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Spotlight on Health

Drug Combinations and
Their Risks
When you visit your healthcare provider, you are probably asked, “What medications
are you taking?” This is because some drugs shouldn’t be taken with others. The danger
is from an effect called a drug-drug interaction.
Some drug-drug interactions make the combined drugs have stronger effects than
either one alone. Healthcare providers know this. They usually don’t prescribe drugs
that interact. However for some patients, there are no other options. For these
patients, healthcare providers are careful to change the amounts of each drug to safe
levels. The danger is when patients combine drugs without following directions or
without their healthcare provider’s knowledge.
Unsafe drug combinations are a growing health problem. In this newsletter, we’ll talk
about some of the common drug combinations found in urine drug tests. We’ll talk
about the risks of combining certain types of drugs without your healthcare provider’s
supervision. We’ll also describe how you can work with your healthcare provider to help
stop unsafe drug use.

Dangerous Drug Combinations
Opioids and benzodiazepines (“benzos”) are types of drugs that can be used safely.
As long as you follow your healthcare provider’s instructions, these drugs can have
benefits.
Healthcare providers sometimes prescribe benzos for people who have trouble
sleeping. They can also help people who have anxiety, panic attacks, seizures, or
muscle spasms. Opioids, on the other hand, are prescribed to relieve pain. Both
types of drugs act by slowing down the nervous system. If not taken as directed, the
combination may cause people to stop breathing and can even cause death. Alcohol
makes these risks even greater, because it slows down the nervous system even more.
Urine test results show that many people are taking unsafe combinations of opioids
and benzos. In 2016, more than one-fifth of patient specimens tested contained
both kinds of drugs. In most cases, at least 1 of these drugs was not prescribed.1 This
means that patients were unsafely combining these drugs without the supervision of
a healthcare provider. Some people (>3%) were even taking both of these drugs with
alcohol.1

Risks for the Elderly
The elderly (≥65 years) are at higher
risk of taking dangerous drug
combinations than other age groups
because they take more prescription
drugs.2 Some older Americans misuse
prescription drugs without knowing
it by getting unused medicines from
family and friends.2 The elderly are
also faced with some other challenges
related to their medicine use. As a
group they are at higher risk for the
following2:
•

Addiction and overdose

•

Alcohol-related overdose

•

Not remembering to take all their
medicines (at the right time in the
right amounts)

•

Falls, pneumonia, and confusion

Urine test results also show that many people are taking illegal drugs, such as heroin,
in dangerous combinations with other drugs. About one-fifth of urine specimens that
tested positive for heroin also tested positive for fentanyl.1 Fentanyl is a very strong
opioid drug prescribed to relieve pain. But fentanyl is also illegally made and may be
mixed with heroin. Many heroin users don’t know this and may think that they are only
taking heroin. But they are actually using a much more potent mix. Both drugs slow
down the nervous system. Combining these drugs can stop breathing and lead to death.

1

Consequences of Dangerous Drug Combinations
Drug overdose deaths in the United States are on the rise. Most of these deaths have
involved opioids. In fact, more than 33,000 people died of opioid drug overdoses in
2015, more than in any prior year.3 Deaths from opioid overdose have tripled since
1999.3 Unsafe combinations of opioids, benzos, and alcohol have increased the
number of deaths.4 Heroin mixed with fentanyl has made the problem worse.4

What You Can Do
To avoid dangerous drug combinations, you can do the following:
•

Don’t drink alcohol while taking your medicines.

•

Don’t use drugs that belong to someone else.

•

Only get your medications from your pharmacy.

•

Tell your healthcare provider about all of your medication, drug, and alcohol use.

How your Healthcare Provider Can Help
Healthcare providers may order a urine drug test before they prescribe certain
medicines for their patients. These medicines include opioids and benzos. It’s not a
matter of trust. The CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) guidelines say
that this testing should be done.5 If a patient is already taking one of these drugs used
for pain or anxiety, they may be at risk of an accidental overdose if prescribed another.
Studies show that urine testing is an important part of the treatment plan.5

How the Laboratory Can Help
The lab performs the drug tests ordered by your healthcare provider. Then the lab
compares your test results with a list of the drugs your healthcare provider has
prescribed. This process helps your healthcare provider identify any unexpected drug
use. It also helps the healthcare provider identify dangerous drug combinations that
could put you at risk of drug-drug interactions and overdose.
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Additional Information
For more information on dangerous drug combinations visit questpdm.com/ or other
helpful websites such as:
•

webmd.com/mental-health/addiction/news/20170315/opioid-painkillers-andxanax-or-valium-a-deadly-mix-study#1

•

publichealth.hsc.wvu.edu/media/3331/polypharmacy_pire_2_web_no-samhsalogo.pdf
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