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Opioids are a class of drugs that act in the nervous system to produce
feelings of pleasure and pain relief.   1

Addiction (termed “substance dependence” by the American Psychiatric Association) is defined as a
brain disease that leads to compulsive substance use despite harmful consequences.
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IMPACT OF OPIOID MISUSE ON CHILDREN AND YOUTH
Opioid misuse and addiction can profoundly affect children and adolescents. When parents misuse
opioids, children may face serious challenges, from health complications at birth to inadequate
supervision and other experiences that threaten their immediate and long-term wellbeing.  For young
people themselves, opioid misuse can quickly lead to addiction, disrupting brain development,
hindering academic success, and even shortening life expectancy.

Parental Opioid Misuse
Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome, or NAS, occurs when a newborn experiences withdrawal symptoms
after being exposed to drugs in the womb. This can include both prescription medications or illegal
substances.6

762 confirmed cases of NAS in
Georgia in 2017*, and 20% were
attributed to opioids.

More than 1 in 3 infants with
NAS were born to mothers
25-29 years of age.

Parental substance abuse was a
factor in 41.5% of children entering
the foster care system in FY2023.7 8 9

Prescription Opioids
Prescribed for moderate
to severe pain
Can be addictive and
dangerous if misused
Known as: oxycodone
(OxyContin), hydrocodone
(Vicodin), morphine, and
methadone

Fentanyl Heroin
Powerful synthetic
pain reliever
Prescribed for severe
pain (like advanced
cancer)
Illegally made fentanyl
is driving a surge in
overdoses

Illegal opioid with no
medical use in the
United States
Highly addictive
Use has increased
across the country
among both genders,
most age groups, and
all income levels

THREE CATEGORIES OF OPIOIDS 2

WHAT IS ADDICTION?

*2017 is the latest publicly available data

During the 2024-2025 school year, among middle and high school students, who completed the
Georgia Student Health Survey:

26,937 students reported taking a
prescription drug painkiller that was not
prescribed for them within the last 30 days.10

19,870 students reported using
heroin within the last 30 days.11

Youth Opioid Misuse
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OPIOID DEATHS AMONG ADOLESCENTS(10-19 YEAR OLDS) IN GEORGIA

Overdose Deaths Among Adolescents,
by Drug Type, Georgia, 2019-2024
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From 2019-2024, Georgia saw: 13

a 136% increase in opioid overdose deaths•

an 257% increase in overdoses involving
synthetic opioids (e.g., Fentanyl)

•

Fentanyl overdoses rise to 78% for
adolescents, compared to 53% for adults.

•

SELECT EXAMPLES OF GEORGIA’S RESPONSE

www.georgiavoices.org

••• Synthetic Opioid* Any opioid Any drug

*Synthetic Opioids (e.g., Fentanyl) other than Methadone
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Naloxone Access:
Pharmacists statewide can dispense naloxone (Narcan), a life-saving overdose reversal drug

Georgia’s Opioid and Substance Misuse Unit leads workgroups on prevention, treatment,
data, and enforcement 16

State Coordination

The Criminal Justice Coordinating Council funds programs to improve data collection, overdose
prevention training, and youth treatment services17

Youth Initiative

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Increase promotion of the state’s Good Samaritan law.
Leverage opioid abatement funds to support youth-focused and youth-informed prevention,
treatment and harm-reduction efforts.
Fund and increase Naloxone awareness campaigns and training.
Continue to fund, provide training to, and expand the reach of family treatment courts to
provide dependency diversion programs for parents, caregivers, and youth.
Continue to invest in peer supports for mental health and/or substance use recovery and
support services (e.g.,, Certified Peer Specialists - Mental Health, -Forensic Peer Mentors, -
Whole Health and Wellness Coach, -Youth, and -Addictive Disease).
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In 2024, 84% of all overdose deaths
among adolescents involved opioids.12

•

Georgia secured $636 million from a national opioid settlement to support prevention and recovery
efforts to be paid out over 18 years.   As of January 2024, Georgia had received $118.9 million.18

Settlement Funds

19

Infant-Toddler Courts, which use a collaborative, trauma-informed model, have
demonstrated success in reducing foster care placements, supporting family reunification,
and strengthening long-term outcomes for young children and their caregivers.20
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