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Opioid misuse a national crisis
The drug overdose death rate in the United 
States has risen significantly over the past 
decade and a half, driven by heroin use and 
the misuse of prescription opioids.

About two-thirds of drug overdose deaths 
involve heroin and prescription opioids, 
according to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC). The number 
of overdose deaths involving opioids was 
five times higher in 2016 than it was in 1999. 

The increase in opioid misuse and addiction has led to the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse to call the situation a national crisis. About 115 
Americans die every day from an opioid overdose.

In light of the crisis, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
is focusing on improving access to treatment and recovery services, 
promoting the use of overdose-reversing drugs, and advancing better 
pain management practices.

The CDC points out that it can be difficult to recognize an opioid 
overdose. Signs can include small “pinpoint” eye pupils, falling asleep or 
loss of consciousness, slow and shallow breathing, choking or gurgling 
sounds, a limp body, and pale, cold skin.

If the signs are seen, it is important to call 911 or seek medical care 
and stay with the person until help arrives.

Heroin use linked to 
prescription drug misuse
The use of heroin has increased dramatically 
over the past 15 years, a trend that’s tied to the 
misuse of prescription drugs. 

Use of the highly addictive opioid is up among 
both men and women, in most age groups, 
and across all income levels, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). Three of four people who report using 
heroin have previously abused prescription 
opioids, the CDC says.

 The CDC points to several possible reasons 
for the increase in heroin use:

• greater availability of the drug,

• its relatively low price when compared to
prescription opioids, and

• the purity of heroin in the United States.

The rise in heroin-related deaths is part of a 
nationwide opioid crisis, which has its roots in a 
significant increase in opioid prescriptions that 
began in the 1990s.

The CDC notes that the number of prescription 
opioids sold to pharmacies, hospitals, and 
doctors’ offices nearly quadrupled from 1999 to 
2010, yet there was no corresponding increase 
in the amount of pain reported by patients.

In 2015, it was estimated that 2 million people 
in the United States had a substance use 
disorder related to prescription opioid pain 
relievers. An additional 591,000 suffered from a 
heroin use disorder.

Heroin use rate increasing

Sex 2002-2004* 2011-2013* % Change

Male 2.4 3.6 50

Female .08 1.6 100

*Annual average rate of heroin use (per 1,000
people in each group)
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Women and men respond differently to drugs, alcohol
While men and women are just as likely to become addicted to alcohol or illegal 
drugs, they often use and respond to them differently.

Men are more likely than women to use illegal drugs, according to the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse. In addition, a man is more likely to visit an emergency 
room or have an overdose death from the use of illegal drugs.

Women, however, may be more susceptible to craving drugs and relapse into drug 
use. A woman may also have different obstacles for effective addiction treatment, 
as some treatments may not have been adequately tested on women.

The National Institute on Drug Abuse notes that there are differences in how men 
and women respond to various substances:

Alcohol: Men generally have higher rates of alcohol use, including binge drinking. 
A woman’s health is more likely to be damaged by drinking over the long-term. 
Women and men metabolize alcohol differently; women become intoxicated from 
smaller quantities of alcohol than men.

Marijuana: More men than women use marijuana and they show a greater high. 
In a woman, use of the drug is more likely to impair spatial memory, which plays a 
role in remembering where things are located. In both sexes marijuana addiction is 
associated with an increased risk of a mental health issue. In women, this is more 
often a panic attack or anxiety disorder, while in men this is more likely to be an 
antisocial personality disorder or other substance use problem.

Cocaine: Animal studies have found that females are quicker to start taking 
cocaine and to take it in larger amounts. 

Heroin: Women who use heroin tend to be younger, are likely to use smaller 
amounts and for a shorter time, and are less likely to inject the drug. They may be 
more at risk for an overdose death during the first few years of injecting the drug. 

Prescription pain relievers: Women are more likely to misuse prescription opioids to self-treat for other problems, such as 
anxiety or tension.
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Binge drinking a costly and deadly concern
About a quarter of Americans over age 12 binge on alcohol – a practice with 
serious consequences.

Binging on alcohol is associated with chronic diseases such as high blood 
pressure, heart disease, stroke, liver disease, and several types of cancer, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). It is also 
linked to car accidents, falls, miscarriage, sexually transmitted diseases, and 
violence such as sexual assault.

Drinking a large amount of alcohol in a short time can lead to alcohol 
poisoning. When there are very high levels of alcohol in the body, critical 
areas of the brain shut down, including those controlling breathing, heart rate, 
and body temperature. Each year, there are 2,200 alcohol poisoning deaths 
in the United States. 

Binge drinking is also costly, bringing health care expenses, losses in workplace 
productivity, and criminal justice costs. Binge drinking cost the U.S. $191 billion in 
2010, the CDC says. The organization notes that the overall cost of excessive drinking, 
including binge drinking, breaks down to $2.05 per drink.

If you choose to drink alcohol, do so in moderation. Avoid 
drinks with unknown alcohol content or mixing alcohol with 
energy drinks. Caffeine can mask the effects of alcohol 
and cause people to drink more than they intended.

Most people who binge drink are not alcohol dependent, 
but may still need counseling. Talk to a health care 
provider if you think you have a problem with alcohol use.

By the numbers
Between 2010 and 2015, the 
percentage of drug overdose deaths 
involving:

• heroin tripled, from 8 percent to 
25 percent;

• synthetic opioids, including 
fentanyl and tramadol, 
increased from 8 to 18 percent;

• cocaine increased from 11 
percent to 13 percent; and

• natural and semisynthetic 
opioids, such as oxycodone, 
dropped from 29 to 24 percent.

Source: National Center for Health 
Statistics

The economic burden of 
prescription opioid misuse is $78.5 
billion annually, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC). This includes the 
cost of healthcare, lost 
productivity, addiction 
treatment, and criminal 
justice involvement.

What is binge drinking?
5 or more drinks for men or 4 or more 
drinks for women in about two hours.

A drink is:
• 12 ounces of beer (5 percent alcohol)

• 5 ounces of wine (12 percent alcohol)

• 1.5 ounces of distilled spirits, such as 
vodka or whiskey (40 percent alcohol)
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