
 

Rise in overdose deaths increasingly affects
those with lower educational attainment,
study finds
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Drug overdose deaths increased sharply among Americans without a
college education and nearly doubled over a three-year period among
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those who don't have a high school diploma, according to a new RAND
Corporation study. The findings further highlight a potential association
between the rise in drug overdose deaths and barriers to education
access, a social determinant of health.

Lower educational attainment has been one of the socioeconomic factors
historically associated with drug use and overdose deaths, but the
emergence of fentanyl in street drugs and the rise of the COVID-19
pandemic may have caused this longstanding health disparity to surge,
according to the study.

The findings are published by the journal JAMA Health Forum.

"The analysis shows that the opioid crisis increasingly has become a
crisis involving Americans without any college education," said David
Powell, the study's author and a senior economist at RAND, a nonprofit
research organization. "The study suggests large and growing education
disparities within all racial and ethnic groups—disparities that have
accelerated since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic."

Drug overdose deaths continue to surge in the U.S., contributing to
declining life expectancy. Much recent attention has focused on the
demographics of the opioid crisis, documenting overdose death rates by
sex, race and ethnicity and age. Less attention has focused on
educational attainment—especially during the COVID-19
pandemic—despite its central importance in broader discussions of
"deaths of despair."

The RAND study examines how drug overdose deaths have
disproportionately affected populations who are affected by lower
educational attainment using more recent data than previous
examinations of the issue.
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Examining information from the National Vital Statistics System
Mortality Multiple Cause-of-Death Data, Powell investigated the
association between educational attainment with the rise in overdose
deaths from 2000 to 2021. During that period, the analysis identified
912,057 overdose deaths with education information for those ages 25
and higher. Nearly 70% had no college experience, while the remainder
had at least some college.

Overdose death rates increased from 2000 to 2021 for both education
categories, but the no-college group experienced faster growth nearly
every year.

For people with no college education, the overdose death rate increased
from 12 deaths per 100,000 individuals in 2000 to 82 deaths per 100,000
in 2021. Among people with at least some college, the 2000 rate was 4.6
deaths per 100,000 individuals, growing to 18.6 deaths per 100,000 in
2021.

The study also highlights overdose deaths from 2018-2021 among
people without a high school diploma. During this short time overdose
deaths among this group increased by 35 deaths per 100,000 people, or
83%. This compared to increases of 32 deaths per 100,000 for people
with high school diplomas, 10 deaths per 100,000 for those with some
college, and two deaths per 100,000 for those with a bachelor's degree.

The American Indian and Alaskan Native population showed
substantially larger overdose rates than the rest of the population for
every educational group, implying that race and ethnicity were
independently associated with overdose death rate growth.

Relative to white individuals, Black individuals experienced higher
overdose death rates among people with high school diplomas. For those
without a high school diploma, white individuals showed higher
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overdose death rates, though Black individuals experienced faster growth
since 2018.

The study highlights another crucial factor among populations
disproportionately affected by overdose deaths, which could help inform
development of effective and socially inclusive prevention and
intervention strategies. It suggests the importance of providing additional
resources, such as expanded treatment access and subsidized naloxone,
to economically disadvantaged individuals and communities. It also
highlights the potential gains of broader social and economic policies in
addressing the opioid crisis.

"Understanding who is most affected by overdose deaths provides
critical information about how resources, such as access to treatment and
preventive medicine like naloxone, should be more effectively
allocated," Powell said.

  More information: Educational Attainment and US Drug Overdose
Deaths, JAMA Health Forum (2023). DOI:
10.1001/jamahealthforum.2023.3274
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