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Opiate Painkiller Epidemic in Healthcare 

There is a current prescription pain medication addiction and abuse epidemic possibly 

caused by an excessive over prescription of these medications. According to Dr. Nora Volkow, 

Director of National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), in testimony before the 115th Congress, 

“In 2016, over 11 million Americans misused prescription opioids … and 2.1 million had an 

opioid use disorder due to prescription opioids” (Federal Efforts to Combat the Opioid Crisis, 

2017, p. 2). Volkow indicated “more than 300,000 Americans have died of an opioid overdose” 

since 2013 (Federal Efforts to Combat the Opioid Crisis, 2017, p.2). According to Perez-Pena 

(2017), the Center for Disease Control and Prevention reported more than 25,000 people in the 

United States died in 2015 from overdosing on opioids Fentanyl, Oxycodone, and Hydrocodone. 

Potential solutions to the growing opioid epidemic may be illuminated by examining how opioid 

addiction is triggered through aggressive pharmaceutical marketing, how opioid addiction 

manifests among prescribed patients, and how economic downturns play a role in the increase of 

opioid addiction. 

One major contributor to the opioid epidemic has been aggressive marketing of 

prescription painkillers by pharmaceutical manufacturers. Perez-Pena (2017) concluded that 

while the healthcare industry was attempting to effectively and efficiently treat patients with 

chronic pain, pharmaceutical companies were providing funding to prominent doctors, medical 

societies, and patient advocacy groups in order to win support for a particular drug’s adoption 

and usage. In fact, pharmaceutical companies continue to spend millions on promotional 

activities and materials that deny or trivialize any risks of opioid use while at the same time 

overstating each drug’s benefit (Perez-Pina, 2017). Although aggressive marketing by 

pharmaceutical companies played a large role in opioid addiction, patients also play a role in the 
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problem when they take advantage of holes in the healthcare provider system in order to remedy 

their addiction.    

Many patients start a prescription plan because they suffer from actual pain, but over 

time, the pain subsides or there is an increase in the level of tolerance to the opioid, and, as a 

result, those in need of pills obtain them from multiple providers, often at the same time. One 

remedy to over-prescription from legitimate providers is the electronic prescription drug 

monitoring program, or PDMP.  PDMP’s can help alleviate diversion, over prescription, and 

fraudulently prescribed medications (Islam & McRae, 2014). Another solution has been the drug 

Suboxone. Prescriptions of Suboxone are aimed at helping opiate addictions in patients. 

However, some patients continue to use opioids or sell the Suboxone for prescription pain 

medication obtained from illegal sources. 

The economy also plays a role in an increase in prescription pain reliever addiction. 

According to Jungeun Olivia Lee, a social work professor at University of Southern California, 

“The relationship between joblessness and substance abuse is strongest among people from low 

socioeconomic brackets, who might not be able to afford healthier ways to relieve their stress” 

(2017, as cited in Khazan, 2017, para. 8). Additionally, every point the unemployment rate rises, 

opioid related death rates rise by almost 4 percent (Khazan, 2017). Unemployment makes it not 

only difficult for those suffering from pain to afford medication or healthy alternatives, it can 

contribute to depression and varying degrees of self-medication and addiction. 

How did America’s health care system allow itself to be led astray and how did the opiate 

painkiller epidemic become so large?  Aggressive marketing by pharmaceutical companies and 

economic challenges continue to contribute to the rise in this opioid addiction epidemic. 

Additionally, many Americans have become accustomed to believing pills can solve their 
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problems. This kind of thinking, combined with the lure of all too powerful opiates, have helped 

maintain over prescribing and abuse of pain medication.  
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