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About one in twenty people have a predisposition for addiction. If someone in your family is addicted to or abusing prescription medication, contact his or her Primary Care Physician (PCP).
This article offers general broad strokes suggestions for protecting your family from prescription drug abuse. In this article, we will not distinguish between drug addiction and drug abuse. First we examine some differences between our traditional image of drug abuse and what is referred to as prescription drug abuse. Next we look at detecting and preventing prescription drug abuse. Finally, we outline steps to recovery.
What makes prescription drug abuse different?
Traditionally we think of addicts as those who started with recreational drug use to go from a Normal state of consciousness to a High (impaired) state of consciousness and before they knew it, they were addicted. These addicts will be referred to as “Recreational” addicts. Some prescription drug abusers fall into to this category too, such as those who steal prescription drugs from a family member, then use them for recreational purposes. The traditional 12 step treatment for such addiction requires absolute abstinence from all mind altering substances.
Prescription drug abusers often start use to move from a Painful state back to Normal. Those who become addicted to their prescribed medicines are usually not seeking recreation, but rather, to feel normal or at least able to function again. These people may have no previous problems with alcohol or drugs. The problem for such people can start with an illness or injury that causes severe pain, or extreme panic. The pain or panic can be so intense for such people that they may not even be able to sign their name or answer basic questions, e.g. date of birth or current address. Panic stricken people are often so convinced that they are dying that they call for an ambulance. When a person feels such extreme symptoms, that person will consider anything for relief. If that person has pills that have already proven to be effective, the person might jump at the chance to take a pill(s) even if it means taking more than prescribed. This is where the trouble begins.
It is the nature of the medicines for these conditions that people develop tolerance for them, i.e. they require increasing dosages to get the same effect. Furthermore, the use of opiate based pain medications over time reduces the body’s natural ability to block pain, so that when a person tries to quit these medicines, they will experience more pain from a given stimuli than they would have if they had never taken such medicines. These factors conspire to convince the patient that life without these medications will be unbearably painful. The denial process starts.
Since the patients cannot imagine life without the medicine, they become convinced that they can function normally only if they can get enough medicine to suppress the symptoms. They believe that others, including their doctor(s), can’t understand how desperate their situation is, so they rationalize using secretive means to get and use extra medicine. They mistakenly believe that if their problem becomes known, they will be forced to face life medicine free with unbearable and unrelenting pain or panic.
For prescription drug addicts, 12 Step programs often define “sobriety” as taking medications as prescribed and having only one doctor providing prescriptions.
DETECTING AND PREVENTING PRESCRIPTION SUBSTANCE ABUSE
Prescription Drug Abuse is multi faceted. For many, the term Prescription Drug Abuse conjures up images of children stealing drugs from medicine cabinets. For others, the term may bring to mind a family member with a serious health condition for which highly addictive medicines are prescribed, and overused. Finally, there is the possibility of having our medicine cabinet pilfered by visitors.
The first thing you can do to prevent prescription drug abuse in your home is to get the medicines, prescription and over-the-counter (OTC), out of your bathroom medicine cabinet. For addicts, bathrooms have the distinction of being the only rooms in the house in which there is an expectation of privacy for anyone who goes there. Secure all prescription medicines, as well as OTC cold, sinus, and allergy medicines in a lock box hidden away in a private area of the house. Only the Head(s)-of-the-Household should have the combination to the lockbox and it should never be given to anyone else.
The lockbox recommendation includes ALL prescription medicines, not just drugs with potential for recreational use, because: contrary to popular belief, many youth don’t know a drug with recreational potential from one that is merely dangerous when used improperly, e.g. blood pressure medicines, anticoagulants, etc.; also, many people know how to alter or mix OTC drugs with alcohol or other drugs to create dangerous highs.
Second, anytime a member of the household gets a prescription for an addictive medicine, it should go in a lockbox to which the patient does not have access. A responsible adult can then dispense the medicine to the patient on a per-dose, or possibly per day, basis. As America ages, the incidence of severely painful medical conditions is on the rise with the result that some people who have never abused drugs, or even had a drink of alcohol, can become addicted to pain medications. How can this be? Imagine having a condition so painful that you can hardly even answer basic questions about yourself, yet, taking a pill will quickly bring enough relief that you can function again. It is not hard to imagine that the pills soon start coming closer together, and then one pill isn’t enough, then two isn’t enough, and so on. Under such circumstances a person can quickly become addicted. Or imagine having a recurring condition that mimics a heart attack. Once again, it is easy to see how someone could become addicted to medicines that provide relief. When a family member is prescribed a medicine for pain or panic, it is only prudent to have another family member monitor the use of that medicine.
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