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Causes of Opioid Addiction  

 Opioid addiction, a chronic medical condition characterized by the compulsive use of 

opioids despite harmful consequences, has emerged as one of the most significant public health 

crises of our time (Ledger, J., 2020). Opioids include prescription painkillers such as oxycodone 

and hydrocodone, illicit drugs such as heroin, and synthetic drugs such as fentanyl. These 

substances are well known for being highly addictive and have caused thousands of overdoses. 

Opioids severely harm communities and individuals with a myriad of health, social, economic, 

and psychological burdens. Opioid addiction is caused by several factors, including cultural, 

social, and psychological factors and the ready availability of opioid products. 

Economic and Cultural Factors 

Economic instability and poverty coexist significantly with opioid addiction. Financial 

hardships often lead to hopelessness and despair, leading individuals to find comfort through 

opioids. As well, economic hardships can limit access to normal or healthy activities, increasing 

the likelihood of substance abuse as an escape from reality. 
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The connection between economic instability and substance addiction is well-

documented. Economic hardships significantly impact today’s society, leading to substantial 

amounts of stress and high substance abuse rates. The lack of opportunities for any healthy 

engagement for economically disadvantaged communities worsens the problem of addiction, as 

individuals turn to opioids to escape their harsh conditions. In places where economic 

opportunities are rare, individuals could feel trapped in a repeated cycle of poverty and addiction, 

with few ways of improving themselves (Montiel Ishino et al., 2020). 

As well, low educational achievements and high dropout rates are very closely linked to 

higher rates of opioid abuse and addiction. People with lower levels of education often lack 

awareness about the risks of drug use, leading to more abuse and addiction. Not enough drug 

education and prevention programs further worsen this issue. 

Extensive research and drug education programs are critically important in preventing 

substance abuse. However, many educational institutions lack the resources to implement 

working prevention programs, leaving students vulnerable to addiction (Horák & Verter, 2022). 

Furthermore, dropout rates are higher in communities suffering economic hardship, creating a 

cycle where lack of education and poverty fortify each other. Moreover, many people have a 

negative stigma towards the idea of seeking help for their substance use problems, which makes 

it hard for them to seek necessary treatment. 

Limited access to healthcare, particularly therapy and addiction services, worsens the risk 

of opioid addiction and abuse. Economic and coordination barriers prevent individuals from 

receiving medical and psychological support. This lack of access leads to undiagnosed and 

untreated mental health issues, which often co-occur with substance abuse, creating a horrible 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=V9vpJt
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cycle of dependency on drugs. (Opioid Crisis Affects All Americans, Rural and Urban | USDA, 

n.d.). 

Access to healthcare is an essential factor when addressing opioid addiction, as 

incomplete mental health resources significantly contribute to the opioid addiction crisis. 

Economic barriers and the stigma behind seeking help for addiction further hinder access to the 

necessary care, preserving the cycle of addiction (Patrick Abbott & Duane M. Chase, 2008). In 

many rural and underprivileged areas, there are not enough healthcare providers to meet the high 

demand for mental health and addiction services, leaving many individuals without the support 

they need to overcome the vicious cycle of opioid addiction. 

Social Factors 

In terms of social factors, family dynamics can play a critical role in the development of 

opioid addiction. It has been known that parents who abuse substances significantly influence 

their children to develop the same habits (Horák & Verter, 2022). The lack of parental 

supervision and involvement further contributes to teens and young adults experimenting with 

drugs. (Amy et al., 2011) 

The familial influence on opioid use is high, as it has been found that children whose 

parents use substances are more likely to become substance users themselves than children 

whose parents do not use substances. The lack of parental guidance and support intensifies this 

risk as adolescents turn to drugs to cope with their mental, emotional, and psychological 

challenges. Furthermore, family dysfunction, domestic violence, and neglect infer that substance 

use among adolescents is a way of coping with trauma and the listings present in their lives 

(Frontiers | A Biopsychosocial Overview of the Opioid Crisis: Considering Nutrition and 

Gastrointestinal Health, n.d.). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=iaT7AN
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Another factor that increases drug use among adolescents is peer pressure and social 

circles. The desire to be accepted socially amongst others often drives people to begin 

experimenting with opioids. Peer pressure plays a significant role in the initiation of opioid 

addiction since other people exert a considerable influence on the uptake of substances. Many 

adolescents use opioids to fit in with social groups and gain acceptance, increasing the risk of 

addiction (Patrick Abbott & Duane M. Chase, 2008). The influence of social media cannot be 

overlooked, as it glamourizes the use of drugs and exposes adolescents to the content of drug use 

that normalizes drug experimentation among them (Hilliard J., 2019). 

Families and cultures that enable drug use contribute to the high rates of opioid addiction. 

Drug use in some communities may be normalized or even encouraged, hence the high rates of 

opioid addiction. Community attitudes may affect drug addiction since people will use 

substances that are accepted or encouraged by their peers (Jalali et al., 2020). In some 

communities, drug use is highly normalized, further enhancing the problem (NCBI Books, 

2014). Community norms that view substance abuse as an acceptable coping strategy can create 

a horrible environment for adolescents where opioid addiction thrives.  

On the other hand, negative societal attitudes towards addiction could prevent individuals 

from seeking help. Many people have a negative stigma about seeking help for their substance 

use problems, which prevents them from seeking necessary treatment. Additionally, the lack of 

community support for addiction treatment programs also makes it difficult for individuals to 

find the help they need. 

Psychological Factors 

The prevalence of mental health issues among individuals with opioid addiction is 

significant as mental health disorders often co-occur with substance abuse, creating a cycle of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XLcs6g
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FzUTqW
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dependency. Anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues significantly increase the risk of 

opioid addiction. Inadequate mental health resources increase this issue, leaving individuals 

without the support they need to manage their conditions. (Mental Health and Substance Use 

Co-Occurring Disorders, 2023). For many individuals, opioids are used as a form of self-

medication to reduce the symptoms of undiagnosed and untreated mental health disorders, 

leading to a cycle of addiction that is difficult to break. 

The impact of trauma on opioid addiction is profound. Trauma and adverse childhood 

experiences significantly increase the risk of developing substance use disorders. Physical, 

emotional, and sexual abuse creates a foundation for addiction, as individuals use drugs to cope 

with their trauma. The correlation between trauma and substance use leading to mental health 

issues is well-established. Individuals with a history of trauma are notably more likely to 

advance substance use disorders. Trauma creates a foundation for addiction, as individuals use 

opioids to cope with their immense emotional and psychological pain (Montiel Ishino et al., 

2020). Adverse childhood experiences, such as abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction, can 

create long-lasting psychological scars that incline individuals to get onto substance abuse as a 

coping mechanism, as an escape from their harsh realities or mental health issues. 

The use of drugs as a coping mechanism is a common factor in opioid addiction because 

individuals often turn to opioids to escape from life's challenges and emotional pain. Substance 

use becomes a method of avoiding or numbing horrible experiences. This reliance on opioids as 

a coping mechanism heightens the risk of addiction (Patrick Abbott & Duane M. Chase, 2008). 

The use of substances as a way to manage life's difficulties can, in an instant, escalate into 

dependence, as the temporary relief brought on by opioids becomes a necessity for dealing with a 

person’s ongoing stress and emotional distress. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FjLVNb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FjLVNb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FjLVNb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FjLVNb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Qd23mD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Qd23mD
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Availability and Accessibility of Opioids 

The over-prescription of opioids has created an environment where these drugs are easily 

accessible. Over-prescribing opioid products such as painkillers increases the availability of 

opioids in households and plays a significant role in the development of opioid addiction (Jalali 

et al., 2020). Excessive prescribing practices have contributed to the availability of opioids in the 

illegal drug market and the misuse of opioids. Unused medications in households often lead to 

experimentation and addiction (NCBI Books, 2014).  

Many opioids are also available through illegal channels, which contribute to opioid 

addiction. The availability of opioids in the black market is exceptionally convenient, and this 

explains the high rates of opioid addiction. Rural communities are particularly affected by the 

invasion of illegal opioids, as drug trafficking in these areas is prevalent (Fentanyl Use Spreads 

Deeper into Mexico, on Heels of US Epidemic | (Reuters, n.d.). The use of synthetic opioids such 

as fentanyl in the illicit drug market has also worsened the situation since these synthetic opioids 

are even more potent and toxic as compared to prescription drugs and opioids. Many people 

become hooked on these opioids, leading to overdoses or severe addiction.  

Purchasing opioids through online platforms has also meant that one can easily get the 

drugs without a prescription. Social media influences drug trends and behaviors by glamorizing 

the use of drugs and facilitating opioid distribution in general. 

The influence of online platforms and social media in this opioid addiction crisis is also a 

significant factor in the increasing opioid addiction rates since the internet has made it so much 

easier to obtain these opioids without prescriptions. Social networks and online forums serve as a 

black market that allows users to acquire opioids without the effort or struggle of legally 

obtaining them. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=103BWr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=103BWr
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Conclusion 

Opioid addiction is caused by several factors, including cultural, social, and 

psychological factors and the availability of opioids. Cultural factors that contribute to the opioid 

addiction crisis include economic hardships, poor education, and lack of health care. Social 

factors that also contribute to the crisis include family influence, peer pressure, and culture in the 

community. Psychological factors that contribute include mental health issues, trauma, and 

coping mechanisms. Lastly, the availability and accessibility factors that contribute to the opioid 

addiction crisis include over-prescription practices, easy access, the black market, and social 

media, further worsening the problem altogether. 

Addressing the opioid addiction crisis requires comprehensive, multi-faceted approaches. 

Enhancing community awareness, improving access to healthcare and support, and supporting 

policy and regulatory changes are crucial. Educational programs that raise awareness about the 

dangers of opioid use, increased availability of mental health and addiction services, and better 

regulation of opioid prescriptions and illegal drug trafficking are essential. Collaboration among 

communities, educators, healthcare providers, and policymakers is vital to creating a unified 

front against the opioid epidemic. Only through concerted efforts can we hope to mitigate the 

devastating impact of opioid addiction on individuals and society. 
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