
There is an epidemic of opioid abuse, addiction and overdose in the US.  

We do not need to follow 
 

Opioids are a class of drugs that include the illicit drug heroin as well as the licit prescription 

pain relievers including oxycodone, hydrocodone, codeine, morphine or tramadol. Opioids are 

chemically related and interact with opioid receptors on nerve cells in the nervous system and 

brain relieving pain and producing pleasurable effects. They also produce addiction in some 

people (around 25% of individuals who use heroin develop opioid addiction). Addiction is a 

chronic and relapsing brain disease characterized by an individual pathologically pursuing 

reward and/or relief by substance use. 

Prescription opioids and illicit opioids are powerful drugs that have a risk of a potentially fatal 

overdose. Anyone who uses opioids can experience an overdose, but certain factors may increase 

this risk including: 

- Combining opioids with alcohol, marijuana or certain other drugs like benzodiazepines 

- Taking high dosages of opioids 

- Taking illicit or illegal opioids, like heroin or illicitly-manufactured fentanyl, that could 

possibly contain unknown or harmful substances 

- Certain medical conditions and older age 

Death from an opioid overdose happens when the drug overwhelms the brain and interrupts the 

body’s natural drive to breathe, which can cause brain damage and death. In many cases, life-

threatening respiratory depression due to opioids can be successfully reversed by timely 

administration of naloxone, a drug that blocks the effects of opioids. It’s important to recognize 

the signs and act fast.  

Signs include: 

- Small, constricted “pinpoint pupils”  

- Falling asleep or loss of consciousness 

- Slow, shallow breathing 

- Choking or gurgling sounds 

- Limp body 

- Pale, blue, or cold skin 

Things you can do if you think someone is experiencing an overdose— you could save a life! 

- Call 911 immediately 

- Administer naloxone, if available 

- Try to keep the person awake and breathing 

- Lay the person on their side to prevent choking 

- Stay with him or her until emergency workers arrive 

  



The United States is in the midst of a public health crisis related to the abuse and addiction to 

opioids, with an estimated 2 million Americans having a substance use disorder involving 

prescription pain relievers and 0.5 million having a substance use disorder involving heroin. 

Drug overdose is the leading cause of accidental death in the US. In 2015 more than 20,000 

Americans died from prescription opioids overdose and 13,000 from heroin overdose. The 

increase in injection drug use has also contributed to the spread of infectious diseases including 

HIV and hepatitis C. This devastating national crisis also affects social and economic welfare. 

The total "economic burden" of prescription opioid misuse alone is $78.5 billion a year, 

including the costs of healthcare, lost productivity, addiction treatment, and criminal justice 

involvement. 

  

How did they get here? 

“The reason that we find ourselves with a crisis of such proportion is that as a medical 

profession, we’ve been one step behind its sinister advance. Collectively, we didn’t take all the 

steps we could, when we could, to stop the advance of this crisis. We shunned hard decisions. As 

a profession, providers were too liberal in our use of these drugs well past the point where there 

were signs of trouble, and the beginning of a crisis of addiction.” (by FDA Commissioner Scott 

Gottlieb, M.D.) 

Physicians have an incentive to prescribe opioids. These drugs work very well for certain types 

of acute pain and patients love doctors that stop their pain. Hospitals have an incentive to provide 

opioids in the US. Patients evaluate Hospitals based on scales that include the pain suffered 

while at the hospital; better scores attract more patients, which brings more money. In the late 

1990s, pharmaceutical companies reassured the medical community that patients would not 

become addicted to prescription opioid pain relievers, and healthcare providers began to 

prescribe them at greater rates. Medical Associations, partially funded by companies, began 

campaigns of zero-tolerance policy to pain that promoted the use of opioids for a wide range of 

indications. Liberal prescription subsequently led to widespread diversion and misuse of these 

medications before it became clear that they could indeed be highly addictive. Roughly 25% of 

patients prescribed opioids for chronic pain misuse them; 10% develop an opioid use disorder; 

and 5% who misuse prescription opioids transition to heroin (about 80% of people who use 

heroin first misused prescription opioids). 

 

Changing Epidemic 

The epidemic has evolved and keeps shifting. From 1999 to 2008, sales, substance use disorder 

treatment admissions and overdose death rates related to prescription opioids quadrupled in 

parallel. In 2012, 259 million prescriptions were written for opioids, which is more than enough 

to give every American adult their own bottle of pills. Then, there was a public health reaction 

followed by policy changes and some signs of progress. Dispensing of opioids has dropped since 

2011, misuse is declining and deaths from prescription opioids have plateaued. Policy efforts are 

working as providers, payers and patients are collectively reducing some of their use of 

prescription opioid analgesic drugs. However, there has been a marked increase in the number of 

opioid-related overdose deaths driven by heroin and synthetic opioids other than methadone, like 

fentanyl and fentanyl analogs. The train full of patients addicted to opioids had left the station. 

The benefits from the reductions in prescription opioid use have been offset by the rising 



availability of illicit opioids. Initially more people switched from prescription opioids to heroin, 

as some had a harder time maintaining a supply of prescription drugs from doctors. In a 2014 

survey, 94% of opioid addicts said they chose to use heroin because prescription opioids were 

“far more expensive and harder to obtain.” However, heroin use is currently stable among young 

people. Instead, more people are now switching to highly potent drugs that are far deadlier. It is 

the growing availability of the illicit fentanyls what is contributing to a rise in overdose deaths. 

In 2016, over 42,000 persons died from an overdose involving a prescription or illicit opioid. 

Opioid overdoses increased exponentially between 2015 and 2017 and the pattern of drugs 

involved changed; the rate of drug overdose deaths involving fentanyls doubled from 3 to 6 per 

100,000. Seizures of fentanyl by Customs and Border Protection were reported as two pounds in 

2013, 440 pounds in 2016 and 1,377 pounds 2017. Heroin seizures also increased, from 4,790 

pounds in 2016, to 4,878 pounds in 2017. A dangerous turn. 

 

What can be done now? 

The Federal Government has proposed strategies to reverse the epidemic. The approach involves 

the medical community as much as collaboration with border patrol and police, and includes: 

- Advance the practice of pain management: Cut the rate of new addiction by rationalizing 

the prescribing of opioids and amounts dispensed, and development of non-addictive 

treatments for pain.  

- Innovation in treatments for opioid addiction and improving access to medication assisted 

treatment (methadone and buprenorphine) and recovery services.  

- Targeting availability and distribution of overdose-reversing drugs (naloxone) 

- Step up enforcement of the marketing and sale of illicit opioids, e.g., by targeting online 

sites that enable the illegal sale of these drugs and their shipment through the mail.  
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