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In recent years, the rate of cigarette smoking and alcohol use among adolescents has reached historic lows. Additionally, the
rate of illicit drug use has dropped by more than 30% among 8th graders and by 10% among 12th graders since the late 1990’s
(1). However, the use of prescription drugs such as opioid analgesics and sedatives has increased at alarming rates. Opiates
are the most commonly abused class of prescription medications among adolescents. In fact, Vicodin is the most commonly
abused drug in this population today, second only to marijuana. The 2006 National Institute on Drug Abuse's (NIDA's)
Monitoring the Future Survey found that 9.7 percent and 4.3 percent of 12th graders reported using Vicodin and OxyContin,
respectively, for non-medical purposes in the past year (2, 3). In addition to opiates, sedative-hypnotics are also commonly
abused. According to the 2004 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2.5% of adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17
years have used sedative-hypnotics such as benzodiazepines in the past year (4).

The Internet has played a large role in the increasing popularity of prescription drug abuse. In particular, websites such as
http://www.buymedsquick.com virtually guarantee that anyone with a credit card can purchase prescription medications. The
ease with which adolescents can access these drugs of abuse is reflected in the NIDA Monitoring the Future Survey in which
39.2% of 12th graders reported that obtaining Vicodin and OxyContin was “fairly easy” or “very easy” (5).

Opiate and sedative-hypnotic abuse is relevant to practicing anesthesiologists who care for adolescent patients. There is no
doubt that chronic opiate abuse can impact post-operative pain management. One issue is that these patients may develop
tolerance to opiates and require higher doses to achieve adequate post-operative pain relief. If the anesthesiologist is not
aware that the patient chronically abuses opiates, he/she may be more inclined to wonder whether the patient is truly in pain
or whether the patient is “drug seeking.” Frank withdrawal is a concern as well. A previous study reported that 42% of
patients on chronic opioids exhibited withdrawal symptoms within 36 hours of surgery (6).

It is therefore crucial that anesthesiologists be vigilant about obtaining information about substance use and/or abuse during
the preoperative evaluation of adolescent patients. However, there exist significant obstacles to obtaining an accurate history.
Awareness of prescription drug abuse in adolescents may be low because there is not a large body of literature on the topic
and patients are unlikely to present under the influence. Furthermore, many adolescent patients insist on maintaining their
right to privacy; others may simply offer inaccurate reports of risky behavior. It is therefore essential to maximize the
likelihood of obtaining an accurate history by undertaking measures such as interviewing adolescent patients without parents
and clearly explaining to patients the risks of not accurately reporting drug use.
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