
Journal of Adolescent Health 60 (2017) 239
www.jahonline.org
Editorial
The Opioid Pandemic and American High School Athletes
While recent data regarding the decrease in illicit opioid use
among teenagers from the Monitoring the Future study is
promising, there is no doubt that we are still in the midst of an
American opioid pandemic [1]. In 2015, 275,000 adolescents
engaged in the nonmedical use of prescription opioids (NUPO)
[2]. As researchers and physicians continue to grapple with the
pandemic, the article from Veliz et al. [3] in this issue of the
Journal of Adolescent Health provides some interesting conclu-
sions regarding American high school athletes.

First, regarding the past year NUPO and heroin use, they
found no differences between 12th graders who played a sport
versus those that did not. This is good news for parents of non-
athletes, as the structure of school-based competitive sports has
long been felt to be protective against risky behaviors during
adolescence. Indeed, many of us were probably enrolled in sports
at a young age by our parents for this very reason. Interestingly,
some studies indicate that participation in high school sports is
actually a risk factor for potential substance misuse [4,5].

The most notable result from the study by Veliz et al. is
certainly the data regarding ice hockey participants, as they had
substantially greater odds of both heroin use alone, as well as
concurrent NUPO and heroin use. What is it about playing ice
hockey that made these high schoolers more likely to use these
drugs? National studies regarding injury rates among high
school students are not illuminating, as most of the country does
not offer ice hockey during high school. Football, known to be a
particularly risky sport regarding injury, was not implicated in
this study at all [6]. As Veliz et al. correctly mention, the lack of
information in the Monitoring the Future study regarding the
role of pain in the use of NUPO is potentially notable, so too is
the lack of information regarding injuries relating to specific
types of sports. Perhaps ice hockey is a uniquely painful
endeavor, more so than football, and NUPO is a natural (albeit
dangerous) response among adolescents seeking to just get
through the next practice or game. However, NUPO alone was
actually not increased in hockey players compared with other
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sports participants, only concurrent NUPO and heroin use, as
well as heroin use alone. Why would these teens turn to heroin,
or heroin with NUPO, rather than NUPO alone? One is left to
wonder about the potential reasons.

It is equally vexing why weightlifters had higher rates of
NUPO, heroin, and concurrent NUPO and heroin usage and also
why wrestlers had higher rates of NUPO alone. Ideally, further
studies will be done among these specific populations so as to
uncover potential causative factors. In the meantime, parents,
coaches, and physicians should take heed of these results and
keep a close eye on these vulnerable athletes.
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