. (2021, December 
20). Government of Canada. https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2019-
summary/detailed-tables.html; Canadian substance use costs and harms 2015-2017. (2020). Canadian Substance Use Costs and 
Harms; Canadian Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs (CTADS) Survey: 2017 detailed tables. (2021, August 12). Government of 
Canada. https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2017-summary/2017-
detailed-tables.html; Carrière, G., Garner, R., & Sanmartin, C. (2021). Significant factors associated with problematic use opioid 
pain relief medications among the household population, Canada 2018. Statistics Canada; Rush, B. et al. (2008). Prevalence of co-
occurring substance use and other mental disorders in the Canadian population. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 53(12), 
800-809; Smokers, by age group. (2022, August 26). Statistics Canada. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1310009610 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/211220/dq211220c-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/211220/dq211220c-eng.htm
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2019-summary/detailed-tables.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2019-summary/detailed-tables.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2017-summary/2017-detailed-tables.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/canadian-alcohol-drugs-survey/2017-summary/2017-detailed-tables.html
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(usually 15 plus). We present in Table I our estimates of the annual prevalence of use of different substances 
in Canada and the provinces. 

Next, we collect using the Canadian Substance Use Costs and Harms (CSUCH) Visualization Tool 
data on total annual substance use-attributable costs related to health care, productivity, criminal justice, and 
other phenomena connected to substance use3. Costs are from 2020 and are available for Canada as a whole 
as well as, in most cases, for each province and territory. We collect data on all types of health care costs, 
which include costs related to inpatient hospitalization, day surgeries, emergency department visits, paramedic 
services, physician time, and prescription drugs. In the case of productivity, we focus on the costs related to 
long- and short-term disability. We consider criminal justice costs as a whole. Finally, of all costs in the ‘other’ 
category, we focus only on costs related to social assistance. All costs are adjusted for inflation.  

Since costs data are from 2020, we want to compare these against the number of individuals in 
Canada and the provinces in 2020 who we estimate used different substances. In the cases of health care and 
social assistance costs, we estimate the number of individuals ages 15 or older who used substances by 
multiplying estimates of the number of individuals in each geography ages 15 or older4 by the annual 
prevalence of use of a given substance. In the case of productivity costs, which we believe mostly will be 
applicable to individuals of working age, we estimate the number of individuals ages 20 to 64 who used 
substances by multiplying estimates of the number of individuals in each geography ages 20 to 64 by the 
annual prevalence of use of a given substance. Finally, in the case of criminal justice costs, which we believe 
mostly will be applicable to individuals in the typical age range for criminal behaviour, we estimate the 
number of individuals ages 15 to 29 who used substances by multiplying estimates of the number of 
individuals in each geography ages 15 to 29 by the annual prevalence of use of a given substance.  

We estimate costs of substance use per substance user by dividing total costs of substance use in 
each category (inpatient hospitalization, long-term disability, criminal justice, etc.) by the number of 
individuals in each geography and age group who we estimate used substances. Since there were no 
prevalence data for the territories, we assume for these geographies the same per person values as for Canada 
as a whole. We present in Tables II through XI our estimates of the annual per substance user cost of 
inpatient hospitalization, day surgeries, emergency department visits, paramedic services, physician time, 
prescription drugs, long-term disability, short-term disability, criminal justice, and social assistance. 
 

Table II – Annual Per User Cost of Inpatient Hospitalization ($) 

 
 
 
 

 
3 CSUCH Visualization Tool. (n.d.). Canadian Substance Use Costs and Harms. https://csuch.ca/explore-the-data/ 
 
4 These data we get from Population estimates on July 1st, by age and sex. (2021, September 29). Statistics Canada. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000501 
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Table III – Annual Per User Cost of Day Surgeries ($) 

 
Table IV – Annual Per User Cost of Emergency Department Visits ($) 

 
Table V – Annual Per User Cost of Paramedic Services ($) 
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Table VI – Annual Per User Cost of Physician Time ($) 

 
Table VII – Annual Per User Cost of Prescription Drugs ($) 

 
Table VIII – Annual Per User Cost of Long-Term Disability ($) 
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Table IX – Annual Per User Cost of Short-Term Disability ($) 

 
Table X – Annual Per User Cost of Criminal Justice ($) 

 
Table XI – Annual Per User Cost of Social Assistance ($) 

 
We collect also from the CSUCH Visualization Tool data on substance use-attributable mortality 

counts in 2020 by substance and geography. Based on our estimates of the number of individuals ages 15 or 
older who used substances in 2020, we estimate excess mortality rates among substance users by dividing 
mortality counts by the number of individuals in each geography who we estimate used substances. We 
present in Table XII our estimates of excess mortality rates among substances users, again with results for the 
territories mirroring the results for Canada as a whole. 
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Table XII – Annual Excess Mortality Rate, Substance Use 

 
 

 


