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    INTRODUCTION


    Addicting drugs are among the greatest challenges to health, well-being, and the sense of independence and freedom for which we all strive—and yet these drugs are present in the everyday lives of most people. Almost every home has alcohol or tobacco waiting to be used, and has medicine cabinets stocked with possibly outdated but still potentially deadly drugs. Almost everyone has a friend or loved one with an addiction-related problem. Almost everyone seems to have a solution neatly summarized by word or phrase: medicalization, legalization, criminalization, war-on-drugs.


    For better and for worse, drug information seems to be everywhere, but what information sources can you trust? How do you separate misinformation (whether deliberate or born of ignorance and prejudice) from the facts? Are prescription drugs safer than “street” drugs? Is occasional drug use really harmful? Is cigarette smoking more addictive than heroin? Is marijuana safer than alcohol? Are the harms caused by drug use limited to the users? Can some people become addicted following just a few exposures? Is treatment or counseling just for those with serious addiction problems?


    These are just a few of the many questions addressed in this series. It is an empowering series because it provides the information and perspectives that can help people come to their own opinions and find answers to the challenges posed by drugs in their own lives. The series also provides further resources for information and assistance, recognizing that no single source has all the answers. It should be of interest and relevance to areas of study spanning biology, chemistry, history, health, social studies, and more. Its efforts to provide a real-world context for the information that is clearly presented but not overly simplified should be appreciated by students, teachers, and parents.


    The series is especially commendable in that it does not pretend to pose easy answers or imply that all decisions can be made on the basis of simple facts: some challenges have no immediate or simple solutions, and some solutions will need to rely as much upon basic values as basic facts. Despite this, the series should help to at least provide a foundation of knowledge. In the end, it may help as much by pointing out where the solutions are not simple, obvious, or known to work. In fact, at many points, the reader is challenged to think for him- or herself by being asked what his or her opinion is.


    A core concept of the series is to recognize that we will never have all the facts, and many of the decisions will never be easy. Hopefully, however, armed with information, perspective, and resources, readers will be better prepared for taking on the challenges posed by addictive drugs in everyday life.


    — Jack E. Henningfield, Ph.D.
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    1 What Are Over-the-Counter Drugs?
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    When the word “drug” comes to mind, people either conjure up images of illegal substances like cocaine and heroin—or they think of medical drugs. But while people may distinguish between these two categories of drugs, a growing trend links the two: over-the-counter (OTC) drug abuse.


    OTC drugs are substances that alter the body for medical purposes but that don’t need a doctor’s prescription to be purchased. This category of drugs includes some medicines that treat headaches, colds, coughing, and allergies. Common medicines such as Advil®, Tylenol®, and Robitussin® are all classified as over-the-counter drugs.


    While these medicines may seem innocent enough, more and more people are intentionally misusing them. Instead of seeking the drugs’ medicinal benefits, users want to experience the highs that accompany taking large amounts of some OTC drugs. Unfortunately, these habits are detrimental to users’ health. In fact, they can be just as serious as illegal drug abuse.


    


    
      OTC drug abuse is on the rise. In 2008, the Office of National Drug Control Policy reported that the abuse of prescription and over-the-counter drugs is a growing problem, particularly among teenagers. From 1999 to 2004, poison-control centers reported a seven-fold increase in cases related to the abuse of DXM and it’s still around today. Most of these cases involved 15- and 16-year-olds. Emergency room visits having to do with OTC drug abuse have also increased dramatically. Nor is this abuse just a problem contained in North America. Countries around the world have also seen a rise in abuse.

    


    Deadly Cough Syrup


    One of the most commonly abused OTC drugs is dextromethorphan, referred to as DXM. This drug is found in many cold medicines that are in either liquid or capsule form, especially those treating coughing. Currently, over 120 medicines contain DXM. These include Robitussin, Vicks NyQuil®, and Coricidin HBP®. Because Robitussin is one of the most commonly abused cough medicines, DXM abuse is sometimes referred to as robo-tripping. The drug itself has several street names, including Robo, Orange Crush, Skittles, and Dex. Another name, Triple-C, refers specifically to Coricidin HBP Cough and Cold, considered to be one of the most dangerous OTC drugs to abuse. It contains thirty milligrams of DXM per tablet, while other medicines such as Robitussin DM® contain two milligrams per milliliter of syrup.


    Abuse occurs when a user purposefully takes more than the recommended amount of medicine. Generally, abusers simply drink cough syrup or take liquid pills containing cough medicine. Less commonly, people may ingest it in powdered form, which can be bought on the Internet. Accepted doses for those who are using medicines containing DXM with the intention of treating a medical condition are fifteen to thirty milligrams per use. Abusers consume many times that amount to get high off DXM. For example, even light users may use 100 to 200 milligrams, while heavy users may use 600 to 1500 milligrams at one time. The effects of DXM use generally last from four to six hours, depending on how much was taken, with larger doses producing more profound effects for longer periods of time.


    
      


      
        Brand Name vs. Generic Name


        Talking about medications can be confusing because every drug has at least two names: its “generic name” and the “brand name” that the pharmaceutical company uses to market the drug. Generic names are based on the drug’s chemical structure, while drug companies use brand names to inspire public recognition and loyalty for their products.
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        Many cough medicines contain dextromethorphan (DXM), a commonly abused OTC drug.

      

    


    Abusers of products containing DXM want to experience certain effects that taking large doses has on the body. DXM, an opium derivative, is a type of drug called a dissociative, meaning that it blocks signals from the consciousness to parts of the brain that control physical processes like vision and movement. Because of this, taking DXM creates feelings of being disconnected from reality and from one’s self. While under the influence of DXM, people feel euphoria, often laugh a lot, live in a dream-like state, and feel forgiving and affectionate toward other people.


    


    
      A Short List of OTC Medicines with DXM


      Benylin Adult Formula Cough Suppressant


      Benylin Pediatric Cough Suppressant


      Delsym®


      Robitussin Cough Gels


      Robitussin Honey Cough Suppressant


      Robitussin Maximum Strength Cough Suppressant


      Robitussin Pediatric Cough Suppressant


      Simply Cough


      Sucrets 8-Hour Cough Suppressant


      Triaminic® Cough Softchews


      Vicks 44 Cough Relief

    


    
      
        

        [image: Image]


        DXM is a derivative of opium, a drug that comes from a kind of poppy.
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        DXM is an antitussive, designed to combat coughing and other symptoms of a cold. When taken correctly, it is safe even for children.

      

    


    


    
      One way that some users choose to take DXM is called robo shaking. This practice involves drinking large amounts of cough syrup and then forcibly throwing up. The DXM is absorbed into the body through the stomach, but the vomiting expels other, unwanted ingredients in the cough syrup. Some users even go so far as to use chemical processes to extract pure DXM from liquid cough medicines as a method to avoid those undesirable ingredients.

    


    A Different Drug at Different Amounts


    Dextromethorphan, as found in cough and cold medicines, is generally a safe and beneficial drug; it is only dangerous if used beyond the suggested dosage listed on the product package. In fact, cough medicines are generally extremely safe with very few side effects. Because of their safety record, they are sold directly to consumers who have determined that they need the medicine. It is an accepted practice for people with colds, allergies, and headaches to treat themselves with OTC drugs; there is no need for a doctor to write a prescription.


    DXM is an antitussive, a medicine that combats coughing. In small amounts, it treats coughing, itchy throats, runny noses, and congestion from colds, allergies, and the flu. It begins to work after approximately fifteen to thirty minutes, and acts to alleviate coughing for three to six hours.
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        Over-the-counter drugs do not require a doctor’s prescription to buy; they are the medications available in any drugstore.

      

    


    


    
      OTC medicines containing dextromethorphan are easily identified. Often, the medicine contains the word “tuss” in its name, referring to the classification of its type of substance: an antitussive drug, or one that reduces coughing. At other times, the labeling may use the terms “DX” or “maximum strength.” Additionally, all medicines containing DXM will list it under the active ingredients found in the product.

    


    However, DXM becomes dangerous when taken in higher-than-accepted doses. Users describe four stages, or plateaus, of DXM abuse. The first plateau, corresponding to lower doses of DXM, includes mild euphoria and impairment. Users experiencing the second and third plateaus lose motor skills and control of their senses, have stronger euphoric feelings, and may start to hallucinate. The first and intermediate plateaus are sometimes compared to the effects of drinking alcohol to the point of drunkenness. The highest plateau, caused by the ingestion of extremely large amounts of DXM, can lead to out-of-body experiences and extreme hallucinations. Users compare this plateau to being high on ketamine or PCP.


    DXM’s History


    Since it is a synthetic substance, dextromethorphan has a relatively short history. After its initial creation, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved DXM in 1958, introducing the drug, in a form called Romilar, to consumers. After its introduction, DXM slowly became the most popular cough medicine, replacing codeine, which was then being used to treat coughs. This particular form of cough suppressant was discontinued in 1975, after studies showed that its abuse was increasing. Later, other products with DXM were created, but this time, manufacturers made sure that their medicines tasted bad to discourage abuse. However, abuse is now on the rise again, possibly due in part to the addition of flavoring to the medicines, making them more appealing. As of 2012, products containing DXM are mostly still legal to buy and possess without a prescription and they are not part of the drug scheduling system in place in the United States, set up in 1970. However, as of 2012, people under 18 can no longer buy products with DXM in California (at least without a prescription).


    The fact that they are still available doesn’t mean they will always be easy to obtain. In 2005, the Federal Combat Methamphetamine Act was approved, requiring retailers to follow strict procedures connected with the purchase of any OTC medication that can be used in the production of methamphetamine. Similar regulations are being considered for products containing DXM. The Dextromethorphan Abuse Reduction Act, introduced by Congress in 2010, aims to prohibit the sale of DXM products to minors, while another act was passed in 2009 to regulate sales of raw DXM.


    


    
      The History of Aspirin


      Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, who lived sometime between 460 and 377 bce, left historical records of a powder made from the bark and leaves of the willow tree. He used this powder to relieve headaches and other pains. Native Americans also recognized the medical properties of the willow tree; they chewed the willow’s leaves and inner bark or drank a tea made from them to relieve fever or other minor pain like toothaches, headaches, or arthritis. By 1829, scientists discovered that it was the compound called salicin in willow plants that provided the pain relief. A German company, called Bayer, patented aspirin on March 6, 1889. The folks at Bayer came up with the name aspirin, using the “a” in acetyl chloride (the chemical compound contained in salicin), the “spir” in spiraea ulmaria (the genus of plant containing this compound) and “in,” which was a then familiar name ending for medicines. Aspirin was first sold as a powder, but in 1915, the first aspirin tablets were made.
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