The Opioid Epidemic
The Problem- The Crisis Every day, more than 115 people in the United States die after
overdosing on opioids. The misuse of and addiction to opioids—including prescription pain
relievers, heroin, and synthetic opioids such as fentanyl—is a serious national crisis that affects
public health as well as social and economic welfare. The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention estimates that the total "economic burden" of prescription opioid misuse alone in the
United States is $78.5 billion a year, including the costs of healthcare, lost productivity,
addiction treatment, and criminal justice involvement
The Causes and the Current State of Affairs: 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. This
subsequently led to widespread diversion and misuse of these medications before it became clear
that these medications could indeed be highly addictive. Opioid overdose rates began to increase.
In 2015, more than 33,000 Americans died as a result of an opioid overdose, including
prescription opioids, heroin, and illicitly manufactured fentanyl, a powerful synthetic opioid.
That same year, an estimated 2 million people in the United States suffered from substance use
disorders related to prescription opioid pain relievers, and 591,000 suffered from a heroin use
disorder (not mutually exclusive).
• Roughly 21 to 29 percent of patients prescribed opioids for chronic pain misuse them.
• Between 8 and 12 percent develop an opioid use disorder.
• An estimated 4 to 6 percent who misuse prescription opioids transition to heroin.
• About 80 percent of people who use heroin first misused prescription opioids.
• Opioid overdoses increased 30 percent from July 2016 through September 2017 in 45 states.
• “Fentanyl and other synthetic opioids contributed to more overdose deaths in 2016 than
prescription painkillers”:
National Solutions
Five major priorities:
a. improving access to treatment and recovery services’
b. promoting use of overdose-reversing drugs;
c. strengthening our understanding of the epidemic through better public health
surveillance;
d. providing support for cutting-edge research on pain and addiction;
e. advancing better practices for pain management

