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Background

Opioid Use Disorder (OUD)

A chronic relapsing illness 
associated with elevated rates of 
morbidity and mortality 
(Government of Canada, 2022).

Between January 2016 and June 
2021, more than 24,600 Canadians 
lost their lives to an opioid-related 
overdose (Government of Canada, 
2021).

Treatment

Exists along a continuum of Harm 
Reduction to Abstinence 

Opioid Agonist Treatment (OAT) is 
superior to withdrawal 
management alone in terms of 
morbidity, mortality, treatment 
retention, and sustained 
discontinuance of problematic 
opioid use (BCCSU, 2017).

Nurse Role

Nurses work across the OUD 
treatment spectrum in a variety of 
roles often providing care in 
different modalities.

Role is not well understood, which 
might lead to confusion, 
devaluation, and stigmatizing 
attitudes from other healthcare 
professionals and the public.

Research 
Purpose 
and 
Question

The purpose of this research was 
to explore the understanding 
and experiences of the role of 
the nurse working in OUD 
treatment. 

How do nurses understand their 
role and its impact in providing 
care to clients in opioid use 
disorder treatment?
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Methodology

 Theoretical Framework

 Social Constructionism

 Method of Inquiry

 Focused Ethnography

 Three methods of data collection:

 In-depth interviews, participant observation, 
document review

 Study Design

 Maximum Variation Sampling, Purposive 
Sampling, and Snowball Sampling

 Participant Recruitment

 PDF Research Poster and Presentation 
disseminated to managers of OUD programs

In-Depth Interviews

 10 Nurse Participants

 Participants were interviewed from five different 
Programs across the OUD treatment spectrum:

 An urban ambulatory OAT clinic offering both 
oral and injection medication

 A medical assisted detox

 A multidisciplinary hospital-based addiction 
consult team

 A nurse-led hospital-based addiction consult 
team

 An urban supervised consumption site

Triangulation of Data

 Participant Observation:

 Urban ambulatory OAT Clinic

 Windshield Survey of Supervised Consumption 
Site

 Document review:

 Policy and process documents

 Nurse job posting description

 National Frameworks from addiction 
organizations (BCCSU, CCSA, CRISM)
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Data Analysis of 
Formal 
Interviews

1. Iterative process of coding and reviewing codes 
and transcripts simultaneously.

2. Codes were organized and written in a list format 
and associations/groupings/subthemes were 
identified.

3. Transcripts were re-read and compared to broad 
themes and subthemes.

4. Themes, Subthemes and Codes were re-examined 
and re-organized to reduce overlap and 
compared with initial research question to ensure 
accuracy of data analysis with intent of research 
project.

Results

The Art of 
Addiction 
Nursing

•Collaborating broadly to meet the holistic 
needs of each client

•Promoting a balance of rules and healthy 
boundaries

Patient Centered Care

•Balancing "leaving the profession at the door" 
to build reciprocal and trusting relationships

•Connection

Relationships

•Critical thinking
•Balancing a changing practice environment

Autonomy
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Direct Patient 
Care

 Harm Reduction

 Physical Tasks

 STI testing, wound care, phlebotomy, 
ECG's, overdose response, safe supply 
distribution, naloxone distribution, 
medication administration and 
management, assessments, ext..

 Psychosocial Care

 Education, counselling, social support

Indirect 
Patient Care

 Harm Reduction

 Healthcare Navigator & Resource 
Specialist

 Advocacy, referrals, anticipatory care

 Understanding the breadth of treatment 
available

 Inpatient treatment to supervised 
consumption services

The Shared Experience of Stigma

Individual Level

• Staff to Staff
• Staff to Clients
• Addiction as a 

moral failing
• Hierarchy of 

Addiction

Community 
Level

• Stigma from 
the public

• A push to keep 
services tucked 
away or 
behind closed 
doors

Healthcare Level

• Punitive 
policies 
towards 
people who 
experience 
addiction

Societal Level

• Government 
uncertainty 
with program 
direction & 
funding

• Values based 
competition 
between harm 
reduction and 
abstinence 
treatment
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Perceived 
Barriers

Burnout

•Not being able to provide the level of care that is 
needed by the clients

Struggles with Leadership

•Lack of direction, transparent communication, 
and role understanding

•Funding uncertainty
•Workload disparity across programs

•Staffing challenges

Lack of Addiction Education in 
Undergraduate Nursing Programs

Looking to the (Uncertain) Future

Opportunity for more Education

• Hopes for role expansion
• Importance of current and 

emerging research to guide 
patient care and program 
direction

• Outcome of more education is 
reduced stigma to clients and 
nurses

Organizational Priorities & Funding 
Structures

• Safe Supply
• Services should be patient 

centered and patient directed
• Care should not be values based
• Abstinence does not need to be 

the goal to be the driver of 
receiving care

• More services needed across the 
spectrum of treatment

Implications & Recommendations

 Policy advocacy for expanded OUD treatment services should be ongoing by 
nursing leaders, nursing specialty practice groups, and nursing associations.

 Clearly defined nurse roles within OUD treatment settings should be communicated 
by healthcare leaders in policy/practice documents and job postings, and 
during orientation periods.

 Tangible and accessible supports are needed to mitigate and address the causes of 
nurse burnout.
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Implications & Recommendations Cont'd

 More OUD specific education should be incorporated into undergraduate nursing 
curriculum and general OUD education should be provided broadly within the 
healthcare system.

 As stigma is an overarching and impactful theme on how nurses experience their 
role, more research should be conducted to explore stigma intervention and 
reduction in OUD treatment settings and the healthcare system.

 Research exploring the nurse role in residential treatment.

 Research from the OUD patient perspective on the care they receive.

 Research that addresses equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI).

Summary

 The role of the nurse in OUD treatment can be 
better understood through the six themes 
identified from this research.

 Challenges exist related to a disconnection 
between policymakers, high-level healthcare 
leadership, and evidence-based OUD treatment 
options.

 With an upward trend in opioid-related harms and 
deaths across Canada, healthcare leaders need 
to support nurses in providing care to clients with 
OUD.
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