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The Opioid Crisis
Opioids are a class of drugs that work on the brain to produce different effects. Different types of opioids include fentanyl, illegal heroin, and legal pain relievers such as oxycodone. Opioid abuse and addiction are an epidemic not only in the United States but across the world. It has caused addiction in a large number of people and killed even more. The history of the opioid crisis can be traced back to the late 1900s when pharmaceutical companies indicated that it was not addictive. As a result of this, healthcare providers increased the rate of opioid prescription in the United States. It led to increased misuse of both prescription and non-prescription opioids. Over the years, factors that have contributed to the persistence of the opioid epidemic include the transition from illegal to legal drugs, economic reasons involved in production and distribution, and social norms and practices. Evidence has shown that opioid use is addictive, and as such, measures have been put in place to control its production and use. 
Statistics
The available statistics on opioid use can give more insights into the harms that it causing to a significant number of people in the United States. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (2019) 50, 000 people in the United States died as a result of opioid-related issues. For example, a significant number of people died from opioid overdoses. Examples of opioids that have been highly abused in the United States include heroin, pain relievers, fentanyl, and other synthetic opioids (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2019). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention indicate that creates an economic burden of about $78 billion annually in the United States. These burdens are related to addiction treatment, loss of productivity, and the cost of healthcare as will be discussed below. 
According to the U. S. Department of Human Health and Services (2021), over 760,000 individuals have died from opioid overdoses since 1999. In 2018, two out of every three drug overdoses were associated with the abuse of opioids. As a result of this, the government has invested a large amount of money in the fight against opioid use. For example, it has given out over $9 billion in grants to support the fight against opioid misuse (U. S. Department of Human Health and Services, 2021). Statistics indicate that over the past years, the rate of opioid hospitalization has remained high. In 2016, 297 out of every 100, 000 people were hospitalized for opioid overdoses (U. S. Department of Human Health and Services, 2021). In 2019, over 10 million individuals aged 12 years and above were found to have misused opioids. Out of this, over 9 million people misused prescription painkillers. On the other hand, over 700, 000 people misused heroin. 
Causes and Consequences of Opioid Use 
	The increased opioid crisis has been caused by different factors. As a result of the increased abuse, there have been adverse effects for a significant part of the American population that is addicted to drugs. 
Transition from Legal to Illegal Drugs 
	The transition from legal to illegal drugs is the major contributor to opioid abuse and addiction. The transition began in the 90s when pharmaceutical companies suggested that opioids be prescribed to patients as pain relievers (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2019). The pharmaceutical companies were allowed to produce the drugs on the condition that healthcare providers would ensure that patients would not be addicted to them. Within a few years after production, there was an increase in the misuse of opioid drugs (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2019). As both patients and other individuals were misusing the opioids, they were not aware of how addictive it was. It led to an increase in the number of overdoses over specific periods. By 2017, 47,000 Americans had died from overdosing on opioids (Stoicea et al., 2019). Opioids such as heroin, fentanyl, and prescription opioids contributed to the largest number of deaths. Fentanyl was manufactured illegally and was considered to be a very powerful opioid. In the same year, about 1.7 million people had substance abuse disorders (Stoicea et al., 2019). Abuse of opioid pain relievers contributed to the development of disorders. Apart from this, over 600, 000 people suffered from disorders related to the abuse of heroin. 
Introduction of Prescription Pain Relievers
	Today, the introduction of prescription pain relievers has contributed to the opioid epidemic in different ways. About 29% of patients get an opioid prescription for chronic pain (Karsten et al., 2016). A large number of chronic pain patients abuse the drugs. As a result of abusing prescription opioids, an average of 12% of patients develops a substance disorder. 6% of patients that use prescription opioid are likely to transition to the use of heroin (Karsten et al., 2016). An average of 80% of individuals that have used heroin misused prescription opioids before. In the United States, opioid use increased in 45 states in just one year. The continuous prescription of opioids has continued to increase the number of overdoses and deaths. It has also contributed to major health challenges such as the spread of HIV/AIDS. 
Economic Factors 
	Economic factors have contributed to the production, distribution, and consumption of heroin in the United States and areas such as Ohio and West Virginia. The need to maintain the pharmaceutical industry has contributed to an increase in the production, distribution, and consumption of heroin. Before opioids were prescribed as pain relievers to patients, they were only given to cancer patients (Scavette, 2019). However, when it was made public, the number of prescriptions given on a single day increased tremendously. The rate of prescription in each state did not depend on the number of patients, but the amount of money that was to be made. Areas such as Delaware, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia experienced an increase in the rate of prescriptions and it contributed to the need for increased production and supply. Even though there has been a reduction in the amount of heroin sold in the United States, there has been an increase in the number of prescription opioids sold (Scavette, 2019). An example of such an opioid is fentanyl. One reason that has contributed to the increase in the abuse of prescription fentanyl is its illegal production in areas such as Ohio. The drug is purchased illegally by cartels who mix it with heroin and supply it in the United States. 
Increased Heroin Production 
	The increase in heroin production, distribution, and consumption are also a result of challenges in the labor force in the United States. As a result of the opioid epidemic, it has been difficult for some people to look for employment (United States Department of Justice, 2021). They fail to get employment as a result of dealing with the health challenges they are facing or the need to keep up with their addictive behaviors. However, the opioid market has also created employment opportunities that offer better pay for workers who have no skills (United States Department of Justice, 2021). In areas where the pay is minimal, individuals have still opted to look for suitable positions in the business due to the decline in demand for low-skilled laborers. The decrease in demand for low-skilled laborers has affected men and explains why the rate of abuse and addiction is high among them. On the other hand, the opioid business has allowed more women to enter the labor market (United States Department of Justice, 2021). Despite the existence of such economic reasons, opioid use and abuse have become a major burden to the United States due to the deaths and health challenges that it causes. 
Social Factors 
	Social factors and practices have contributed to the increase in opioid use and addiction. The first factor relates to the social class that individuals belong to in the United States. According to a study done between 2006 and 2009 in the United States, patients who come from low and middle-income earning areas do not receive the same amount of prescription opioids as compared to a patient from affluent areas (Wiss, 2019). The prescription is not the same despite the fact that such patients might have the same type of pain. Patients that come from low and middle-income earning areas get higher prescription rates that can harm them (Wiss, 2019). It has led to the poor use of opioids and as such contributing to abuse and addiction. One reason that has been attributed to this is poor medical guidance by physicians.
Level of Education
 	The level of education and income has contributed to the increase in opioid use and addiction. Individuals with higher income and education are less likely to engage in drug abuse and addiction (Ellis et al., 2020). For individuals with education, they are aware of the consequences of abusing opioids. For individuals with higher income, they have the money to get the right prescriptions from qualified physicians. Therefore, the uneducated and unemployed population has been left vulnerable. Homelessness and poverty have contributed to the increase in opioid abuse (Ellis et al., 2020). They have led to other psychological challenges such as trauma and stress. To deal with trauma and stress, individuals are forced to depend on opioids or engage in criminal activities to fund their addiction. Extreme childhood experiences have also contributed to the abuse of opioids (Ellis et al., 2020). Childhood experiences related to poverty, family involvement with criminal justice, genetics, and mistreatment among others have driven children to opioid abuse as they grow. As a result of such factors, it has been difficult to implement preventive measures. 
Effects of Opioid Misuse
	Opioid misuse has several harmful effects on individuals in the United States. The effects are as discussed below: 
Increased Availability lead to more use 
The increased availability of opioids has led to their increased use, and especially among the young population. Research has indicated that opioid abuse is an epidemic in the United States. By 2012, about 16 million individuals were determined to have abused prescription opioid drugs (McHugh, Nielsen, & Weiss, 2015). Individuals as young as 12 years of age have been included in this bracket. Out of the 16 million individuals, 2 million abused prescription opioids despite the fact that they acquired them legally or met the criteria for acquiring them. In the United States, opioid abuse is as high as the abuse of other drugs. For example, by 2010, there was a 700% increase in the rate of individuals admitted to hospitals as a result of abusing opioids (McHugh, Nielsen, & Weiss, 2015). This number was higher than that of the individuals that were admitted during the same year for using non-prescription drugs such as cocaine and heroin. Therefore, as more opioid is made available, the rate of use increases. 
Drug Disorders 
Opioid abuse has led to an increase in drug use disorders. As a matter of fact, prescription opioids have been ranked second in terms of abuse and causing disorders (McHugh, Nielsen, & Weiss, 2015). The only drug that has been determined to be top in terms of abuse is marijuana. According to research, opioids, in general, are the most abused prescription drugs in the United States (McHugh, Nielsen, & Weiss, 2015). By 2012, over 12 million adults were already abusing opioids. This number has been increasing over the years and will continue to do so if anything is not done. Besides the number of adults that abuse this drug, research has also indicated that the number of people admitted to hospitals as a result of abusing opioids has increased when compared to those that are admitted for abusing other drugs. These drugs have major side effects and especially for heavy users and as such calling for the need to prevent their use. 
Impact on Education 
The misuse of opioids among the young population has affected their learning. Research indicates that 25% and 27% of students who used these drugs faced a risk of its effects (Fleary, Heffer, & McKyer, 2013). The students that were included in this percentage used the drugs occasionally and as such increasing the risk even further. However, students or individuals who utilize these drugs are not aware of such risks and as such showing the importance of dealing with this issue by creating awareness about it (Jones & Hawthorne, 2012). As students continue to use the drugs, they drop out of school and engage in criminal activities to feed their addiction. There are also increased cases of absenteeism in school and poor performance among students who were once considered bright.  
Increased Deaths
	Increased opioid misuse in the United States has led to a large number of deaths over the past years. Evidence shows that the number of opioid deaths will increase in the coming years if prevention efforts are not put in place. It is estimated that by 2025, deaths from an opioid overdose will reach over 81, 000 individuals (Chen et al., 2019). It is estimated that from 2016 to 2025, the number of individuals that will die from an opioid overdose will reach 700,000. Over 80% of these cases will result from the abuse of non-prescription opioids. 
Progression to Substance Abuse 
	Increased opioid misuse has also been linked with the possibility of progressing to substance abuse. The risk is especially high for youths that have been exposed to opioid use. Evidence shows that 33% of youths that have been exposed to prescription opioids for different purposes can engage in its misuse in the future (Hudgins et al., 2019). The misuse of non-prescription opioids has also been linked to progression to the abuse of other substances. In research conducted among youths that have used non-medical opioids, it was indicated 50% of them had a higher chance of engaging in the abuse of other substances by the age of thirty-five years (Hudgins et al., 2019). Progression has mainly been towards the abuse of heroin and cocaine. 
Solutions
	Different solutions have been implemented to curb the misuse of opioids in the United States. The solutions are as discussed below: 
Surveillance 
Over the past years, there has been increased surveillance on the sale and use of opioids. The purpose of surveillance is not only to reduce mortality but morbidity (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Apart from this, surveillance is also aimed at preventing further deaths from opioid overdoses. Surveillance is aimed at accomplishing different objectives including measuring the burden of opioid abuse, identifying the populations that are at risk, identifying new prescription drugs, and informing policy development among others (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Some of the surveillance programs that have been put in place include Monitoring the Future Survey, National Vital Statistics System, and the National Survey on Drug use and Health among others. 
Drug Abuse Prevention Programs 
	The implementation of drug abuse prevention programs has been one of the most effective solutions for managing opioid misuse in the United States. The main objectives of implementing such programs include increasing the chances of living, improving academic performance, lowering health costs, and improving productivity among others (Sohn et al., 2019). Drug abuse prevention programs have been aimed at imparting individuals with the skills they need to maintain a healthy life. Apart from this, they have created an environment that encourages the development of healthy behaviors. Some of the major programs that have been implemented in the United States include Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) and the Health Resources and Services Administration programs among others. 
Federal Legislation 
	The federal government has an important role to play in managing the opioid crisis in the United States. Over the past years, the government has implemented different bills that have been aimed at managing the crisis. For example, it has provided funding for the increased production of naloxone that is used in treating addictions (American Nurses Association, 2018). Apart from this, the federal government has also focused on providing education, reducing the use of non-medical opioids, prosecuting perpetrators, and supporting students that are addicted to the drugs among others. By 2018, over 60 different legislations had been brought to Congress for discussion and approval (American Nurses Association, 2018). The federal government has mandated several agencies to take an active role in enforcing the measures that have been put in place. One such agency is the American Nurses Association. 
Public Awareness 
	Public education is necessary to ensure that individuals are aware of the dangers of opioid misuse. Apart from this, patient education is also necessary to avoid cases of relapsing after the treatment process. Public education has been used to clarify any myths and misconceptions about the dangers of the drug (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Education is especially essential for teenagers and youths who might have limited knowledge regarding the dangers of opioid use. Programs such as “Use Only as Directed” in Utah have reduced cases of overdose deaths in the United States (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Different states and the federal government have implemented similar programs. 
Conclusion
	Prevention of opioid misuse is an issue of interest in the United States. It is an issue that has elicited mixed reactions based on the fact that its rate has continued to increase. Different factors have shown the importance of finding ways of preventing prescription drug abuse. The history of opioids shows how it has affected the United States over the past years. Before it was promoted as a prescription pain reliever for non-cancer patients, it was kept under control. Today, prescription opioids have contributed to the abuse and addiction to heroin. Drug cartels have bought prescription opioids and mixed them with heroin to increase sales. Economic factors such as the importance of the pharmaceutical industry, unemployment, and decreased demand for low-skilled workers have contributed to the production, distribution, and consumption of opioids. Social factors have also contributed to the increase in the opioid epidemic in the United States. As a result of this, opioid misuse has led to several harmful impacts including increased addiction, drug disorders, impact on the youths, and more use due to increased availability among others. Solutions to opioid misuse have included the implementation of treatment programs, tighter control programs, and awareness and education on its dangers among others. The prevention of opioid misuse will be a major step in improving the well-being of Americans. 
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