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A National Epidemic
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“Society doesn’t have all the 
answers for people bent on 

abuse and not caring 
enough about who they 

harm − at some point it is 
about a personal decision.”

Sounding an Alarm
Accidental Prescription Drug Deaths
SW Virginia 2003 (n=168)

• 70.8% were male
• Average Age 36.8 Years
• 40.5% were married
• 67.3% had a history of drug abuse
• 53.0% had a history of pain
• 39.9% had a history of chronic illness
• 39.9% had a history of mental illness
• 22.0% were in the construction/extraction occupations
• 19.0% were disabled
• 10.1% were homemakers
• 7.1% had a previous overdose
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Tennessee’s Response
January 2012

Prescription Safety Act of 2012
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Number of Overdose Deaths in Tennessee by 
Drug Type, 2013-2016
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A simplified schematic of “transmission” in the 
substance abuse epidemic:

• Social networks can mitigate or create risk
• Not everyone who misuses will abuse
• Not everyone who overdoses will die
• Not all misuse/abuse with pregnancy will result in NAS
• Resistance/Immunity-some have innate or acquired “resistance”

What does “epidemic” really mean?
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Substance Use Disorders: A Complicated, 
Complex, Overlapping Epidemic-a syndemic.
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The Brain’s Reward Center
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Yeah!
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Markets get created around things that 
hit the reward center. 

Potential 
Buyers

The Market Triangle Model
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…And the Market Can be Constrained

Prevention
Potential Buyers

The Market Triangle Model
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Opioid Prescribing Rates Per 100 People
(2016)

TN = 107.5

Source: CDC
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Healthcare’s Role in the Market Triangle 
Model 

Prevention
Potential Buyers

✔ Healthcare ✔ Healthcare

✔ Healthcare
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Likelihood of Long-Term Opioid Use
United States, 2006–2015

Anuj Shah, Corey J. Hayes, Bradley C. Martin. MMWR, 66 (10), March 17, 2017.

Days Supply of First Opioid Prescription # Prescriptions in First Episode of Use

Days Prescriptions
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NSAIDS vs. Opioids:
Tipping the Balance Towards Thinking 

Differently About Pain Care
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TOGETHER: Clear and Measurable Progress in TN
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Board Actions For Prescribing and 
Diversion, 2013 – 2016*
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*Note: Actions for diversion may have been undercounted in 2013-2015 because several categories 
were used for diversion. Implementation of LARS software allowed consistent categorization of these 
actions and increased reporting accuracy for 2016.
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Quotes
• “I fell in love with my drugs. They were all that mattered.” A person in recovery 

• “At first it was a lifeline. Then it was a noose.” A person in recovery, speaking about opioids 

• “A lifetime of addiction should never be a complication of a surgical procedure.” A surgeon, speaking about multi-

modal analgesia and alternatives to opioids 

• “We are working on a vaccine to fight addiction. This is an emergency.” NIH Director Francis Collins, MD, PhD 

• “This epidemic was born out of the health care system. We treated the pain of those suffering, but without training and with 

complacency that led to malpractice…Opioids hijack the brain’s physiological survival mechanism, fooling the brain into taking life-

threatening actions because the lack of opioids is seen as a survival threat…The emergence of synthetic opioids [such as fentanyl 

and carfentanil] is a game-changer. Controlling supply becomes much harder. “We need safer, more effective strategies for pain 

management; to develop longer-acting, stronger naloxone; to engage the health care system more widely in treatment with more 

use of medication-assisted therapy for opioid use disorders.” NIDA Director Nora Volkow, MD 

• “People fighting this at first were just a thin line of government employees. Don’t lose hope. The country, your 

neighbors, rely on you, even if they don’t always know it.” Journalist and author Sam Quinones 
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Going Forward: The Role of Healthcare

• Healthcare works on all sides of the triangle
• Healthcare’s biggest impact can be PREVENTION

• Prevention is the way out of this epidemic
• What can we do EVERYDAY?

Prevention
Potential Buyers
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CollaborationCo-laboring
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“Co-laboring” with a Focus on 
Prevention

• Patient Education
• Prescriber Education
• Perioperative pain management
• ED pain management
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THANK YOU
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Other Key Messages From 
Overdose Deaths in 2016

• Most people who died had used multiple drugs
• Benzodiazepines were involved in 35% of deaths
• 53% of deaths from overdose had NO controlled 

substances dispensed in the 60d before death
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Fentanyl: A New Danger

Can you tell 
the 
difference?
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