
The Opioid 
Epidemic
KNOW THE NUMBERS

Opioid overdoses have increased almost six times since 
1999 and taken the lives of over 47,000 loved ones 
during 2017. More than 115 people die in the U.S. 
every day from an opioid overdose. Maybe you’ve lost a 
loved one to an overdose or maybe you have struggled 
with addiction yourself. Either way, it’s important to 
understand the facts of prescription drug overdose and 
to seek a valuable support system.

Opioids (also known as narcotics) are a class of drug 
used to reduce pain from an injury or surgery and are 
given as a prescription from your doctor. Examples of 
prescription opioids are vicodin, codeine, oxycodone, 
oxycontin, dilaudid, and percocet. In the late 1990s, 
doctors believed these medications were not highly 
addictive when compared to morphine, which is what 
they were typically using to control pain. Thus, they 
prescribed them more frequently to their patients. Sadly, 
it has become more and more apparent how wrong 
they were as ‘the opioid epidemic’ has snowballed out of 
control.

When used appropriately and in the short-term, opioid 
prescriptions are safe, effective, and necessary for 
patients. But as the use continues, tolerance increases 
and it gets harder and harder to achieve the same 
“high.” This leads to taking more of the prescribed 
medication. When patients aren’t able to refill any 
additional prescriptions from their doctor, they often 
rely on illegal ways of obtaining the medication and can 
turn to illegal opioids, like heroin.

Heroin is an illegal opioid and is highly addictive. It can 
be smoked or snorted but is most commonly injected, 
which increases the spread of HIV, hepatitis, and other 
bacterial infections. Between 2010 and 2017, deaths from 
heroin overdoses increased by almost 400%. About 80% 
of people who use heroin first started with prescription 
opioid abuse.

Synthetic (man-made) fentanyl is also an opioid—a 
highly potent one—and is used to treat severe pain. It 
is often made and used illegally, mixed with heroin or 
cocaine and causes many overdose deaths each year.

Opioids bind to opiate receptors in our body and block 
the pain signals that are sent from our brain to our body. 
They also release large amounts of dopamine, which is 
known as the “feel-good hormone,” as it is associated 
with high levels of pleasure. This is what most often 
begins the misuse and abuse cycle of many types of 
opioids.
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1. Tolerance to a drug/medication means it takes 
more frequent doses or higher doses to achieve the 
same result.

2. Drug/medication dependence is when our 
neurons adapt and begin to function normally 
with the medication. Without it, we experience 
withdrawal symptoms, including anxiety, agitation, 
muscle cramps, high blood pressure, nausea, trouble 
sleeping, sweats, etc. In those with a chronic (long-
term) dependence, it is safer to get off medications 
in a healthcare facility where they can be closely 
monitored for safety.

3. Drug/medication addiction is considered a 
chronic disease where we behave on impulses despite 
the consequences. There is a lack of control when 
obtaining the drugs that are “needed”. Symptoms 
of withdrawal are similar to those listed above, but 
more severe. They’re extremely uncomfortable and 
make quitting feel impossible to the person going 
through it.

In addition to the “high” that 
people experience, opioids 
can also cause sleepiness, 
constipation, slowed breathing, 
nausea, and confusion. With 
overdoses, someone’s breathing 
can slow to a dangerous level 
causing hypoxia, which means 
they are not getting sufficient oxygen 
or blood flow to their brain. This can cause brain 
damage or death.

If you or someone you love is suffering from opioid 
dependence or addiction, it is not hopeless.! There are 
medications and many types of therapy that can help 
you or your loved one through this. Commit to quitting 
and discuss options with your doctor. Get support from 
your friends and family, as well as others who are going 
through the same thing.

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.


