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Roll Call-What do you like most about the Iowa State Fair? 

 
The Opioid Crisis and Drug Diversion in Nursing Homes 

1. What are Opioids? 
a. Opioids are a class of drugs that have historically been used as painkillers 

which have a great potential for misuse. 
b. Opioids are:  Hydrocodone, Oxycodone,Morphine and Codeine. 

2. What is Drug Diversion? 
a. Diversion means the transfer of a controlled substance from a lawful to an 

unlawful channel of distribution or use. 
b. Diversion means any criminal act involving a prescription drug. 

3. Who is diverting drugs in our Nursing Homes? 
a. Nurses, Certified Nurses’ Aides, Medication Aides 
b. Physicians 
c. Pharmacists 
d. Unlicensed staff 
e. Residents 
f. Visitors 
g. The general public 
h. Possibly anyone 

4. Why are Healthcare Professionals diverting drugs? 
a. High Stress jobs-see suffering and pain in residents, witness death, 

expected to work long hours with few staff, expected to be perfect. 
b. Health Care Professionals see the benefits of medications daily as part of 

their jobs. 
5. Profile of a Staff member who diverts medication 

a. Best nurse on the unit-always volunteers for extra shifts. 
b. Would never be suspected of stealing or diverting medications. 
c. Comes in early for shifts and stays after shift ends. 
d. Prefers working the night shift. 
e. Prefers to work in areas where there is a lot of narcotic use-Hospice 

patients, cognitively impaired residents. 
6. Warning Signs that a Staff member may be diverting drugs 

a. Signs out more “as needed” narcotics than other nurses 
b. May be experiencing recent health problems or recovering from surgery 
c. Family stress-recent deaths, illness, financial 



d. Documents residents refusing drugs, drug spills or borrows doses from 
other residents or the emergency kit at the nursing facility. 

e. Nursing documentation does not match with the number of drugs given. 
f. Residents in her/his care complaining of little pain relief. 
g. Takes frequent bathroom breaks or disappears from shift periodically 

during the day. 
h. Orders medications from the pharmacy and doesn’t sign them in when 

they arrive at the facility. 
i. Offers to pass narcotics for other nurses. 
j. Doesn’t have another nurse count narcotics at the end of the shift but 

wants him/her to initial that she did. 
k. May have excessive absenteeism or is a no show for work. 
l. Personality changes or mood swings, depression, lack of impulse control. 
m. Visits by friends and/or relatives while working on shift. 

7. What is the reason for the Drug Diversion? 
a. Person is addicted to pain medication. 
b. Needs the money from selling the extra drugs. 
c. May have a family member who has inadequate pain control or their own 

lack of pain control. 
8. How do the Staff Divert the Drugs? 

a. Substitute over the counter medications for the opioids or narcotics. 
b. Chart drugs as given when they have not been given. 
c. Dilutes liquid medication with water or other liquid. 
d. Charts that the resident refused the medication. 
e. Charts medication spillage or waste.   
f. Improper disposal of pain patches with no witness. 
g. Overly concerned with pain management for residents. 

9. Is this happening in Iowa’s nursing homes? 
a. A nurse at a nursing facility was charged with stealing approx. 9,000 

medications from 4 residents over the course of one year. 
b. A staff member removed all of the fentanyl patches from the packages 

and taped them shut so no one could immediately tell they had been 
tampered with. 

c. The Director of Nursing insisted that staff leave for 15 minute breaks at the 
time medications were to be passed and she volunteered to pass the 
meds. 

d. The Administrator and Director of Nursing were selling residents’ narcotics 
out of the nursing home. 

10. What should be done if Drug Diversion is suspected? 
a. Report this immediately to your Point of Contact. 



b. Ask what safeguards or systems are in place to prevent drugs from being 
diverted. 

c. Ask your point of contact what the facility policy is related to drug 
diversion? 

d. Ask if local law enforcement is contacted. 
e. Ask if the Department of Inspections and Appeals is contacted. 
f. Ask if the nursing facility has a policy for drug testing of employees. 
g. Ask how the facility prevents the alleged staff member from quitting and 

going to another facility and doing the same thing. 
h. Ask if they have ever discovered drugs being diverted from the facility.  If 

yes, how did they handle the situation? 
i. Ask if the staff, residents, and family are educated on this topic. 
j. Is the culture of the facility such that a staff member can report suspicions 

without fear of retaliation? 
11. Are people who divert drugs in nursing homes being convicted and charged in 

Iowa? 
a. The Medicaid Fraud Unit shared the following statistics for Convictions: 
b. Federal Fiscal Year 2015-11 in nursing facilities 
c. Federal Fiscal Year 2016-24 in nursing facilities 
d. Federal Fiscal Year 2017-27 in nursing facilities 
e. The Medicaid Fraud Investigative Dept. only began tracking this 

information in Federal Fiscal Year 2015. 
 

12.   Conclusion 
a. Be aware that this is a nationwide problem that  affects people from all 

races, socio-economic classes, walks of life, ages, all professions. No one 
is immune from becoming addicted to opioids.  It is a problem that has 
resulted from Doctors prescribing the medications while being told they 
were safe.  

b. This is not “their problem” but “our” problem. 
c. Opioids were never intended to be used on a long-term basis. 
d. Look for non pharmacological interventions used to treat pain-exercise, 

yoga, Tai-Chi, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; 
e. The use of pain medications alone do not work the most effectively to treat 

pain. 
f. Advancing age creates a high risk factor for pain issues as it is estimated 

that as many of 80% of nursing home residents suffer from serious pain 
and are very likely not to report it.   

g. People who divert medications from others are in desperate situations and 
this is a very difficult crime to detect and prosecute. 



Resources:  www.samhsa.gov 
https://telligenqinqio.com/resource/education/ 

Questions? 
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