
Introduction
 Opioid refers to the class of substances derived from opium while 
opiate is a natural drug derived from the opium poppy [1]. The use 
of opioids is controversial because some of them such as oxycodone 
and fentanyl are legal and medical practitioners prescribe them for 
the relief of acute and chronic pain whereas some opioids such as 
heroin are illegal and harmful. Both legal and illegal opioids have the 
potential of being addictive. Therefore, anyone who uses opioids has 
the potential of developing an addiction depending on one’s history, 
duration of use and method of use [1]. Opioids are addictive because 
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of their ability to trigger the brain’s endorphins, the feel-good neuro-
modulators, which reduces one’s ability to feel pain while boosting 
pleasurable feelings [1]. Endorphins stimulate delightful emotions 
by attaching themselves to the brain’s receptors to release dopamine 
that is responsible for the bliss emotions. The pleasurable feelings 
stimulated by opioids are more intense than any normal emotion of 
pleasure one may have ever experienced [2]. When the pleasure from 
opioids ends, the brain craves for the feeling, which makes the user 
susceptible to addiction. Opioid addiction is a recurring brain disease 
and should not be viewed as an individual’s weakness or an indication 
of a lack of willpower [2]. 

 Opioids alter the functioning of the brain, which gradually be-
comes tolerant to the drugs. Thus, a person has to take high amounts 
of the drug to experience the same feeling. One becomes dependent on 
the drug when he/she uses the drug for a long duration, and cessation 
from the drug leads to withdrawal symptoms such as muscle cramps, 
anxiety, and diarrhea [2]. Addiction to opioids could be life-threaten-
ing as it exposes the addict to overdose which is very dangerous as it 
causes breathing to slow down or stop altogether, which results in the 
possibility of an addict becoming unconscious or dying [2]. The use 
of opioids has also been associated with increased sensitivity to pain, 
which means the probability of a sustainable trend of increasing dos-
age for the management of recurrent pain [3]. Dizziness, confusion, 
and depression, which have adverse effects of physical and mental 
functionalities, are other effects of opioid abuse. The class of drugs 
also cause vomiting, constipation, and low levels of testosterone [3]. 
The mortality rate due to opioid overdose is also high, with more than 
46 people reported to die daily in the United States from prescription 
opioids [3]. The persistence of the opioid epidemic, the legality of its 
medicinal use that has become a health epidemic, and the effects of its 
use that promotes sustained reliance identify the need for a solution to 
the opioid addiction problem. This study seeks to identify the causes 
of opioid addiction for the identification of possible solutions to the 
problem. 

Methods
 The study sought to understand the causes of opioid addiction for 
the development of knowledge that can lead to the identification of 
solutions to the harmful addiction to opioid drugs. The systematic re-
view of the literature, which involves the collection and analysis of 
data from existing literature, was used. The capacity of the systematic 
review to realize the objective of this study, because of the existence 
of literature on factors to the occurrence of opioid addiction, informed 
its use. Rigor was also applied in the recruitment and selection of 
literature for the review. The EBSCO host database, ScienceDirect 
database, and Google search engine were used to recruit sources for 
the review and the following search phrases were applied. 

• Causes of opioid addiction
• Reasons for opioid addiction
• Factors to opioid addiction
• Causes of opioid misuse
• Reasons for opioid misuse
• Factors to opioid misuse
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Abstract
 Opioid addiction is a significant problem because of its high prev-
alence, the legal scope that protects its use, and its serious negative 
effects that include mortality. The study sought to investigate rea-
sons for the addictive nature of opioids for a basis for the identifi-
cation of possible solutions. The systematic review of literature was 
used in the study and five sources were reviewed. Results identify 
multiple reasons for the addictive nature of opioids, including the 
lack of alternative drugs for the management of pain, the availability 
of opioids, and derived satisfaction from the drugs other than pain 
relief. The review concludes that opioid addiction remains a threat, 
through corrective measures can be undertaken to address it. 
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 Duplicates were eliminated before the articles were screened for 
their publication dates and articles published before the year 2014 
were eliminated. A quality assessment then followed, only sources 
that contained relevant information to the objective of the study were 
selected, and med the validity criteria for quantitative studies or cred-
ibility criteria for qualitative studies were included. Figure 1 below 
summarizes the procedure for the selection of the studies used in the 
review.

 The relevance of the concepts, which were in a published source, 
to the objective of the study about the addictive nature of opioids, 
was one of the criteria for inclusion. A source was only included if it 
identified at least a reason for the incidence of opioid abuse or misuse. 
The quality of an article, which credibility or validity identifies, was 
another criterion. Publication in the year 2014 or later also informed 
inclusion. The failure to meet any of the criteria led to the exclusion 
of a source from the review. 

 The researcher assumed the data collection and analysis respon-
sibility. Each selected article was examined, based on the inclusion 
criteria, for the selection of the articles for the review. Selected ar-
ticles were synthesized for the identification of relevant themes and 
concepts that were then consolidated to explain the addictive nature 
of opioids. The study, based on its reliance on existing and publicly 
available literature, was not susceptible to ethical issues. 

Results

 The final sample consisted of five sources and the following table 1 
summarizes the identified themes from the sources.

Author(s) Major Themes

Lockwood CJ [4]

• Advocacy for the effective management of chronic pain
• Deception from the sustained release of opioid from Oxycodone
• Effects of opioids in causing pleasure, relaxation, and contentment
• Vulnerability of adolescents

Madhusoodanan J [5] • Lack of knowledge on adverse effects of the drugs
• Lack of alternative drugs to opioids

Cicero TJ and Ellis MS [6]

• Failure to develop an opioid that is effective in pain management but lacks the addictive potential
• Focus on pain management without focus on consequences
• The release of the extended release opioid (Oxycodone)
• Prescription of opioids as alternatives to illegal drugs
• Desire for pleasure
• Withdrawal symptoms that sustain dependence on opioids

Han B, et al. [7]

• Desire to relieve physical pain
• Desire to feel relaxed
• Desire to get high
• Provision of prescriptions by friends and relatives, instead of professionals

Levy S, et al. [8] • Adolescence stage
• Misuse of illegal drugs

Table 1: Summary of results.

Figure 1: Procedure for selecting reviewed studies.
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 The review identifies multiple factors that explain the opioid ad-
diction. The need for effective pain management and the subsequent 
advocacy for effective management is the root cause of the opioid 
addiction because of its effects on the emergence of the use of opioids 
for pain management [4]. Effects of opioid on pleasure, relaxation, 
and contentment, which emerge from initial use of opioids for pain 
management then sustains the usage into addiction [4-7]. The lack 
of knowledge on the possible adverse effects of addiction [5], and 
the failure to balance the focus between the positive and the negative 
effects of opioids are other reasons for the observed abuse [6]. The 
misconception that the delayed release of opioids into the body could 
manage abuse, which instead promoted abuse, is another reason as 
the drug promoted intake of opioid [4,6]. The vulnerability of adoles-
cents [4,8], misuse of illegal drugs [8], and susceptibility to influence 
from friends and relatives [7] are other reasons causes of opioid ad-
diction. The reliance of opioids as alternatives to illegal drugs, effects 
of withdrawal symptoms, the failure to eliminate the addictive effects 
of opioids [6], and the failure to develop alternative strong pain man-
agement drugs to opioids [5], is other reasons for the addiction. 

Discussion
 The review identifies multiple reasons for the addictive nature of 
opioids. Some of the reasons are common among more than one of 
the reviewed sources, and this establishes the credibility of the results 
[4,6,7]. For example, identify the role of the perceived benefits of 
opioids as the drivers of the addiction. The reliance on current pub-
lications on the reasons for opioid addiction also identifies the con-
temporary nature and validity of the results. The identified reasons 
for the addictive nature of opioid use forecast the persistence of the 
opioid addiction problem and establish bases for possible solutions. 
Research initiatives into the development of alternative pain manage-
ment drugs and the management of the addictive features of opioids 
are some of the existing avenues to a solution. Regulatory measures 
that increase the cost of opioids, including the illegalization of the 
drugs following the development of safe alternatives, are other bases 
for alternatives. 

Conclusion
 The study finds that many reasons explain the addictive nature 
of opioids. An established consistency between literature sources on 
some of the reasons establishes the credibility of the identified rea-
sons. The identified reasons further identify the threat of the preva-
lence of opioid addiction unless measures are taken in pharmacologic 
research for the development of effective alternatives to opioids or the 
elimination of the addictive nature of the drugs.
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