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Introduction
At one point in our history, opioids were prescribed 
mainly to treat chronic pain related to active cancer or 
pain at the end-of-life. However, several decades ago, 
things began to change. Opioids could be used to treat 
other types of chronic pain. Based on information from 
pharmaceutical companies that prescription opioids 
were not addictive in addition to changes in how pain 
was to be managed, healthcare providers started to 
prescribe opioids at a much higher rate during the late 
1990s. Along with the increase in opioid prescriptions, 
prescription opioid misuse and deaths associated with 
opioid use also increased.

Currently, 1 in 4 people receiving long-term prescription 
opioids struggles with an opioid use disorder (addiction).  
Also, individuals suffering with severe pain from sickle 
cell anemia and/or other conditions are given opioid 
therapy periodically in order to effectively and humanely 
treat and manage the pain. These individuals often 
develop a tolerance and addiction to opioids. In 2015, 
more than 2 million people in the United States (US) 
were addicted to prescription opioids and roughly 
591,000 were addicted to heroin (NIH, 2017). According 
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(2017), 6 out of 10 overdose deaths in the US involve 
opioids (CDC, 2017). The abuse of and the addiction to 
opioids have produced a public health crisis that results 
in communities losing an average of 91 people a day 
as a result of opioid overdoses. This is not a crisis 
among a specific age group, but a crisis affecting teens 
as well as adults of all ages.

Opioids
Opioids come from the term opium. Opioids are drugs 
that are used to treat pain. Figure 2 provides examples 
of the many types of opioids available. These drugs 
reduce the feeling of pain while producing a feeling 
or state of intense excitement and happiness; in 
other words, a “high.” Prescription opioids are safe 
when taken as prescribed over a short period of time. 
However, when they are taken over a long period 
of time or in ways other than what was prescribed, 
they become very addictive and harmful. Prescription 
opioids are long-acting or extended-release drugs. 
Active ingredients are released slowly in a body. 
Individuals who become dependent on or addicted to 
opioids seek a quicker more intense high than that 
provided by prescription opioids. For this reason, they 
use methods that cause prescription opioids to become 
very dangerous and addictive. For example, they 
might crush pills for snorting, shooting up, smoking, or 
combining with alcohol and/or other drugs.

► Become more knowledgeable about the opioid crisis in the United States 
through an examination of it’s history and treatment options.

Figure 1. Prescription drugs with Syringe. Stock image by Moussa81. 

Figure 2. Examples of Opioids available. 



Prescription Opioids and Heroin Abuse

Within the last few years, many communities 
throughout the US have seen an increase in the use 
of illegal opioids (heroin & fentanyl). According to the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse (2014), this increase is 
due, in part, to the decreased availability of prescription 
opioids together with an increase in chemical tolerance 
toward prescribed opioids. Chemical tolerance refers 
to a lessening of the drug’s effect over time. In other 
words, the amount needed to give a prescription opioid 
abuser an intense high no longer gives him/her that 
same high. So, the amount of drugs taken has to be 
increased in order to receive the same effect.

Now that it is becoming more difficult to obtain 
prescription opioids, individuals who are addicted to 
prescription opioids are turning to illegal opioids that 
are cheaper, more available, and more deadly. Unlike 
prescription opioids in which the drug gradually enters 
the brain at a regulated amount, heroin enters the brain 
all at once and produces an extreme high for a shorter 
period of time. Because of this and the possibility of 
contamination with other drugs such as fentanyl that 
is extremely dangerous, there is a much higher risk of 
overdosing and death with heroin.

Medications for Opioid Addictions

Methadone and buprenorphine are two treatment 
medications that have been developed to reduce 
the chances of relapse by reducing the negative 
effects of withdrawals and cravings. Although these 
medications effectively treat opioid addiction, treatment 
programs have been slow to adopt them. Because 
these treatment medications are opioids and they 
produce a “high” in individuals who are not addicted 
to opioids, many people incorrectly assume that such 
treatment will entail “substituting a new addiction for 
an old addiction” (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 
2017). This is a misconception. The medications 
do not produce a “high” in individuals who have 
developed a high tolerance to opioids. They simply 
minimize withdrawal symptoms and cravings. As noted 
by the National Institute on Drug Abuse (2017), “these 
medications could help many people recover from 
opioid addiction.” 

Naloxone, another treatment medication, can be 
used for an opioid overdose. It reverses the drug. In 
some communities it is distributed to law enforcement 
officers, people who use opioids, and to their families 
as an emergency method for helping to prevent 
overdose deaths.

Stop Opioid Abuse

Here are some ways to help prevent opioid addiction:
 ■ Learn ways to manage pain that does not include the 

use of prescription opioids.
 ■ Store all prescribed opioids in a secure place.
 ■ Participate in drug take back programs to safely 

dispose of unused opioids.
 ■ Share reliable information with youth and adults of all 

ages about the risks of prescription opioids.

Here are some ways to help individuals dealing with 
opioid addiction:

 ■ Refer them to a drug treatment program.
 ■ Share reliable information about effective treatment 

medications in order to dispel misconceptions.
 ■ Improve awareness of opioid addiction and its 

stigmatization.

Figure 3. Pre-filled syringe of naloxone HCl preparation.  
Photo credit: Mark Oniffrey, Wiki.

• Purchase medications in small quantities.
• Don’t share or sell medications.
• Lock your medications in a secure cabinet.
• Store medications out of reach of children & pets.
• Don’t flush unused or expired medications.

Tips for Using Medications

• DEA Drug Take Back Initiative in 
   April & October each year.
   www.dea.gov or 800‐882‐9539
• Drop box locations in your area.

Disposal Methods

Figure 4. Drug Tips and Disposal Methods. More tips found at  
www.aces.edu/urban/forestry/SerPIE/.
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