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EDRS 
(N=800) 

IDRS 
(N=898) 

% male 66 69 
% under 25 years old 74 3 
% unstable housing 5 21 
% single 58 56 
% completed year 12 81 21 
% unemployed  15 83 
% in drug treatment 2 47 

Note: Numbers may vary due to missing data. 

Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics  
EDRS and IDRS nationally, 2014 

Figure 1. Reported experiences of lifetime and 
recent overdose Introduction 
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Being under 25 years old was significantly 
associated with a reported recent overdose on 
any drug (p<.05). All other socio-demographic 
characteristics were not significantly associated.  
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Figure 2. Recent overdose on any 
drug by alcohol dependency (AUDIT) 
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Figure 3. Recent overdose 
on any drug by stimulant 
drug dependency (SDS) 

Factors associated with recent 
overdose among PWUP 

Recent overdose 
on any drug was 
significantly 
associated with 
increased risk of 
dependency on 
both alcohol 
and stimulant 
drugs (p<.001). 

Unstable housing was the only socio-
demographic characteristic that was 
significantly associated with recent overdose on 
any drug (p<.05).  

Factors associated with recent 
overdose among PWID 

EDRS 
• Lifetime stimulant overdose (n=217) 
 Median times: 2 (range 1-100) 
 Most recent time in last 12mths 
 Main drug: ecstasy (57%)& ice/crystal (9%) 
 Main location: private dwelling (36%), 

music festival (23%) & nightclub (15%) 
 Main symptom: vomiting, visual 

hallucinations, fever, heart racing, extreme 
anxiety & paranoia 
 

• Lifetime depressant overdose (n=195) 
 Median times: 2 (range 1-200) 
 Most recent time in last 12mths 
 Main drug: alcohol (74%), benzodiazepines 

(4%) & GHB (4%) 
 Main location: private dwelling (39%), 

nightclub (16%), pubs (10%) 
 Main symptom: vomiting, losing 

consciousness, collapsing 
  
IDRS 
• Lifetime heroin overdose (n=355) 
 Median times: 2 (range 1-150) 
 
• Lifetime overdose on other drug (n=177) 
 Median times: 1 (range 1-72) 

Most recent time in last 12mths 
Main drug: ice/crystal (25%) & 
benzodiazepines (21%).  

Recent overdose on any drug was associated 
with being at risk of dependency on alcohol 
and opioids (p<.05), though not for stimulant 
drugs. 

Drug dependency 
 

EDRS 
• 82% had risky alcohol use (AUDIT score 8+), 

with 34% scoring hazardous or higher (16+). 
• 25% were at risk of stimulant dependency 

(SDS score 3+). 
 

IDRS 
• 47% were at risk of alcohol dependency 

(AUDIT-C score 5+)  
• 69% of opioid users at risk of opioid 

dependency (SDS score 5+)  
• 41% of stimulant users at risk of stimulant 

dependency (SDS score  4+) 
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Figure 4. Recent overdose  on any 
drug by drug dependency 
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• Increase in reported stimulant overdoses in 
EDRS surveys1 

• No increase in reported heroin overdoses in 
IDRS surveys2 but an increase in unintentional 
fatal opioid overdoses3 

• Unintentional drug overdoses linked to heavy 
drug use including alcohol use1,4 

• A key risk factor for a drug overdose is a 
previous overdose5 

• National data from 2014 EDRS and IDRS  
• All 17+ yrs, living in jurisdiction last 12mths 
 
 
 
  
  
  
Measures of dependency: 
• Severity of Dependency Scale* (5-item SDS)  
• Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (13-

item AUDIT; 3-item AUDIT-C) 
*Cut-off for dependency: ecstasy & cocaine ≥ 3; 
methamphetamine ≥ 4; opioids ≥ 56-9. Chi-square tests 
were used to determine association. 
 
 

 
 
 

EDRS (N=800) 
People who used 
psychostimulants (PWUP) 6+ 
times in last six months, 
recruited via advertising and 
peer referral. 

IDRS (N=898) 
People who injected 
drugs (PWID) 6+ times in 
last six months, recruited 
from NSPs, advertising 
and peer referral. 
 

Findings 

• PWUP were more likely to report a recent 
overdose than PWID. 

• Those who overdosed, tended to have repeat 
overdoses 

• Main drugs attributed for PWUP were 
alcohol and ecstasy versus heroin, ice/crystal, 
benzodiazepines for PWID 

• Supports research1,4 that overdoses are more 
like to occur amongst dependent users. 

• Harm minimisation target group:  heavy drug 
and alcohol users 

Conclusions 

References 
 
1. Sindicich, N., Grigg, J., & Burns, L. (2014) Contamination or excess? 
Stimulant overdose in regular psychostimulant users. EDRS Drug Trends 
Bulletin, July 2014, 1-6.  
2. Stafford, J and Burns, L. (2014) Australian Drug Trends 2013. Findings 
from the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS). Australian Drug Trends 
Series No. 109. Sydney, National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, 
UNSW Australia. 
3. Roxburgh, A  and Burns, L (2013) Accidental drug-induced deaths due to 
opioids in Australia, 2009. Sydney. National  Drug and Alcohol Research 
Centre. 
4. Darke, S., & Hall, W. (2003) Heroin overdose: research and evidence-
based intervention. Journal of urban health, 80(2), 189-200. 
5. Stoove, M.A., Dietze, P.M., Jolley, D. (2009) Overdose deaths following 
 

previous non-fatal heroin overdose, record linkage of hospital attendance 
and death registry data. Drug and Alcohol Rev. 28, 347–352. 
6. Bruno, R., Gomez, R. & Matthews, A. (2011) Choosing a cut-off on 
the severity of dependence scale for ecstasy use, The Open Addiction 
Journal, 4, 13−14. 
7. Castillo, I.I., Saiz, F.G., Rojas, O.L., Vazquez, M.A.L. & Lerma, J.M.J. 
(2010) Estimation of cutoff for the Severity of Dependence Scale (SDS) 
for opiate dependence by ROC analysis, Actas Españolas de Psiquiatría, 38 
(5), 270-277 
8. Kaye, S. & Darke, D. (2002) Determining a diagnostic cut-off on the 
Severity of Dependence Scale (SDS) for cocaine dependence, Addiction, 97 
(6), 727-731. 
9. Topp, L. & Mattick, R. (1997) Choosing a cut-off on the Severity of 
Dependence Scale (SDS) for amphetamine users. Addiction, 92 (7), 839-
845. 

Sophie Hickey, Fairlie McIlwraith and Rosa Alati 
QADREC School of Population Health, University of Queensland 


	Overdose and drug dependency

