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Part I. Prescription Analgesic Abuse:
Patterns of Prescription Analgesic Abuse and Perceived Risks

The OSAM Network conducted a rapid response investigation on prescription analgesic abuse to
provide the Ohio Department of Alcohol and Drug Addiction Services (ODADAS) with information
to help design prevention services and inform treatment needs. Regional Epidemiologists in
Akron, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo, Youngstown, and the rural southeast interviewed
43 individuals with a recent history of prescription analgesic abuse.

Three main types of prescription analgesic abusers were identified. The first group included
individuals dependent on prescription analgesics who used the drugs on a daily basis and
considered them their primary drug of choice. A second group included heroin users who would
occasionally substitute heroin with prescription analgesics. A third group of users used
prescription analgesics occasionally, typically in combination with other substances. Some of
these individuals were still in the “experimental” stage of their drug using careers.

Participants who were dependent on prescription analgesics reported how they switched to more
potent drugs as their tolerance increased. Several participants reported that their abuse went “out
of control” once they “discovered” OxyContin® (oxycodone controlled-release). In addition,
several participants reported eventually switching to heroin, a less expensive and more readily
available alternative to pharmaceutical opioids. For example, a 42-year-old man who eventually
became a heroin injector, explained:

| can’t remember what year it was. But | remember distinctly, um, someone said to me,
“You're spending all that money on those “Oxys,” man, where as for $20 you can buy an
amount of heroin that would exceed any “Oxy” that | was doing....” | wanted to try that, and
um, after | tried the heroin, | didn’t really want “Oxys,” was nothing to me anymore....

The majority of participants reported concurrent abuse of other substances. Some young users
reported abusing prescription analgesics in combination with alcohol and marijuana to enhance
the intoxicating effects of those drugs. Some opioid dependent individuals reported that
prescription analgesics made them feel energized, and they used Xanax® (alprazolam) or
Valium® (diazepam) to “balance” this “speedy” high. Conversely, in other cases prescription
analgesics were used to come down from a crack-cocaine or some other stimulant high.

The majority of the long-term users reported various health problems and risks associated with
prescription analgesic abuse, most of which they had experienced themselves. Rapid progression
to serious drug dependence and eventually turning to heroin injection were cited as important risk
factors. Drug overdose, liver damage, kidney and other organ damage were also cited as
important risk factors. Typically, younger users who abused prescription analgesics occasionally,
and often in combination with other substances, were aware of the various risks associated with
prescription analgesic abuse. However, they believed that occasional abuse had low risks and
insignificant health effects. Prevention and treatment interventions should take into account
different patterns of prescription analgesic abuse.
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