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Prescription Medications 

Brief 
Description: 
 

Prescription drugs that are abused or used for 
nonmedical reasons can alter brain activity and lead 
to dependence. Commonly abused classes of 
prescription drugs include opioids (often prescribed to 
treat pain), central nervous system depressants 
(often prescribed to treat anxiety and sleep 
disorders), and stimulants (prescribed to treat 
narcolepsy, ADHD, and obesity). 

Street 
Names:  

Commonly used opioids include oxycodone 
(OxyContin), propoxyphene (Darvon), hydrocodone 
(Vicodin), hydromorphone (Dilaudid), meperidine 
(Demerol), and diphenoxylate (Lomotil). Common 
central nervous system depressants include 
barbiturates such as pentobarbital sodium 
(Nembutal), and benzodiazepines such as diazepam 
(Valium) and alprazolam (Xanax). Stimulants include 
dextroamphetamine (Dexedrine) and methylphenidate 
(Ritalin). 

Effects: Long-term use of opioids or central nervous system 
depressants can lead to physical dependence and 
addiction. Taken in high doses, stimulants can lead to 
compulsive use, paranoia, dangerously high body 
temperatures, and irregular heartbeat. 

Statistics 
and Trends: 

In 2006, 16.2 million Americans age 12 and older had 
taken a prescription pain reliever, tranquilizer, 
stimulant, or sedative for nonmedical purposes at 
least once in the year prior to being surveyed. 
Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health; 
http://www.samhsa.gov/. The NIDA-funded 2007 
Monitoring the Future Study showed that 2.7% of 8th 
graders, 7.2% of 10th graders, and 9.6% of 12th 
graders had abused Vicodin and 1.8% of 8th graders, 
3.9% of 10th graders, and 5.2% of 12th graders had 
abused OxyContin for nonmedical purposes at least 
once in the year prior to being surveyed. Source: 
Monitoring the Future 
http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/.
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View all related NIDA publications >> 2113140since 2/07/01 

NIDA InfoFacts: Prescription Drugs and Pain Medications. 
Describes the health effects of abusing prescription 
drugs. For a general audience. (Report).  
En Español 
 

NIDA Research Report: Prescription Drugs: Abuse and 
Addiction. More detailed look at research findings on 
prescription drug abuse. For a general audience. 
(Report).  
En Español 
 

NIDA InfoFacts: Methylphenidate (Ritalin®). Overview of 
the health effects of Ritalin® when it is used for non-
medical purposes. For a general audience. (Fact sheet).  
 
 

NIDA InfoFacts: Steroids (Anabolic-Androgenic). Brief 
description of the health hazards of anabolic steroids 
when they are used for non-medical purposes. For a 
general audience. (Fact sheet).  
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