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Potential Health Consequences: First, consider the worst-case scenario – death. This may sound far-fetched to a healthy young 
undergraduate, but people do actually die as a result of prescription drug abuse. In fact, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention estimates that about 100 Americans die every day from unintentional drug overdoses, the majority of which relate to 
prescription drugs. Every year, more people die from prescription painkiller overdoses than from those due to heroin and cocaine 
combined – and the rate of overdose death from prescription painkillers alone has more than tripled since 1999.17 In fact, drug 
overdoses are now the leading cause of accidental death in the United States. These deaths may result from chronic long-term 
behaviors, or they could occur after the first abuse of one of these substances. 

There are also many other catastrophic health consequences of prescription drug abuse. For example, hospital emergency 
department visits involving non-medical prescription drug use now outnumber those involving the use of illicit “street” drugs.18 
Between 1998 and 2008, the number of admissions to substance abuse treatment centers involving prescription painkillers more 
than quadrupled.19 And any medication may have side effects which are sometimes quite serious. The table below provides 
examples of serious side effects from prescription painkillers, sedatives and stimulants.

Drug class Potentially serious side effects

Opioid Painkillers  
(e.g., Vicodin, OxyContin, Percocet)

- Liver damage (with some medications)

- Decreased mental alertness, lowered inhibitions

- Decreased heart rate, breathing rate, and blood pressure

- Potential for addiction or dependence

Sedatives  
(e.g., Valium, Xanax, Ambien)

- Decreased mental alertness, lowered inhibitions

- Decreased heart rate, breathing rate, and blood pressure

- Potential for addiction or dependence

-  Risk of anterograde amnesia – the inability to form memories while on the medication

- Hallucinations, aggressive behavior

Stimulants  
(e.g., Adderall, Ritalin, Concerta, Vyvanse)

- Insomnia

- Anxiety and exacerbation of psychiatric disorders

- Induction of seizures

- Visual disturbances

- Potential for addiction or dependence

- Increased heart rate, breathing rate, and blood pressure

- May increase risk of serious cardiovascular events

 

Third discussion block – Where do we go from here?

How do we fix this? What can we do to prevent prescription drug misuse and abuse among college students? What are some 
important safe medication-taking guidelines? Where can a college student go if they need help with a prescription drug abuse 
problem? What other resources are available relating to this issue?

Discussion points

How do we fix this? What can we do to prevent prescription 
drug misuse and abuse among college students?

Sharing isn’t caring: Over 70% of those who abuse prescription drugs get them from family members or friends. So, three 
things we can do to prevent prescription drug abuse among our peers are: (1) never share your prescription medications with 
others or use someone else’s medications, (2) store prescription medications in a safe and secure location protected from those 
who may wish to abuse them, and (3) properly dispose of prescription medications you no longer need to keep them out of the  
reach of others.20 
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