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Prescription Drug Abuse 

“The use of a prescription medication in a way not intended by the prescribing doctor.  

Prescription drug abuse includes everything from taking a friend's prescription painkiller 

for your backache to snorting ground-up pills to get high.” 

-The Mayo Clinic (2011) 

 

Addiction: A chronic, relapsing disease characterized by compulsive drug seeking and 

abuse and by long-lasting changes in the brain. 

Alprazolam: Alprazolam (Xanax) is an anti-anxiety medication in the benzodiazepine 

family, the same family that includes diazepam (Valium), clonazepam (Klonopin), 

lorazepam (Ativan), flurazepam (Dalmane), and others. 

Amphetamine: A stimulant drug with effects that are similar to cocaine. 

Analgesics: A group of medications that reduce pain. 

Anesthetic: An agent that causes insensitivity to pain and is used for surgeries and 

other medical procedures. 

Barbiturate: A type of central nervous system (CNS) depressant often prescribed to 

promote sleep. 

Benzodiazepine: A type of CNS depressant often prescribed to relieve anxiety.  Valium 

and Xanax are among the most widely prescribed medications. 

Buprenorphine (Suboxen): Medication approved by the Food and Drug Administration 

in October 2002 for the treatment of opioid addiction. 

Central nervous system: The brain and spinal cord. 

Central Nervous System (CNS) depressants: A class of drugs that slow CNS function 

(also called sedatives and tranquilizers), some of which are used to treat anxiety and 

sleep disorders (includes barbiturates and benzodiazepines). 

http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=858
http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=898
http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=698
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Codeine: Codeine is a narcotic pain-reliever and cough suppressant similar to 

morphine and hydrocodone. 

Comorbidity: When two disorders or illnesses occur in the same person, they are 

called comorbid.  Drug abuse and other mental illnesses are often comorbid.  (See also 

Dual Diagnosis and co-occurring disorders) 

Co-occurring disorders: When two disorders or illnesses occur simultaneously in the 

same person they are co-occurring disorders. 

Dependence: Physical dependence is a physiological state that can occur with regular 

illicit or prescription drug use and results in withdrawal symptoms when drug use is 

abruptly discontinued.  Dependence can also be psychological and also may produce 

withdrawal symptoms.  Dependence is also the term used for addiction in the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. 

Depressants: Drugs that relieve anxiety and produce sleep.  Depressants include 

barbiturates, benzodiazepines and alcohol. 

Detoxification: A process that enables the body to rid itself of a drug.  Medically 

assisted detoxification may be needed to help manage an individual's withdrawal 

symptoms.  Detoxification alone is not treatment, but is often the first step in a drug 

treatment program. 

Drug: A chemical compound or substance that can alter the structure and function of 

the body.  Psychoactive drugs affect the function of the brain. 

Drug abuse: The use of illegal drugs or the inappropriate use of legal drugs.  The 

repeated uses of drugs to produce pleasure, alleviate stress, and/or alter or avoid 

reality. 

Dual Diagnosis: Dual diagnosis occurs when someone has both a mental disorder and 

an alcohol or drug problem.  These conditions occur together frequently.  In particular, 

alcohol and drug problems tend to occur with depression, anxiety disorders, 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/depression.html
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/anxiety.html
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schizophrenia and personality disorders.  (See also comorbidity and co-occurring 

disorders). 

Ecstasy (MDMA): 3, 4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) is a mood- and 

perception-altering drug that is chemically similar to hallucinogens and stimulants. 

Fentanyl: A potent synthetic narcotic.  A 100 mg dose of fentanyl is approximately 

equal to 10 mg of morphine. 

Food and Drug Administration: The FDA, an agency within the U.S. Public Health 

Service, which is a part of the Department of Health and Human Services. 

Gamma hydroxybutyrate (GHB): Known in Europe as Gamma-OH, gamma 

hydroxybutyrate is a colorless and odorless drug used illicitly for "recreational" purposes 

and for "date rape.”  GHB is a central nervous system depressant.  It tends to increase 

sociability and function as something of a transient antidepressant. 

Half-life:  The duration of action of a drug.  This is the period required for the 

concentration or amount of drug in the body to be reduced by one-half.  

Hallucinations: Perceptions of something (such as an image or a sound) that does not 

exist in the real world.  Hallucinations usually arise from a disorder of the nervous 

system or as an effect of a hallucinogenic drug, such as LSD. 

Hallucinogens: A diverse group of drugs that alter perceptions, thoughts and feelings.  

Hallucinogenic drugs include LSD, mescaline and psilocybin (magic mushrooms). 

Heroin: A synthetic opioid related to morphine (diacetyl morphine).  It is more potent 

than morphine and is highly addictive. 

Hydrocodone:  A narcotic pain-reliever and a cough suppressant, similar to codeine.  

Hydrocodone blocks the receptors on nerve cells in the brain that give rise to the 

sensation of pain. 

Ingestion: The act of taking food or other substances into the body through the mouth. 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/schizophrenia.html
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/personalitydisorders.html
http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=723
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Inhalation: The act of administering a drug or combination of drugs by nasal or oral 

respiration, as well as the act of drawing air or other substances into the lungs.  Nicotine 

in tobacco smoke enters the body by inhalation. 

Injection: A method of administering a substance, such as a drug, into the skin, 

subcutaneous tissue, muscle, blood vessels, or body cavities, usually by means of a 

needle.   

Ketamine: A dissociative anesthetic developed in 1963 to replace PCP and currently 

used in human anesthesia and veterinary medicine.  Much of the ketamine sold on the 

street has been diverted from veterinarians’ offices.  Ketamine’s chemical structure and 

mechanism of action are similar to those of Phencyclidine or PCP (also known as Angel 

Dust) 

Medication: A drug that is used to treat an illness or disease according to established 

medical guidelines.  Medication can be over the counter and prescriptive.  If the 

medication contains one or more controlled substances, it must be prescribed by a 

licensed physician, licensed advance nurse practitioner, dentist, or psychiatrist. 

Methadone:  A synthetic opiate.  The most common medical use for methadone is as a 

legal substitute for heroin in drug addiction treatment programs.  It is usually 

administered to participating addicts daily in the form of a green, tasteless liquid at a 

drug treatment clinic. 

Methylphenidate (Ritalin/Concerta): Methylphenidate is a stimulant.  It has effects 

similar to, but more potent than, caffeine and less potent than amphetamines.  It has a 

notably calming and "focusing" effect on patients with attention-deficit hyperactivity 

disorder, particularly children. 

Opium: An addictive narcotic drug derived from the unripe seedpods of the opium 

poppy.  Preparations of opium were called laudanum.   

Oxycodone: A strong narcotic pain-reliever and cough suppressant similar to morphine, 

codeine and hydrocodone. 

http://www.medterms.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=11771
http://www.medterms.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=3729
http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=723
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Over-the-Counter Drugs: Medications that can be purchased without a prescription 

from an authorized health care provider.  Over-the-counter drugs generally are not 

covered by most medical plans. 

Prescription drug abuse: The intentional misuse of a prescribed medication outside of 

the normally accepted standards of its use. 

Prescription drug misuse: Unintentional use of medication in a manner other than that 

prescribed. 

Psychoactive drug: A drug that changes the way the brain works. 

Psychotherapeutics: Drugs that have an effect on the function of the brain, some of 

which are used to treat psychiatric disorders.  They include antidepressants, mood 

stabilizers, CNS depressants, stimulants and opioids. 

Refill Limitation: The maximum number of times a participant may purchase 

prescription medication refills with the authorization of a physician and according to the 

design of the participant's prescription benefits plan. 

Relapse: In drug abuse, relapse is the resumption of drug use after an attempt to stop 

taking drugs.  Relapse is a common occurrence in many chronic disorders, including 

addiction, that require frequent behavioral and/or pharmacologic adjustments to be 

treated effectively. 

Rohypnol: The trade name for flunitrazepam, which has been abused as a "date rape" 

drug.  Rohypnol produces sedative-hypnotic effects including muscle relaxation and 

amnesia.  It can produce physical and psychological dependence and can be lethal 

when mixed with alcohol and/or other depressants.  It is not approved for use in the US 

and its importation is banned.  Also known by a large number of street names including 

the forget me pill, the lunch money drug, Mexican valium, pingus, R-2, Reynolds, rib, 

roach, roach-2, roaches, roapies, robutal, roofies, rope, rope marijuana, rophies, rophy, 

ropies, roples, row-shay, ruffies, ruffles, and wolfies. 
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Sedatives: Drugs that promote sleep, suppress anxiety, and relax muscles; the 

National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) classification includes 

benzodiazepines, barbiturates, and other types of CNS depressants. 

Schedules: A classification of drugs as determined by the Controlled Substances Act 

(CSA). 

Stimulants: A class of drugs that elevates mood, increases feelings of well-being, and 

increases energy and alertness.  These drugs produce euphoria and are powerfully 

rewarding.  Stimulants include cocaine, amphetamine, methamphetamine and 

methylphenidate. 

Syringe: A device used in medicine to inject fluid into or withdraw fluid from the body.  

Medical syringes consist of a needle attached to a hollow cylinder that is fitted with a 

sliding plunger.  The downward movement of the plunger injects fluid; upward 

movement withdraws fluid. 

The Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970: This led to 

the creation of the Drug Enforcement Administration three years later. 

• The Controlled Substances Act (CSA): This was Title II of The 

Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970.  It 

established drug scheduling. 

The Harrison Narcotic Act of 1914: This required any large doses of narcotics to be 

distributed by licensed physicians and pharmacists. 

The Narcotics Addict Rehabilitation Act 1966:  This allowed the use of the federal 

court system to compel addiction treatment.  This also provided federal money to states 

to develop addiction treatment programs. 

The Narcotics Control Act of 1956:  This provided the death penalty, if recommended 

by the jury, for the sale of Heroin to a child by an adult. 
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The Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906: Required all substances containing opium and 

other narcotics to be labeled appropriately. 

Tolerance: A condition in which higher doses of a drug are required to produce the 

same effect achieved during initial use, which often leads to physical dependence. 

Withdrawal: Symptoms that occur after chronic use of a drug has been abruptly 

reduced or stopped.  Symptom severity depends on the type of drug, the dosage, and 

the length of time and frequency of use. 

-Information gathered from the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (2011), The 

American Medical Association (2011) and The Partnership for a Drug Free America 

(2011)
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Prescription Drug Half-Life Guide 

Substance Minimum Maximum 

Stimulant 2-7 Hours 2-4 Days 

Barbiturates 2-4 Hours 

Short acting type  

(Alphenal, Amobarbital, 

Allobarbital, 

Butethal, Secobarbital)  

1-4 Days.   

Long acting type 

(Phenobarbital, Barbital)  

2-3 Weeks or longer 

Benzodiazepines 2-7 Hours 
Infrequent user: 3 Days. 

Chronic user: 4-6 Weeks 

Methadone 2 Hours 2-6 Days 

Opioids 1-2 Hours 1-3 Days 

Rohypnol 1 Hour 8 Hours 

Gamma-Hydroxybutyric 

acid (GHB) 
1 Hour 8 Hours 

Tricyclic Antidepressants 

(TCA) 
8-12 Hours 2-7 Days 
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Internet Resources 

http://www.drugabuse.gov/ 

The National Institute on Drug Abuse’s (NIDA) mission is to lead the Nation in bringing the power of science to bear 

on drug abuse and addiction.  

http://www.drugfree.org/ 

A nonprofit organization that helps parents prevent, intervene in and find treatment for drug and alcohol use by their 

children. 

http://www.disposemymeds.org/ 

An online resource to help you to find medication disposal programs at the local independent community pharmacy 

near you. 

http://www.streetrx.com/ 

This website provides information on the street values of prescription drugs.  StreetRX is run by public health 

researchers.  They are interested in this data because it could tell them important things about which prescription 

drugs are being abused.  

http://opioids911.org/ 

Opioids911-Safety is an independent, noncommercial, internet-based educational activity for patients and their 

caregivers focusing on the proper and safe use of opioid pain relievers. 

http://www.drugabuse.gov/
http://www.drugfree.org/
http://www.disposemymeds.org/
http://www.streetrx.com/
http://opioids911.org/
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Internet Resources 

http://www.dea.gov 

The mission of the Drug Enforcement Administration is to enforce the controlled substances laws and regulations of 

the United States and bring to the criminal and civil justice system of the United States, or any other competent 

jurisdiction, those organizations and principal members of organizations, involved in the growing, manufacture, or 

distribution of controlled substances appearing in or destined for illicit traffic in the United States; and to recommend 

and support non-enforcement programs aimed at reducing the availability of illicit controlled substances on the 

domestic and international markets. 

http://www.samhsa.gov/ 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration's (SAMHSA) mission is to reduce the impact of 

substance abuse and mental illness on America's communities. 

http://drugfactsweek.drugabuse.gov/booklet.php 

Drug Facts: Shatter the Myths Q&A booklet answers teens' most frequently asked questions about drugs and drug 

abuse. A must-have resource for every teen! 

http://www.drugabuse.gov/scienceofaddiction/ 

"Drugs, Brains, and Behavior - The Science of Addiction" 

http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cder/drugsatfda/ 

A searchable catalog of FDA approved drug products both prescription and over the counter.  

http://www.dea.gov/
http://www.samhsa.gov/
http://drugfactsweek.drugabuse.gov/booklet.php
http://www.drugabuse.gov/scienceofaddiction/
http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cder/drugsatfda/
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Internet Resources 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp 

The Office of National Drug Control Policy advises the President on drug-control issues, coordinates drug-control 

activities and related funding across the Federal government, and produces the annual National Drug Control 

Strategy, which outlines Administration efforts to reduce illicit drug use, manufacturing and trafficking, drug-related 

crime and violence, and drug-related health consequences. 

http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/QuestionsAnswers/ucm100100.htm 

Information about generic prescription drugs. 

http://pillbox.nlm.nih.gov/index.html 

Aids in the identification of unknown solid dosage pharmaceuticals. The system combines high-resolution images of 

tablets and capsules with appearance information (imprint, shape, color, etc.) to enable users to visually search for 

and identify an unknown solid dosage pharmaceutical.  

http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/ucm163354.htm 

Information on drug interactions. 

http://druginfo.nlm.nih.gov/ 

Drug information portal.  Information available on 27,485 drugs. 

http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt?open=512&objID=14221&mode=2 

Pennsylvania Department of Health, Bureau of Drug and Alcohol Programs 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp
http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/2011-national-drug-control-strategy
http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/2011-national-drug-control-strategy
http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/QuestionsAnswers/ucm100100.htm
http://pillbox.nlm.nih.gov/index.html
http://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/ucm163354.htm
http://druginfo.nlm.nih.gov/
http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt?open=512&objID=14221&mode=2
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Internet Resources 

http://toxnet.nlm.nih.gov/cgi-bin/sis/htmlgen?LACT 

A peer-reviewed and fully referenced database of drugs to which breastfeeding mothers may be exposed.  Among 

the data included are maternal and infant levels of drugs, possible effects on breastfed infants and on lactation, and 

alternate drugs to consider. 

http://nationalsubstanceabuseindex.org/pennsylvania/facilities.php 

Listing of substance abuse treatment centers in Pennsylvania. 

http://dailymed.nlm.nih.gov/ 

Provides high quality information about marketed drugs. This information includes FDA labels (package inserts).  

This Web site provides health information providers and the public with a standard, comprehensive, up-to-date, look-

up and download resource of medication content and labeling as found in medication package inserts. 

http://www.ncsacw.samhsa.gov/ 

The National Center on Substance Abuse and Child Welfare (NCSACW) is an initiative of the Department of Health 

and Human Services.  Their mission is to improve systems and practice for families with substance use disorders 

who are involved in the child welfare and family judicial systems by assisting local, State and tribal agencies. 

 

http://toxnet.nlm.nih.gov/cgi-bin/sis/htmlgen?LACT
http://nationalsubstanceabuseindex.org/pennsylvania/facilities.php
http://dailymed.nlm.nih.gov/
http://www.ncsacw.samhsa.gov/

