
 

Opioid unknowns: US hospitals vary nearly
twofold in opioid prescribing rates

June 13 2016

Nearly 15 percent of opioid-naïve patients hospitalized under Medicare
are discharged with a new prescription for opioids, according to a study
published today in JAMA Internal Medicine.

Among those patients who received a prescription, 40 percent were still
taking opioids 90 days after discharge. The rate of prescription varied
almost twofold between hospitals, with some hospitals discharging as
many as 20 percent of patients with a prescription for opioids.

Despite growing concern about the public health costs of long-term
opioid use, little has been known about how often the painkillers are
prescribed. Even appropriate short-term prescriptions can lead to long-
term use and, potentially, abuse.

"Every day, 44 people in the United States die from prescription drug
overdoses, especially opioid overdose," said Anupam Jena, lead author
of the study, the Ruth L. Newhouse Associate Professor of Health Care
Policy at Harvard Medical School, and a physician at Massachusetts
General Hospital. "It's critical that we understand hospital prescribing
patterns so that we can make sure we are prescribing these medications
safely and effectively without fueling this deadly crisis."

Jena said that the researchers were especially interested to see whether
there was a relationship between Medicare incentives to encourage
hospital pain management and the rate of opioid prescriptions by
hospitals.

1/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioids/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/hospital/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prescribing/


 

Currently, hospitals that score well on patient-reported pain metrics
receive cash bonuses. Could this policy encourage hospitals to
overprescribe opioids?

While the study, which analyzed hospitalizations under Medicare in
2011, did find that the hospitals that scored highest on pain control
measures also had the highest rates of opioid prescribing, the link was
quite modest and did not explain most of the variation between hospitals.

While the study did adjust for differences in patient mix, diagnosis and
other clinical factors, Jena said, it was possible that some hospitals had a
high percentage of patients with more severe pain. However, he said it
was more likely that the observed differences in prescribing rates were
related to differences in how individual doctors prescribe or to
differences in the prescribing culture of different hospitals or geographic
regions.

Short-term prescriptions for opioids, while well-intentioned, can lead to
long-term use. "Opioids have an important role to play in specific forms
of acute pain, but the high risks of long-term use mean that adherence to
proper prescribing guidelines is critical," said study co-author Pinar
Karaca-Mandic, associate professor at the University of Minnesota's
School of Public Health Division of Health Policy and Management.

Dana Goldman, professor and the Leonard D. Schaeffer Chair and
Director of the Schaeffer Center for Health Policy and Economics at the
University of Southern California also contributed to the study.

This research was funded by the Office of the Director, National
Institutes of Health (NIH Early Independence Award
1DP5OD017897-01, National Institute on Aging (grants
5PO1AG033559 and 5K01AG036740) and a University of Minnesota
Academic Health Center faculty development grant.
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