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Benzodiazepines (anxiolytics; anti-anxiety agents; sedative-hypnotics) remain widely available for illicit use despite 
a decline in the prescribing of both benzodiazepines and opioids in recent years. Benzodiazepines are frequently 
used to augment the effects of opioids and are implicated as a co-factor in lethal overdose.

Data analysis of the Ohio Automated Rx Reporting System (OARRS) found that 2,285,007 prescriptions 
or 132,022,662 solid doses of benzodiazepines were dispensed statewide in Ohio from July through December 
2016 (State of Ohio Board of Pharmacy). See Figure 1 for OARRS data related to decreases in benzodiazepine 
prescribing.

Many OSAM respondents perceive benzodiazepines as easier to obtain than opioids. Participant comments: 
“[Benzodiazepines] are real popular; Easier to get than pain killers; They help you with ‘dope sickness’ (opiate 
withdrawal) … helps you to chill out; Anyone can go to a mental health clinic and say they are anxious and will get them; 
There is such a big thing with opiates now, the doctors don’t really care about the ‘benzos’ (benzodiazepines), so they 
prescribe them; If you go to your doctor, you’re more likely to get Xanax® than Percocet®.”

Various data sources indicate benzodiazepines, particularly alprazolam (Xanax®), as available for illicit use. A query 
of the National Forensic Laboratory Information System (NFLIS) for July to December 2016 returned 1,755 
benzodiazepine cases reported from across Ohio, of which 66% were alprazolam cases. In addition, Ohio crime labs 
reported increases in the number of alprazolam cases they process (see Table 1).

Crime Lab July-Dec. 2015 Jan.-June 2016 July-Dec. 2016

BCI Bowling Green yx yx

BCI London yx yx yx

BCI Richfield yx yx

Columbus Police yx

Lake County yx

Miami Valley Regional yx yx

Table 1. Crime Lab Increases in Alprazolam Cases by OSAM Reporting Period*

*An upward arrow (yx) indicates the crime lab reported an increase in the number of cases it processes during 
the past six months.

Figure 1 
Benzodiazepine Solid Doses Dispensed to Ohio Patients, by Year
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Respondents throughout OSAM regions continue to report Xanax® as the most popular benzodiazepine in terms of 
widespread illicit use.  Participant comments: “Xanax®, Xanax®, and Xanax®. When it comes to the others … people 
don’t really want it; Xanax® is definitely the easiest and most prevalent; Everybody has ‘scripts’ (prescriptions); I’ve never had 
a doctor turn me down for Xanax®; I wouldn’t waste my time with the other benzos. None of them compare to Xanax®.”  
Community professional comments: “Xanax® is off the charts; That’s the party drug now; You got high schoolers with 
Xanax®, you got everybody with Xanax®.” 

Prescription opioid overdose deaths often involve benzodiazepines. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and  
Prevention (CDC) warns that taking too many prescription opioids can stop a person’s breathing, often leading to 
death. Likewise, taking too many benzodiazepines can depress the central nervous system and stop a person’s 
breathing. Thus, taking the two medications in combination often proves lethal. CDC advises the avoidance of taking 
benzodiazepines with prescription opioids whenever possible (https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/opioids/
prescribed.html). 

Participants and community professionals report popularity of Xanax® use among opiate users, as the drug reportedly 
intensifies the high of opiates. Participant comments: “Everyone I know says they love Xanax® ‘cause they black out; 
People like to do that with heroin. You get a better buzz; It puts you asleep for a day; It intensifies the high, so you are asking for 
death.”

Ohio has experienced overdose deaths involving both benzodiazepines and opiates. The most recent drug-related 
death data submitted to the OSAM Network is listed in Table 2.

Pressed fentanyl pills passed as Xanax.® OSAM respondents continue to report the street presence of 
“fake” Xanax®. Reportedly, dealers and users are pressing heroin, fentanyl and/or carfentanil into pills and 
selling or trading them as the prescribed drug. Additionally, participants report people purchasing pill 
presses and benzodiazepine powders through the Internet and making “Xanax®.” The Miami Valley Regional 
Crime Lab notes the emergence of designer benzodiazepines (etizolam, flubromazolam, clonazolam and 
diclazepam).

Young people misuse benzodiazepines. While OSAM respondents note increases in benzodiazepine use 
among persons who use heroin, they continue to indicate that young people (teens) typically abuse these 
medications due to the high availability and ease of obtaining them from family members. A law 
enforcement officer commented, “Mostly young kids … usually at underage parties … [use] alcohol, marijuana 
and Xanax®. They mix them all together.” A participant commented, “’Bars’ (Xanax® 2 mg, aka ‘xanie bars’) are the 
cool thing to do for younger people … rappers are using them.”
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BENZOS ARE HIGHLY AVAILABLE, WIDELY MISUSED, 
ADDICTIVE, AND POTENTIALLY DEADLY

Table 2. Percent of Drug-Related Deaths Involving Benzodiazepines/Opiates*: July-Dec. 2016

Reporting Agency,
Office of

Total Number of  
Drug-Related Deaths

Percentage of Deaths  
Involving Benzodiazepines

Percentage of  
Benzodiazepine Involved 

Deaths with Opiates

Cuyahoga County Medical Examiner 380 17.9% 92.7%
Hamilton County Coroner 219 12.3% 100%
Montgomery County Coroner 168 47.0% 94.9%
Scioto County Coroner 16 25.0% 75.0%
*Prescription opioid(s), heroin, fentanyl and/or carfentanil




