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Misuse of Prescription Drugs Research Report
Offers the latest research findings on prescription drug misuse, including the classes of prescription 
drugs that are most commonly misused, possible effects on the brain and body, and treatment options 
for prescription drug addiction.

This publication is available for your use and may be reproduced in its entirety without permission from NIDA. 
Citation of the source is appreciated, using the following language: Source: National Institute on Drug Abuse; 
National Institutes of Health; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

Overview
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Misuse of prescription drugs means taking a medication in a manner or dose other than prescribed; 
taking someone else’s prescription, even if for a legitimate medical complaint such as pain; or taking a 
medication to feel euphoria (i.e., to get high). The term nonmedical use of prescription drugs also 
refers to these categories of misuse. The three classes of medication most commonly misused are:
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opioids—usually prescribed to treat pain

central nervous system [CNS] depressants (this category includes tranquilizers, sedatives, and 
hypnotics)—used to treat anxiety and sleep disorders

stimulants—most often prescribed to treat attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)

Prescription drug misuse can have serious medical consequences. Increases in prescription drug 
misuse1 over the last 15 years are reflected in increased emergency room visits, overdose deaths 
associated with prescription drugs2–5, and treatment admissions for prescription drug use disorders, 
the most severe form of which is an addiction. Overdose deaths involving prescription opioids were 
five times higher in 2016 than in 1999.6

What is the scope of prescription drug misuse?
Misuse of prescription opioids, CNS depressants, and stimulants is a serious public health problem in 
the United States. Although most people take prescription medications responsibly, in 2017, an 
estimated 18 million people (more than 6 percent of those aged 12 and older) have misused such 
medications at least once in the past year.7 According to results from the 2017 National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health, an estimated 2 million Americans misused prescription pain relievers for the 
first time within the past year, which averages to approximately 5,480 initiates per day. Additionally, 
more than one million misused prescription stimulants, 1.5 million misused tranquilizers, and 271,000 
misused sedatives for the first time.

The reasons for the high prevalence of prescription drug misuse vary by age, gender, and other 
factors, but likely include ease of access.9 The number of prescriptions for some of these medications 
has increased dramatically since the early 1990s.10 Moreover, misinformation about the addictive 
properties of prescription opioids and the perception that prescription drugs are less harmful than illicit 
drugs are other possible contributors to the problem.11,12 Although misuse of prescription drugs 
affects many Americans, certain populations such as youth and older adults may be at particular risk.13,14

Adolescents and Young Adults
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Misuse of prescription drugs is highest among young adults ages 18 to 25, with 14.4 percent reporting 
nonmedical use in the past year. Among youth ages 12 to 17, 4.9 percent reported past-year 
nonmedical use of prescription medications.16

After alcohol, marijuana, and tobacco, prescription drugs (taken nonmedically) are among the most 
commonly used drugs by 12  graders. NIDA’s Monitoring the Future survey of substance use and 
attitudes in teens found that about 6 percent of high school seniors reported past-year nonmedical 
use of the prescription stimulant Adderall  in 2017, and 2 percent reported misusing the opioid pain 
reliever Vicodin .17
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Although past-year nonmedical use of CNS depressants has remained fairly stable among 12
graders since 2012, use of prescription opioids has declined sharply. For example, past-year 
nonmedical use of Vicodin among 12  graders was reported by 9.6 percent in 2002 and declined to 
2.0 percent in 2017. Nonmedical use of Adderall  increased between 2009 and 2013, but has been 
decreasing through 2017.17 When asked how they obtained prescription stimulants for nonmedical 
use, around 60 percent of the adolescents and young adults surveyed said they either bought or 
received the drugs from a friend or relative.
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Youth who misuse prescription medications are also more likely to report use of other drugs. Multiple 
studies have revealed associations between prescription drug misuse and higher rates of cigarette 
smoking; heavy episodic drinking; and marijuana, cocaine, and other illicit drug use among U.S. 
adolescents, young adults, and college students.18–21 In the case of prescription opioids, receiving a 
legitimate prescription for these drugs during adolescence is also associated with a greater risk of 
future opioid misuse, particularly in young adults who have little to no history of drug use.14

Older Adults
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More than 80 percent of older patients (ages 57 to 85 years) use at least one prescription medication 
on a daily basis, with more than 50 percent taking more than five medications or supplements daily.13

This can potentially lead to health issues resulting from unintentionally using a prescription medication 
in a manner other than how it was prescribed, or from intentional nonmedical use. The high rates of 
multiple (comorbid) chronic illnesses in older populations, age-related changes in drug metabolism, 
and the potential for drug interactions make medication (and other substance) misuse more 
dangerous in older people than in younger populations.22 Further, a large percentage of older adults 
also use over-the-counter medicines and dietary and herbal supplements, which could compound any 
adverse health consequences resulting from nonmedical use of prescription drugs.13

Is it safe to use prescription drugs in combination with other 
medications? 
The safety of using prescription drugs in combination with other substances depends on a number of 
factors including the types of medications, dosages, other substance use (e.g., alcohol), and 
individual patient health factors. Patients should talk with their health care provider about whether 
they can safely use their prescription drugs with other substances, including prescription and over-the-
counter (OTC) medications, as well as alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs. Specifically, drugs that slow 
down breathing rate, such as opioids, alcohol, antihistamines, CNS depressants, or general 
anesthetics, should not be taken together because these combinations increase the risk of life-
threatening respiratory depression.4,26 Stimulants should also not be used with other medications 
unless recommended by a physician. Patients should be aware of the dangers associated with mixing 
stimulants and OTC cold medicines that contain decongestants, as combining these substances may 
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cause blood pressure to become dangerously high or lead to irregular heart rhythms.27

What classes of prescription drugs are commonly misused?
Expand All

Opioids

What are opioids?
Opioids are medications that act on opioid receptors in both the spinal cord and brain to reduce 
the intensity of pain-signal perception. They also affect brain areas that control emotion, which 
can further diminish the effects of painful stimuli. They have been used for centuries to treat 
pain, cough, and diarrhea.28 The most common modern use of opioids is to treat acute pain. 
However, since the 1990s, they have been increasingly used to treat chronic pain, despite 
sparse evidence for their effectiveness when used long term.29 Indeed, some patients 
experience a worsening of their pain or increased sensitivity to pain as a result of treatment with 
opioids, a phenomenon known as hyperalgesia.30

Importantly, in addition to relieving pain, opioids also activate reward regions in the brain 
causing the euphoria—or high—that underlies the potential for misuse and substance use 
disorder. Chemically, these medications are very similar to heroin, which was originally 
synthesized from morphine as a pharmaceutical in the late 19th century.31 These properties 
confer an increased risk of substance use disorder even in patients who take their medication as 
prescribed.29
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