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Share the Love, Not Your Meds
While sharing medications is usually done with the best intentions, it can be far more dangerous than
most people think. It's tempting to share prescriptions with friends or family members to help relieve their
symptoms, make them feel better, and save money. In fact, a recent study published in the American
Journal of Public Health shows that the prevalence of medication sharing is roughly 52 percent. However,
most people don't realize how quickly things can go wrong. Here are three ways sharing medications can
lead to serious and long-lasting consequences.
 
1. You may not be treating the right disease.
 
Similar symptoms can be caused by different illnesses. For instance, while a cough may be caused by
a cold or allergies, it could also be related to a more serious problem like emphysema or congestive heart
failure. It’s always better to get examined by a doctor rather than taking the risk of sharing the wrong
medication.
 
2. The dosage may be incorrect.
 
Correct dosage is a critical to ensuring that medications are both safe and effective for the patient. The
typical approach doctors take when prescribing is to start “low and slow” – meaning they identify the
lowest dose of a medication that will be effective. That dose is increased as needed for the specific patient,
creating a customized treatment plan.
 
If a medication is shared, you may be starting at a higher dose than is actually needed, increasing risk
factors and side effects. This can be especially problematic for some patients.
Even seemingly innocuous medications like topical ointments and creams can cause problems. Because
skin becomes thinner with aging, that medication may be absorbed quicker in the person sharing it than
the prescriber would have intended.
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Prescription drugs are the most commonly misused substances by teens after marijuana and
alcohol. When teens misuse prescription drugs and take them in different amounts or for

reasons other than as they are prescribed, they affect the brain and body in ways very similar
to illicit drugs.

 
When prescription drugs are misused, they can be addictive and have harmful health effects such as

overdose (especially when taken along with other drugs or alcohol). An overdose is when a drug is
swallowed, inhaled, injected, or absorbed through the skin in excessive amounts and injures the body.

Overdoses are either intentional or unintentional. If the person taking or giving a substance did not
mean to hurt themselves or others, then it is unintentional. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose

 
 Some teens use prescription stimulants to try to improve mental performance. Teens and college

students sometimes misuse them to try to get better grades. Taking prescription stimulants for reasons
other than treating ADHD or narcolepsy could lead to harmful health effects, such as addiction, heart

problems, or psychosis. 
Source: National Institute on Drug Abuse, www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/prescription-stimulants 

 
According to a national survey, among 12th graders, 5.5 percent used Adderall nonmedically in the past

year. 
Source: 2017 Monitoring the Future Study. 

 
Remember: Sharing prescription drugs with family members or friends is illegal.  

3. Pain medication is more powerful than you think.
 
Pain medications and opioids are among the most dangerous
medications to share. Typically, people underestimate how powerful
they are. Unfortunately, the consequences are severe.
 
“A child who receives an adult dose of a pain medication can
experience serious side effects. It affects the central nervous system,
leading to slowed respiration rate, sedation, and even death," warns
Dr. Parekh of Abington-Jefferson Health. Takin non-prescribed pain
medication can also lead to dependence, feeling withdrawal
symptoms when not taking the drug, or an addiction, a chronic brain
disease that causes a person to compulsively seek out drugs.
Sharing opioid medication is particularly common among teens who
are often prescribed opioid medication for pain after a sports injury
of dental surgery.
 
Prescription medications commonly shared among teens include
Ritalin, Adderall, Vicodin, and OxyContin.
 
It's reported that 40.4 percent of teens who misused a
prescription pain reliever in the past year got it from a friend
or relative for free.

How Teens Misuse Medicine



 

Marijuana
Marijuana use in teens has declined despite laws legalizing recreational marijuana use in some
states. According to statistics, less than 6% of 12th-grade students use marijuana every day.
Data from the National Survey on Drug Use also shows that 0.7% of 8th-grade students and
3.4% of 10th graders use marijuana daily. 
 
Marijuana may be relatively popular among teens because it is easy for them to obtain.
Additional statistics from the National Survey on Drug Use show that 80% of 12th graders feel it
would be easy for them to get marijuana, with 65% of 10th-grade students reporting the same.
In recent years, the perceived risk associated with marijuana use has also decreased among
teens, so they may use marijuana because they feel it is safe to do so. The most troubling new
trend combines e-cigarettes and marijuana, as many teens are using THC oil in vape devices
nation-wide, increasing the risk of harm associated with the drug.
 
Cocaine
Teen cocaine use is less common than marijuana use among adolescents. The National Survey
on Drug Use conducted by NIDA found that only 2.3% of 12th grade students, 1.5% of 10th
graders and 0.8% of 8th graders have used cocaine in the last year. Lower rates of cocaine use
in teens may be a result of limited availability compared to marijuana, as just 28% of 12th-grade
students feel it would be easy to obtain the drug. Additionally, over 85% of teens disapprove of
experimenting with cocaine, which may deter use. 
 
With disapproval of the drug being high, it is easy to wonder, “Why do teens use
cocaine?” According to one study, teens may combine cocaine with alcohol to allow them to
drink more. Cocaine may be primarily present in nightlife and party settings, but it is also easy to
use at home since it can be snorted. 
 
Stimulants
Stimulants are a class of drugs typically used to treat conditions such as attention-deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and they require a prescription. Abuse of Ritalin and other ADHD
drugs, such as Adderall, which is the most common, may occur in teens. According to
NIDA research, 4.5% of students in 12th grade have used Adderall not prescribed to them within
the past year. 
 
Adderall abuse may occur among teens because they feel it is safe to abuse prescription drugs.
Additionally, experts report that stimulants increase alertness and concentration, so teens may
abuse them to boost academic performance, study for tests or complete lengthy assignments. 

As we continue to share the latest information on drug trends in our
community, it's important to us that everyone knows about the different drug

categories we provide information on. Below you will find a comprehensive
overview of popular drug categories including substances found in those

categories that are trending with youth.
 
 

Common Drugs Used by Teens
There are several popular drugs with teens, all with different effects and rates of use.

Currently, the drugs most commonly used by teens are marijuana, cocaine, stimulants,
painkillers and prescription drugs, spice and K2, heroin, crystal meth, MDMA,

hallucinogens, DXM and inhalants



 

Painkillers and Prescription Drugs
Teen prescription drug abuse can involve narcotic painkillers such as Vicodin and OxyContin.
According to NIDA, 3.4% of 12th grade students have used prescription drugs within the
past year. Vicodin use within the previous year is reported by 0.6% of 8th graders, 1.1% of
10th graders and 1.7% of 12th graders. OxyContin use is slightly more common, with 0.8%
of 8th graders, 2.2% of 10th graders and 2.3% of 12th graders using within the past year.
 
According to NIDA, teens who abuse prescription painkillers tend to do so in combination
with alcohol or other drugs. In fact, 70% of teens who engage in painkiller abuse use these
drugs alongside other substances, most often marijuana and alcohol.
 
Spice/K2
Spice and K2 are two names for synthetic marijuana, which producers create by spraying
herbs with cannabinoid chemicals. Spice drug abuse caught media attention in 2011 when
11.4% of high school seniors reported they had used this drug in the past year. According to
NIDA, 1.6% of 8th graders, 2.9% of 10th graders and 3.5% of 12th graders state that they
have used spice within the previous year.
 
Synthetic marijuana was previously legal and readily available for purchase on the Internet
and in convenience stores, but in 2011, many of the chemicals contained in it became illegal.
Despite this fact, producers can change chemical formulations to circumvent current laws,
and teens may, therefore, have easier access to spice. However, the rapid decline in use
rates shows that legislative measures have had a positive effect on synthetic marijuana use
rates among teens.
 
Heroin
Teen heroin use has decreased significantly since the 1990s, with NIDA survey results
showing that just 0.2% of 8th graders, 0.3% of 10th graders and 0.4% of 12th graders have
used heroin in the past year. A majority of teens today disapprove of heroin use and view
the drug as dangerous.
 
Teens who do use heroin may begin by abusing prescription drugs. According to the
American Academy of Pediatrics, almost half of adolescents who use heroin started with
prescription pain medications. Unfortunately, teens who begin abusing prescription drugs
may turn to heroin because it is cheaper and easier for them to acquire.
 
Crystal Meth
Teen crystal meth use has declined since 1999, according to NIDA survey results, but is
currently on the rise again in adults. Only 0.4% of 8th graders, 0.4% of 10th graders and
0.5% of 12th graders report they have used meth in the past year. Most teens view the drug
as risky, and very few report that it would be easy for them to obtain. With the resurgence of
the drug, it's imperative to continually educate youth about the dangers of meth.
 



 

MDMA
MDMA is a drug also known by names like ecstasy and Molly. In general, teens using
ecstasy is relatively uncommon, with just 2.2% of 12th graders reporting they’ve used the
drug in the past year, according to NIDA.
 
Ecstasy is alluring to teens as a drug that is used at parties and nightclubs. It creates a rush
of happiness and makes people who use it feel emotionally connected to others. Ecstasy
can also come in the form of tablets that look like candy, which can make it appealing to
teens.
 
Hallucinogens
Hallucinogens include drugs like LSD, also known as “acid.” According to NIDA, the number
of teens on acid is relatively low, with 3.2% of 12th grade students reported using LSD in the
past year.
 
Hallucinogens also include the magic mushroom drug, which can cause users to go on
“trips” during which they may lose touch with reality and be unaware of their surroundings.
Teens may use hallucinogens because they find these trips to be enjoyable.
 
DXM
Teens drinking cough syrup has been relatively consistent but fairly low, with an annual use
prevalence of 3.2% for 8th, 10th and 12th graders combined. Teens use DXM syrup because
it produces a high.
 
According to experts, DXM is federally legal and inexpensive to obtain, and it typically does
not show up on drug tests. This may make the medication appealing to teens, but it can also
cause dangerous side effects, such as paranoia, hallucinations and delusions.
 
Inhalants
Inhalants contain fumes that can create a high, and they are found in common household
products, such as glue, nail polish remover and gasoline. Inhalants are inexpensive and can
be found around the house, making them relatively easy for teens to obtain. According to
NIDA data, inhalant abuse is more common among 8th graders than 10th and 12th graders.
 
Teens who abuse inhalants and other drugs may develop addictions or substance use
disorders. If your teen is beginning to struggle in school, display significant changes in
behavior or mood, give up previously enjoyed activities, withdraw from the family or spend a
significant amount of time and money using and obtaining drugs, he or she may be
struggling with a substance use disorder that requires treatment.


