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PDU Webinar 2017: 
 

Is an increase in drug-induced deaths in the EU 
reflecting an increase in the number of high-risk 

opioid users? 



Background 

• Increase in overdoses deaths in Europe 

• Overall stable PDU estimates 

• Multi-indicator analysis to generate hypothesis 

• Keeping in mind ususal caveats:  

– Under-reporting and completeness 

– Surveillance biases  

• Keeping in mind public health objectives 

– E.g. Would we be able to detect a US-like epidemic? 



PDU and DRD 
An increase in opioid-induced deaths (OID) might happen in different contexts, reflecting 
different underlying causes (e.g. changes in the number of users (high-risk opioid users (HROU) 
and/or changes in the risk-pattern of use), requiring different interventions 



Participating countries 
Denmark, Finland, Lithuania, Norway (Bergen), The Netherlands, Spain, The UK.  
 



Summary of most recent trends 



Conclusions 
• The increase in DRD reported at the European level affects 

countries unevenly, some countries reporting stable or 
declining trends 

• An increase in the absolute number of high-risk opioid 
users is mentioned as a potential driver for the increase in 
DRD in one country only 

• The most commonly cited factors for the increase in opioid-
induced deaths are the ageing cohort effect and poly-drug 
use. Other contributing factors include an increase in the 
purity of heroin available on the market 
 

 These factors are not related to an increase in the 
denominator (number of users) and suggest an increased 
opioid-induced mortality rate among existing users 



Recommendations 

• Update high-risk opioid use prevalence estimates using 
comparable methods over time, and describe their 
demographic characteristics 

 

• Do further multi-indicator analysis, looking in more detail 
at characteristics of treatment entries for opioids to assess 
whether any increase is affecting new groups of users 
besides the cohort of ageing users 

 

• Complement national analysis with qualitative and 
quantitative local level analysis 


