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Study suggests one solution to America's
opioid epidemic: Tell doctors their patients

fatally overdosed

January 6 2023
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There are no simple solutions to America's deadly overdose epidemic,
which costs 100,000 lives each year and is erasing gains in life

1/4



MedicalZpress

expectancy. But a team of USC researchers have found one low-cost
intervention can make a difference: a letter notifying providers their
patient has died from an overdose.

A 2018 study by the team found that notifying clinicians through an
informational letter from their county's medical examiner that a patient
had suffered a fatal overdose reduced the number of opioid prescriptions
they wrote over the next three months. The team's new study, published
today in JAMA Network Open, shows those notifications have a lasting
impact up to a year later.

"Clinicians don't necessarily know a patient they prescribed opioids to
has suffered a fatal overdose," said lead author Jason Doctor, Chair of
the Department of Health Policy and Management at the USC Sol Price
School of Public Policy and Co-Director of the Behavioral Sciences
Program at the USC Schaeffer Center for Health Policy & Economics.
"We knew closing this information loop immediately reduced opioid
prescriptions. Our latest study shows that change in prescribing behavior
seems to stick."

A simple public health intervention with a lasting
impact

Doctor and his team sent letters to 809 clinicians—predominantly
medical doctors—who had prescribed opioids to 166 people who had
suffered fatal overdoses in San Diego County. The letter was intended to
be informative and respectful in tone while providing information about
safer prescribing. The researchers compared prescribing patterns among
these clinicians to those who had not received the letter.

While there was a gradual reduction in opioid prescribing across the
board, study authors found the rate of the reduction was faster and more
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robust among those who received the letter. After one year, those who
received the letter wrote 7% fewer prescriptions than clinicians who
hadn't received the notification.

"The new study shows this change is not just a temporary blip and then
clinicians went back to their previous prescribing," said Doctor. "This
low-cost intervention has a long-lasting impact."

Doctor acknowledged that attention to the number of deaths from drugs
prescribed by clinicians has been eclipsed by the focus on rising deaths
from illicit opioid use, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.

"The sad truth is, we never addressed the first problem of deaths from
prescribed opioids. In fact, it's all mixed together because nationally,
approximately half of people who die of an illicit fentanyl drug overdose
have also had an opioid prescription within the past year," he explained.

Medical examiners are uniquely positioned to
mitigate future opioid overdose deaths

The big takeaway, said Doctor, is the letters from the medical examiner
provide a unique opportunity to get into communication with physicians
in the wake of overdose deaths to save lives from both legal and illegal
opioids.

"The letter is a nudge to providers that the opioid epidemic is in their
community and affecting their patients. It is easy to read the headlines
and assume you are not part of the problem," said Doctor. "Doctors have
an opportunity to talk to their patients and consider alternatives to
opioids. I believe we can reach about half of the people in the illicit
fentanyl epidemic through a doctor who has seen them."
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Doctor and other study authors are currently partnering with Los
Angeles County on lessons from the research and looking at potential
public policy interventions, including mandating such notifications from
county medical examiners to clinicians.

More information: Effect of prescriber notifications of patient's fatal
overdose on opioid prescribing at 4 to 12 months, JAMA Network Open
(2023). DOI: 10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2022.49877
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