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Addiction in Canada is a multifaceted public health crisis encompassing legal substances, unregulated 
toxic drugs, and behavioral disorders. It is estimated that one in five Canadians will experience an 
addiction or substance use disorder in their lifetime, creating profound burdens across health, 
economic, and social sectors.

1. Key Substances and the Toxic Drug Crisis

The Canadian addiction landscape is dominated by several key substances with varying levels of health
and mortality risks:

• Alcohol and Tobacco: Alcohol remains the most prevalent and harmful substance used, 
accounting for 40% of the total economic cost of substance use. While cigarette smoking is 
declining, nicotine addiction is rising among youth due to vaping. 

• Opioids and Fentanyl: These "downers" slow the central nervous system and represent the 
most lethal aspect of the crisis. Fentanyl, a synthetic opioid 100 times more potent than 
morphine, is the primary driver of an epidemic that causes an average of 21 deaths per day. 

• Stimulants: Use of "uppers" like cocaine and methamphetamine is rising, particularly in 
urban areas. Methamphetamine is notably destructive due to its long-lasting effects and 
association with psychosis and long-term cognitive damage. 

• Cannabis: Following legalization, cannabis is widely used, particularly by those aged 15–24, 
though daily use remains a public health concern. 

2. Behavioral Addictions: Market and Sports Betting

Market betting (including sports and online wagering) is recognized as a behavioral addiction that 
utilizes the same neurological reward pathways as substance use.

• Demographics: Nearly 2.6% of Canadian adults experience gambling addiction, with young 
men (18–34) being the highest-risk group. 

• Triggers: The addiction is fueled by aggressive advertising and the instant accessibility of 
mobile apps, which encourage impulsive, high-speed wagering. 

3. The Mental Health Connection

There is a deep intersection between mental health and addiction, often referred to as concurrent 
disorders.

• Approximately 50% of individuals seeking help for substance use also struggle with a mental 
health condition. 

• Individuals with mental illness are twice as likely to develop a substance use disorder, while 
problem gamblers face a risk of suicidal ideation four to seven times higher than the general 
population. 

4. Social and Economic Impacts

The consequences of addiction ripple from the individual to the broader national economy:



• The Family and Social Circle: Families face intergenerational trauma, erosion of trust, and 
financial strain. Friends often experience "compassion fatigue" and isolation as support 
networks break down. 

• Economic Burden: The total economic cost of substance use in Canada is over $49 billion 
annually ($1,291 per resident). This includes $22.4 billion in lost productivity and $13 billion 
in direct healthcare costs. 

• Community Impact: Addiction diminishes community safety, increases public stigma, and 
causes burnout among frontline workers and healthcare providers. 

Conclusion

Addiction is a complex challenge where physiological mechanisms meet social and economic 
vulnerabilities. Whether through the toxic unregulated drug supply or the normalization of 
compulsive gambling, the crisis continues to place immense pressure on Canada’s judicial, healthcare, 
and social support systems.
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