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misuse will also reduce rates of addiction [7].

Overdose incidents and deaths

Poisoning, or overdose, deaths are typically caused by binge 
drinking at high intensity and/or by consuming combinations of 
substances such as alcohol, sedatives, tranquilizers, and opioid pain 
relievers to the point where there is inhibition of critical brain areas 
that control breathing, heart rate, and body temperature [8,9].

Alcohol Overdose: The CDC reported more than 2,200 alcohol 
poisoning deaths in 2014 - an average of six deaths every day. 
Importantly, approximately 70% of those alcohol-overdose deaths 
occurred among those who did not meet diagnostic criteria for alcohol 
dependence; nor were they using other drugs at the time of the death 
[10].

Opioid overdose (heroin and prescribed opioids)

Opioid analgesic pain relievers are now the most prescribed 
class of medications in the United States with more than 289 million 
prescriptions written each year [11,12]. The increase in prescriptions 
of these powerful analgesics has been accompanied by a 300% increase 
since 2000 in both rates of overdose incidents (478,000) and overdose 
deaths (18,893 involving prescription opioids and 10,500 involving 
heroin) in 2014 [13,14].

To address this problem, researchers, medical societies, and the 
CDC have suggested “…

(1) Screening patients for use…of alcohol and/or street drugs; 

(2) Taking extra precautions when prescribing medicines with 
known dangerous interactions with alcohol and/or street drugs; and 

(3) Teaching the patient the risks of mixing medicines with 
alcohol and/or street drugs” [15]. Again, screening for substance use 
and substance use disorders before and during the course of opioid 
prescribing, combined with patient education, are recommended [15].

Again, despite these and other indications of extreme threats 
to healthcare quality, safety, effectiveness, and cost containment, as 
of this writing, few general healthcare organizations screen for, or 
offer services for, the early identification and treatment of substance 
use disorders. Moreover, few medical, nursing, dental, or pharmacy 
schools teach their students about substance use disorders.
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