
Opioid Misuse and 

Addiction:

introduction for Mentors program



Goals for this Training  

• Understand what opioids are and how they are impacting people

• Explore the environmental factors contributing to opioid misuse

• Recognize signs of  opioid misuse and addiction

• Learn skills that can help you protect the safety of  those 

struggling with opioid addiction
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The Body’s Natural Opioid System

 The body naturally releases several 
different opioids during behaviors like 
exercising, eating, and socializing

 When these opioids attach to 
receptors they can:

 Suppress pain 

 Slow breathing

 Produce a sense of  calm
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Opioids

 In addition to the body’s natural 
opioids, there are substances that 
act on the same opioid receptors in 
the brain

 They produce a much stronger 
effect than natural opioids

 These substances have medical 
uses, and are one of  the most 
commonly prescribed medications 
for short-term and chronic pain
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Common Opioids

 Prescription Pain Relievers 
 Hydrocodone 

 Oxycodone 

 Percocet 

 Vicodin

 Morphine

 Codeine

 Fentanyl*

 Illicit Opioids
 Heroin

 Maintenance Medications
 Methadone 

 Buprenorphine (Suboxone) 

 Naltrexone
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Opioid Addiction

 Opioid use is habit-forming, especially when opioids are 
not taken as prescribed

 Opioid addiction can be described using three basic 
components:

 Overwhelming psychological desire to use opioids

 Increased tolerance to opioids

 Withdrawal symptoms when opioids are unavailable 



The Facts 

• Drug overdose death has become the leading cause of  injury death in the 
US (incidence higher than deaths caused by motor vehicle accidents)

• 70,237 lethal drug overdoses reported in 2017, of  which 47,101 were related 
to overdose due to prescription pain medications, and 12,990 were related to 
heroin overdose

• In 2017, 3.8 million (1.4%) people 12 years or older were misusing pain 
medications 

• 4 in 5 new heroin users started by abusing prescription pain medications



ABC’s of  Addiction

• Abstaining – inability to consistently abstain

• Behavioral control impaired

• Craving like you need it to survive

• Diminished consequence recognition

• Emotional dysfunctional response



“The brain is modified by the drug

in such a way that absence of  the

drug makes a signal to their brain

that is equivalent to the signal of

starving. It is as if  the individual

was in a state of  deprivation,

where taking the drug is

indispensable for survival.”

Nora Volkow

Director, NIDA



Psychological

• Engage in behaviors not like your typical personality to get substance 

(manipulation and lying)

• Only aware of  substance

• Increased anxiety and sensitivity to stressors

• Pursue reward (Drug) despite consequences

• Feelings of  shame



Social

• Exclusion

• Not reliable or trustworthy

• Social network becomes tied to use

• Chaotic unstable relationships, income, work 

• Lose social skills-not connected to peers



Spiritual

• Focus is moment to moment

• External connections lose importance

• Self-centered

• Disconnected from values and belief  system

• Not content with their place in the world 
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Opioid Seeking Behavior

 Opioids disrupt the natural reward 
system by flooding the brain with 
large amounts of  dopamine

 People addicted to opioids 
experience uncontrollable cravings 
for opioids that persist after they 
stop taking the drug
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Opioid Tolerance 

 After a period of  use, opioid 
receptors become less sensitive 
to opioids

 This means that an individual 
requires a larger dose to achieve 
the same effect 
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Withdrawal 

 As the body gets used to a 
regular dose of  opioids, it slows 
production of  natural opioids

 When the dose is not taken, 
the body experiences 
uncomfortable withdrawal 
symptoms
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Health Effects Related to Opioids

The health effects of  opioids are 
partially determined by dosage 
and route of  administration 

The most critical 
health risk is the 
high probability 
of  overdose



From prescription opioids to heroin

• Approximately 3 out of  4 new heroin users report having abused 
prescription opioids in the past 

• Easier access to heroin than prescription opioids 

• Heroin does not require a prescription 

• Street price more affordable than prescription opioids 

• The concern with heroin

• Higher risk of  overdosing 

• Variable concentration with harmful impurities 

• Transmission of  diseases through injection & needle sharing
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Health Risks Associated with 
Injection Drug Use

HIV 

Hepatitis C Virus 

 Inflamed or collapsed veins

 Skin infections and abscesses

Endocarditis 
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An Opioid Epidemic

 Throughout recent history, drug 
use has been primarily treated as 
a criminal justice problem 

 Changing perceptions of  
addiction as a public health 
problem



Section Drug overdose is now the leading 
cause of  accidental death in the United States. 
Drug overdoses have more than doubled 
since 2002. 
Opioids are involved in more than 3 out of  5 
drug overdoses.
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An Opioid Epidemic

Drug overdose is now the 
leading cause of  accidental 
death in the United States

Drug overdoses have more 
than doubled since 2002

Opioids are involved in more 
than 3 out of  5 drug 
overdoses
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An Opioid Epidemic



Opioid overdose deaths have quadrupled since 1999, and continues to 

increase in the US



Economic burden of  opioid abuse

• Nonmedical use of  opioid pain relievers cost insurance companies up to $72.5 
billion annually in health-care cost

• Social & economical consequences 

• Cost of  prevention and treatment 

• Increased incidences of  opioid overdose deaths

• Safety risk to the public due to drug affected driving 

• Environmental contamination 

• Loss of  productivity at work

• Neonatal abstinence syndrome   
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Sources of  Opioids

 80% of  heroin users start with 
prescription drugs

However, 75% of  opioid misuse 
begins with using drugs that are 
not prescribed to that individual

The majority of  people who
use prescription opioids non-
medically get them for free from 
a friend or relative





Root Causes

• As we can see, opioid dependence is a medical issue with a 

number of  physiological and psychological causes

• But doesn’t each person choose to start using drugs? 
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The Social Determinants of  
Health 

 The decisions we make about 
our health are determined by 
more than just our own goals 
and values

 Different aspects of  the 
environment play roles in 
whether or not people make 
choices that may ultimately 
harm their health 



Social Determinants of  Health
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Social Determinants of  Addiction
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Opioid Misuse in Rural Areas

 Healthcare
 Shortage of  primary care providers

 Opioids are prescribed more 
commonly in rural areas. 

 Social and Community Context
 Close rural kinship networks

 Outmigration of  young adults

 Opportunities for distribution of  
prescriptions drugs
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Opioid Misuse in Rural Areas

 Economic Context
 Lack of  job opportunities

 Poverty 

 Job opportunities are often closed to 
those with a criminal record

 Childhood Instability
 Trauma

 Exposure to drugs and alcohol
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Social Factors Contributing to Opioid Misuse

Drug Sharing

Inadequate 
Treatment

No Job 
Opportunities

Youth 
Outmigration

Large Social 
Networks



Section Divider

Example: Melissa’s Story

 Melissa was prescribed Percocet following a broken 
ankle from playing soccer at her school

 The pills helped the pain and she began going to 
urgent care doctors who prescribed opioids leniently

 The pills became too expensive but she felt hooked, so 
she began using heroin and selling drugs to support 
her habit

 She then entered treatment, but the only facility is 2 
hours from her home and has a 6 month waitlist for 
MAT
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Stigma 

 Stigma occurs when societal attitudes about a 
condition negatively impact how people view 
individuals with that condition

 Stigma occurs at many levels, and can make people less 
likely to talk about issues that are bothering them

 Stigma is one possible explanation for why only 11% 
of  adults with a substance use disorder received 
specialized treatment in 2014
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Stigma Example: Language Matters
 In one study, clinicians were asked to 

describe whether a person needed more 
treatment or punishment for their actions

One group was given a scenario where the 
person was described as a “substance 
abuser,” while the other group heard the 
same scenario about a “person with a 
substance use disorder”

The group hearing about the “substance 
abuser” was more likely to recommend 
punishment over treatment



The Role of  Mentors 

• Mentors are in a unique position to address some of  the social 

determinants of  opioid misuse. They can:

• Recognize opioid misuse in its early stages

• Help clients navigate the complex treatment system

• Break from societal stigma by being a non-judgmental source of  support

• Know how to reduce harm among people struggling with opioid use
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Recognizing Opioid Misuse

 Some signs that a mentor might recognize could be:
 Noticeable excitement or euphoria

 Unusual sedation or confusion

 “Doctor shopping” 

 Sudden financial problems 

 Physical withdrawal symptoms 

 Talk to family members and loved ones about 
monitoring use of  prescription medications
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A Non-Judgmental Relationship

 A major social determinant of  prolonged substance 
use is stigma

 Mentors should work to foster an environment that 
does not stigmatize the client so that they can openly 
discuss their relationship with substances

 Some tips: 
 Avoid confrontation

 Express empathy

 Talk to clients about their goals
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Treatment Options for Opioid 
Addiction

 There are many treatment options for opioid addiction 
and misuse

 Supervised detox*

 Inpatient/Residential care

 Long-term outpatient treatment

 Because opioid use has a long-lasting effect on the 
brain, recovery often requires medication to produce 
the best outcome
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Medication Assisted Treatment 
(MAT)

 Three Medications Approved 
for Treating Opioid Use Disorder

 Methadone

 Buprenorphine (Suboxone)

 Naltrexone

 Studies show MAT increases 
treatment retention and
decreases the risk of  overdose

 Despite supporting evidence, MAT is still 
controversial among the public and some 
medical providers. 
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Clients Not Yet Seeking Treatment

Clients decide to enter treatment 
at various stages in their 
substance use disorder.

 It is important to work to keep 
these clients safe even when they 
are actively engaging in risky 
behaviors.
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Overdose Prevention Tips

 Overdose prevention tips:
 They have a lowered tolerance due to 

not using for a period of  time.

 They mix opioids with other 
substances like benzodiazepines or 
alcohol. 

 They are using opioids alone. 

 They have a new source of  opioids.

 They have overdosed in the past.
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Naloxone

 Naloxone is a medication that can be 
administered to reverse an opioid 
overdose. 
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Conclusion

 Although opioid use disorder is a medical condition, 
not all of  the contributing factors are medical 

 By knowing the environmental factors that contribute 
to opioid misuse, mentors can help make the path to 
recovery easier for their clients 

 A non-judgmental attitude is critical for helping 
individuals with substance use disorders and for 
combatting stigma overall

 Recovery is a team effort. Engage family members 
and loved ones for additional support



Thank you!

• Questions? 


