
 

Opioid overdoses spiked during the
COVID-19 pandemic, data show
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Since the first diagnosed case of COVID-19 in the United States on Jan.
20, 2020, news about infection rates, deaths and pandemic-driven
economic hardships has been part of our daily lives.
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But there is a knowledge gap in how COVID-19 has affected a public
health crisis that existed before the pandemic: the opioid epidemic. Prior
to 2020, an average of 128 Americans died every day from an opioid 
overdose. That trend accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

We are a team of health and environment geography researchers. When 
social distancing began in March 2020, addiction treatment experts were
concerned that shutdowns might result in a spike in opioid overdose and
deaths. In our latest research in the Journal of Drug Issues, we take a
closer look at these trends by examining opioid overdoses in
Pennsylvania prior to and following the statewide stay-at-home order.

Our findings suggest that this public health response to COVID-19 has
had unintended consequences for opioid use and misuse.

History of the opioid epidemic

Opioid misuse has been a major U.S. health threat for over two decades,
largely affecting rural areas and white populations. However, a recent
shift in the drugs involved, from prescription opioids to illegally
manufactured drugs such as fentanyl, has resulted in an expansion of the
epidemic in urban areas and among other racial and ethnic groups.

From 1999 to 2013, increasing death rates from drug abuse, primarily
for those from 45 to 54 years of age, contributed to the first decline in
life expectancy for white non-Hispanic Americans in decades.

There was a modest national decline in overdose mortality from
prescription opioids from 2017 to 2019, but the COVID-19 pandemic
has upended many of these advances. As one of our public health
partners explained to us, "We were making progress until COVID-19
hit."

2/6

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health+crisis/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health+crisis/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioid+epidemic/
https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/epidemic/index.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/overdose/
https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2020/p1218-overdose-deaths-COVID-19.html
https://sites.psu.edu/helixlab/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+distancing/
https://doi.org/10.1177/00220426211006362
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304187
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db403-H.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2020.108059
https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/112/49/15078.full.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/112/49/15078.full.pdf
https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates
https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates


 

We believe this presents an urgent need for research on the relationships
between COVID-19 policy responses and patterns of opioid use and
misuse.

Opioid use increases during the pandemic

Pennsylvania has been among the states hardest hit by the opioid
epidemic. It had one of the highest rates of death due to drug overdose in
2018, with 65%, a total of 2,866 fatalities, involving opioids.

The state's stay-at-home order, implemented on April 1, 2020, mandated
that residents stay within their homes whenever possible, practice social
distancing and wear masks when outside the home. All schools shifted to
remote learning, and most businesses were required to operate remotely
or close. Only essential services were allowed to continue operating in
person.

In the following months, the public's overall cooperation with these
mandates contributed to measurable declines in coronavirus infection
rates. To learn how these mandates also affected people's use of opioids,
we assessed data from the Pennsylvania Overdose Information Network
for changes in monthly incidents of opioid-related overdose before and
after April 1, 2020. We also examined the change by gender, age, race,
drug class and doses of naloxone administered. (Naloxone is a drug 
widely used to reverse the effects of overdose.)

Our analysis of both fatal and nonfatal cases of opioid-related overdose
from January 2019 through July 2020 revealed statistically significant
increases in overdose incidents for both men and women, among whites
and Blacks, and across several age groups, most notably the 30-39 and
40-49 groups, following April 1. This means there was an acceleration of
overdoses within some of the populations most affected by opioids prior
to the COVID-19 pandemic. But there were also uneven increases
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among other groups, such as Black people.

We found statistically significant increases in overdoses involving
heroin, fentanyl, fentanyl analogs or other synthetic opioids,
pharmaceutical opioids and carfentanil. This is consistent with previous
research on the main opioid classes contributing to increases in drug
overdose and death. The results also affirm that heroin and synthetic
opioids such as fentanyl are now the major threats in the epidemic.

When a pandemic and an epidemic collide

While we found significant change in opioid overdoses during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the findings say less about some of the driving
factors. To better understand these, we have been interviewing public
health providers since December 2020.

Among the important factors they highlight as contributing to increased
opioid use are pandemic-driven economic hardship, social isolation and
the disruption of in-person treatment and support services.

From March to April 2020, unemployment rates in Pennsylvania shot up
from 5% to approximately 16%, resulting in a peak of more than 
725,000 unemployment claims filed in April. As workplace shutdowns
made it harder to pay for housing, food and other needs, and the
opportunities for in-person support disappeared, some people turned to
drugs, including opioids.

People in the early stages of treatment or recovery from opioid addiction
may be particularly vulnerable to relapse, suggested one of our public
health partners. "They might be working in industries that are closed
down, so they have financial problems … [and] they have their addiction
issues on top of that, and now they can't like go to meetings, and they
can't make those connections." (Under our clearance with Penn State for
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doing research with human subjects, our public health informants are
kept anonymous.)

An addiction treatment counselor told us that especially for those with
past or present opioid use problems, or histories of mental health issues,
"It's not a good thing to be alone in your own thoughts. And so, once
everybody was kind of locked down … the depression and anxiety hit."

Another counselor also pointed to depression, anxiety and isolation as
driving increased opioid misuse. The pandemic "just spun everything out
of control," they said. "Overdoses up, everything up, everything."

One question is whether states like Pennsylvania will continue to support
telehealth in the future. While the transition from in-person to telehealth
services has increased access to treatment for some, it has raised
challenges for populations like the rural and elderly. As one provider
explained, "it's really hard for that [rural] population out there" to utilize
telehealth services due to limited internet and broadband connection. In
other words, flexible modes of addiction treatment might work for some
but not others.

The goal of our research is not to criticize efforts to mitigate the spread
of COVID-19. Without the mandatory stay-at-home order in
Pennsylvania, both infection and death rates would have been worse.
However, our research shows that such measures have had unintended
consequences for those struggling with addiction and emphasizes the
importance of taking a holistic approach to public health as
policymakers work to confront both COVID-19 and the addiction crisis
in America.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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