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Opioid Use

SPOTlight: Opioids are strongly addictive painkillers that were responsible for nearly 80,000
overdose deaths in 2022. The overdose epidemic has been a federal public health emergency
since 2017 and is projected to worsen due to growing illicit markets and supply [1].

What are opioids?

e Opioids are strongly addictive painkillers (e.g., heroin, morphine, fentanyl) that can be taken
intravenously (I'V) for inpatient/perioperative use or orally for immediate or extended release [2].

e Opioid overdose (OD) can be lethal primarily through respiratory depression (i.e., cease breathing) [3].

e OD can be temporarily reversed using opioid antagonists such as naloxone, but this requires ongoing
medical monitoring, especially at higher doses [3].

e Buprenorphine and methadone are commonly used in treatment of ongoing addiction to opioids to
provide safe access to the drug and slowly taper patients off of opioids [4].

Who is most affected by the opioid epidemic?

e Opioids account for ~70% of ODs, which have quintupled in 25 years. Opioid use has continued to rise ~20%
annually, and rose especially sharply during the COVID-19 pandemic [5].

e Opioid death is most common in 35-45 year olds, but recent trends show the greatest increase in opioid deaths
for 15-25 year olds [6]. Males account for 70% of opioid deaths [7].

e During prescription expansion of opioid use (oxycodone, hydrocodone, etc), ODs and illicit use were focused in
white populations due to prescribers not recognizing pain of black patients. However, as the crisis has expanded
to illicitly synthesized opioids, the rate of overdose in black populations has overtaken that of white
populations, especially in urban areas [8].

e Opioid prescription patterns began changing in the 1990s. Illicit prescription use escalated in the early 2000s as
did heroin use. These were gradually overtaken by illicit synthetics in the 2010s, which have increased
dramatically in prevalence since 2020 [9, 10].

What are the current difficulties in addressing the epidemic?
e Nonmedical users obtain opioids from family members who were legally prescribed, which can be difficult to
track [11]. Tightening the opioid supply results in an increased use of more dangerous illicit alternatives [12].
e Newer synthetic opioids such as fentanyl have much smaller lethal doses, and are often mixed into other drugs
or mislabeled, increasing overdose potential dramatically [3].
e Programs to address medical supply such as the Prescription Drug Monitoring Programs are underutilized [13].
e Pain management and addiction medicine are limited due to lack of training/reimbursement [13].

What are the socioeconomic impacts?

e Studies show correlations between an increase in opioid exposure and decline in the employment-to-population
ratio and labor force participation rate [14].

e The growth of the illicit opioid market as a result of supply decrease in 2010 is strongly suggested to contribute
to an increase in disability benefit applications [15].

e The total economic toll of the opioid epidemic is estimated to be around $1.5 trillion USD as of 2020 [16].

e Workers with substance use disorders have been shown to take 50% more days off, have 44% higher turnover
rate, and have an increased rate of occupational injuries [17].

What are current policy directions to address the epidemic?

e Preventative measures such as safety education programs [11], improving access to housing and other social
support resources such as food and therapy [18, 19] have been used to try to reduce opioid use.

e Harm reduction measures such as increasing availability of naloxone (Narcan) and fentanyl test kits [13], or
syringe exchange programs for [V drug users [11] have been used to reduce negative effects of use.

e Healthcare transformations such as increased data availability, the Prescription Drug Monitoring Program,
mandatory prescriber education, emergency room guidelines on opioid use, and expanded addiction treatments
[11] have been used to reduce use and its impacts.

e [llinois currently operates under the 2022 State Opioid Action Plan (SOAP), which outlines priorities in
achieving social equity, prevention, treatment and recovery, harm reduction, and justice [20].
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