
Medical Director Program

January - February, 2022

Winter Wellness Series

Session 5: Substance Use



Wellness is about training ourselves to survive and thrive 
amidst ongoing uncertainty

There are a set of external factors that 

are largely outside of our control…
…so we need to protect the set of lifestyle factors 

that are within our sphere of control

Pandemic

Climate Change

Political Divide

Economic Inequality

The Basic Premise:

W
a
ll 

o
f 
Z

e
n

Sleep

Nutrition

ExerciseSubstance Use

Relationships

Stress



We will explore each of these lifestyle factors
in our six-part Wellness Series

Sleep

Nutrition

Exercise

Stress

Substance use

Relationships

January 19, 2022, 1:30-2:15 EST

January 25, 2022, 12:30-1:15 EST

February 2, 2022, 1:30-2:15 EST

February 9, 2022, 12:30-1:15 EST

February 16, 2022, 12:30-1:15 EST

February 23, 2022, 12:30-1:15 EST

(today)



Substances can affect the function of nerve cells…

NIH. Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

Drugs can interfere with the way neurons 

send, receive and process neurotransmitter 

signals by:

• Mimicking natural neurotransmitters in the body 

(marijuana, heroin)

• Causing neurons to release abnormally large 

amounts of natural neurotransmitters, or 

prevent the normal recycling of these brain 

chemicals (amphetamines, cocaine)



… and they can alter critical areas of the brain

NIH. Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

Areas affected by drug use:

Basal

ganglia:

• Critical for positive forms of motivation such as 

eating, socializing, sex

• Involved in formation of habits and routines

Extended 

amygdala

• Regulates stressful feelings like anxiety, 

irritability and unease

Prefrontal 

cortex

• Powers the ability to think, plan, solve problems, 

make decisions, and exerts self-control over 

impulses



The role of dopamine

NIH. Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

Why are drugs are more addictive than natural 

rewards?
Dopamine is connected to pleasure…

• Dopamine reinforces positive 

motivation such as eating, socializing 

and sex

• It alters neural connectivity to make it 

easier to repeat the activity without 

thinking (i.e., formation of habits)

• Drugs stimulate the release of 

dopamine, “teaching” the brain to 

seek drugs at the expense of 

healthier activities and goals



Dopamine and Digital Media

The Guardian.  “Constant craving: how digital media turned us all into dopamine addicts”

Digital media can “hijack” the 

dopamine pathway

With mobile devices, every spare 

second is an opportunity for stimulation

While we have endless fun at our 

fingertips, the data shows we’re less and 

less happy

We are forever “interrupting ourselves” 

for a quick digital hit, meaning we rarely 

get into a creative flow

Do you spend a lot of time thinking about social 

media or planning to use digital media?

Do you feel the urge to use digital media more and 

more?

Do you use digital media to forget about personal 

problems?

Do you try to reduce use of digital media without 

success?

Do you become restless or troubled if unable to use 

digital media?

Do you use digital media so much that it has a 

negative impact on your job or studies?

Recognizing Digital Media Addiction:
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Physical Substances

Both physical substances and behaviours can lead to problematic use

• Alcohol

• Amphetamines

• Caffeine

• Cocaine

• Hallucinogens

• Inhalants

• Marijuana

• Opioids

• PCP

• Prescription drugs

• Tobacco

Grant et al.  Introduction to Behavioral Addictions

Behaviours

• Binge eating and/or food 

addiction

• Gambling

• Internet

• Sex

• Shopping

• Digital media and/or social 

media

• Tanning

• Video games



The spectrum of substance use

Alberta Health Services



Some substance use in moderation can be beneficial or low-risk…

Alberta Health Services



Canada’s low-risk alcohol guidelines can be used to reduce the 
risks associated with drinking …

A standard drink is a measure of how much alcohol you are 

consuming, and it varies based on the alcohol concentration:

Canada’s low-risk alcohol 

drinking guidelines:

Women should limit consumption to 

no more than…

• 2 standard drinks per day

• 10 standard drinks per week

• 3 standard drinks on special 

occasions

Men should limit consumption to no 

more than…

• 3 standard drinks per day

• 15 standard drinks per week

• 4 standard drinks on special 

occasions



…and there are several ways to reduce the risks associated with 
cannabis use

Canada's lower-risk cannabis use guidelines

Cannabis use in Canada is among the 

highest use rates in the world

This can be cause for concern, as 10-30% of 

cannabis users develop a cannabis use 

disorder (including dependence)…

…while there are several cannabis-related 

harms, e.g.,:

• Fatal and non-fatal injuries 

• Cannabis use disorder 

• Other mental health issues

Tactical tips for lower risk cannabis use:

1. Abstain

2. Delay use

3. Choose products with lower THC, avoid 

synthetic products

4. Avoid smoking, choose safer methods

5. Limit frequency of use

6. Pay attention to safety

7. Some people should avoid use 

(pregnancy, or history of psychosis or 

substance use disorder)



However, substance use can also pose risk and potential harms

Alberta Health Services



Initially positive effects of substance use can develop into potentially 
problematic use

NIH.  Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

In general, people use substances or engage 

in behaviours for the initial positive effects…

To feel good

To feel better

To do better

Curiosity and social pressure

However, this becomes problematic 

when…

Other pleasurable activities become less 

pleasurable

A need to take the drug just to feel “normal”

A hard time controlling the use or behaviour

A need for increasing amounts



Substance use can result in a self-perpetuating cycle

Mental health and substance use disorders. MentalHealth.gov

Anxiety

Substance use

Relief

Euphoria

Reduced pain, 
anxiety & stress

Feeling of 
power & control

Reduction of 
effects

Low                            High

Stress level

CONCEPTUAL

Stress Stressful life events or a combination 

of events can trigger substance use:

• Work-related including job insecurity 

or loss, high pressure, boring tasks, 

lack of opportunity, work norms or peer 

pressure

• Home life-related including personal 

relationship instability, unstable 

housing, loss of a loved one, loneliness 

or isolation

• Health-related including new or 

evolving health challenges (e.g., 

surgery), switching of medications



What is Substance Use Disorder?

Canadian Mental Health Association, Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction 

Substance use disorder (SUD), 

also called drug addiction or drug 

dependence:

• Relapsing chronic disease 

that affects a person's brain 

and behaviour 

• Inability to control the use of a 

legal or illegal drug or 

medication

Impaired 

control over 

use

Risky use and 

behaviour

Impairment in 

social and/or 

occupational 

function

Tolerance 

and/or 

withdrawal



What if I need help?

Assess personal 

substance use risk

• Leverage self-assessment screening tools to assess individual risk (e.g., 

publicly available screening tools such as TAPS)

Seek support and 

information

• Use credible Canadian resources such as regional substance crisis helplines 

for urgent assistance. 

• Review list of workplace resources available; both internal company 

resources (e.g., benefits, time off policy) and external company partnerships

Seek medical advice 

and treatment

• Leverage internal and external resources for diagnosis, advice, and 

treatment; stay in supporting network, get help from professionals, and keep in 

touch with rehab facilities

• Talk confidentially with HR staff; discuss options for modified work duty and 

hours to support personal health, wellbeing, and safety



Addictions can be managed successfully, but there usually isn’t a cure

NIH. Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

Addictions can be treated successfully, enabling 

people to resume productive lives, known as 

being in recovery

Like other chronic conditions, such as heart 

disease or asthma, treatment for drug addiction 

usually does not provide a cure but addiction 

can be managed successfully

If people stop following their medical 

treatment plan, they are likely to relapse

Density of Dopamine Transporters 

in the Brain

“The brain has a remarkable ability to recover, at 

least in part, after a long abstinence from drugs”



There are effective treatments for many drug addictions

NIH. Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction

Principles of effective treatment

Detox alone is not an effective 

treatment for most individuals

There is no medication available 

for some drug addictions (e.g. 

stimulants, cannabis), thus 

treatment consists of behavioural 

therapy

Medication is usually combined 

with some form of behavioural 

therapy to maximize success

Available Treatment:

Medication

Various medications and 

devices can be useful at 

different stages of treatment

• Treating withdrawal

• Staying in treatment

• Preventing relapse

Behavioural therapy

Therapy can help modify 

attitude and behaviours 

related to drug use  

It can improve resilience to 

better handle stressful 

situations and triggers that 

might precipitate relapse
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Additional Resources



Recap of Wellness Series

Exercise
Substance 

use

Stress

Sleep is critical to physical and mental restoration, 

learning, creativity and performance

Creating a routine can help minimize disruption

Our bodies are ill-suited to today’s 

environment of energy dense foods

Adapt our eating habits to match to 

our lifestyle needs

Sleep

Nutrition

There are 4 essential components 

of exercise: aerobic, resistance, 

flexibility and balance

Establishing a weekly routine can 

unlock diverse health benefits

Intense or prolonged stress can impact wellbeing

Self-awareness, self-care and identification of one’s 

purpose can build resilience for stressful situations

Relationships

Substances can trigger a surge in 

dopamine, reducing one’s ability to 

experience pleasure from naturally 

rewarding activities

Recognizing when positive use 

becomes problematic and seeking 

professional support can help 

prevent and treat substance-

related harms



EYLiveWell.ca
is a one stop shop  
for everything  
wellbeing related

Mental health benefit
EY offers a $5,000 mental health benefit for all 
EY staff and eligible dependents

Healthcare Online

On-demand healthcare service available 24/7 for your 
health and wellness needs for all benefits plan members and 
dependents

Employee and family assistance program
1-866-392-7478
EFAP is a confidential, short-term counselling and  
referral service for you and your family

MindBeacon
Typically 8-10 sessions — digital Cognitive 
Behaviour  Therapy (CBT) for people with mild to 
moderate  symptoms of depression, anxiety, 
insomnia, PTSD,  panic disorder, health anxiety

WeCare

4 steps to support someone who may be struggling: 
1. Notice for signs of change
2. Ask ’’Are you ok?’’ to open the topic for discussion
3. Listen for clues to understand the situation
4. Act Involve EFAP, Talent Consultant or other who can help

HR Helpline Information:

Check out the Canada HR Connection site, or 
contact Canada Talent support using the 
following options:

• Submit a request or 
question (Select request type “Other Talent 
Enquiries”)

• Chat with Talent Support
• Call 1-866-857-3947 (EYHR)

https://eylivewell.ca/emotional/
https://www.workhealthlife.com/
https://info.mindbeacon.com/bey747
http://www.aonmultisite.com/ey/files/2019/03/02.-We-Care1-CANADA-Updates.pdf
https://jam12.sapjam.com/groups/sgrUNGNJOHk7QLfpiKAwm9/overview_page/gjfbJvjhAKTmm00GlYzcFz
https://internal.ey.net/sites/eforms/SitePages/HR%20Request%20eForm.aspx
https://ey.service-now.com/myhr/?id=my_hr_chat

