
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

Linked National Crises: Overdose in the Time of COVID-19 
 
The global pandemic of COVID-19 threatens every nation, demanding urgent efforts to meet the 
changing health care needs of their populations. At the same time, the United States faces a 
concurrent epidemic of drug-related overdose deaths. The effects of COVID-19 are particularly 
severe for individuals and families facing substance use disorders. Considering substance use 
disorders and overdose deaths must be a part of the national response to COVID-19. 
 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of overdose deaths in the US rose steadily from 
1990 peaking in 2017 with over 70,000 overdose deaths. Largely because of an increase in 
overdose deaths and suicides, US life expectancy declined for three straight years, from 2015 to 
2017– the first decline since 1918 when the nation faced the previously disastrous flu pandemic.1 
Overdoses were not a factor in the deaths recorded at that time. What is happening now is a new, 
and worrisome trend that threatens several years of focused national and local efforts to reduce 
overdose deaths. In 2018 the US experienced a modest decline in drug overdose deaths, with a 
drop to 68,557. New preliminary data from the Centers on Disease Control and Prevention shows 
that progress was lost. A new record in overdose deaths was set at nearly 72,000 in 2019. 2,3 Data 
from the Overdose Detection Mapping Application Program (ODMAP) indicates that yet another 
new record will be set during the era of COVID-19.  
 
ODMAP, which collects data on overdoses from communities across the country, reports that in 
2020 all overdoses – both fatal and non-fatal – increased compared to the same months in 2019: 
an 18% increase in March, a 29% increase in April, and a 42% increase in May.4,5 Other national 
indicators suggest that illicit drug use is increasing. Following the March 13, 2020 declaration of 
COVID-19 as a national emergency, urine drug testing positivity rates showed statistically 
significant increases for fentanyl, methamphetamine, and cocaine.6 The positivity rate for heroin 
also increased but did not reach statistical significance. 
 
We are losing the limited but important progress previously made in the battle to curb the overdose 
epidemic for several reasons. First, the drug supply is lucrative, widespread, and adaptable to 
COVID-19 related changes in the marketplace. Second, the COVID-19 pandemic has hindered 
significantly and even closed many inpatient and outpatient substance use disorder treatment 
programs. Third, the pandemic has incapacitated many community-based recovery support 
networks including, but not limited to, Twelve Step fellowships of Alcoholics Anonymous and 
Narcotics Anonymous. Fourth, substance use is often social, but it is also solitary; the broad 
isolation the population faces during COVID-19 may increase substance use and subsequent risk 
of overdose. As warned by Nora Volkow, MD, Director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
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(NIDA), “Social distancing will increase the likelihood of opioid overdoses happening when there 
are no observers who can administer naloxone to reverse them and thus when they are more likely 
to result in fatalities.”7 Perhaps not surprisingly, a comparison of overdoses reported to ODMAP 
during pre-stay-at-home orders and post-stay-at-home orders in 2020 showed a 17.5% increase in 
all fatal and non-fatal overdoses.5 

 
What can be done about the national rise in overdose rates?  
 

• Use discussions of COVID-19 to highlight the problem of addiction, which is often solitary 
and hidden. Encourage families and others to intervene strongly when their loved ones are 
actively engaged in substance use. Get them into treatment and engaged in recovery 
support.  
 

• Recognize the added threats of relapse even among those in recovery from substance use 
disorders in the time of COVID-19. 
 

• Use media outlets aggressively to educate the public about the health threat posed by 
substance use, the warning signs of overdoses, and how to access and use naloxone to 
reverse an opioid overdose. 
 

• Fund substance use disorder treatment and support programs as they innovate care during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The American Medical Association recently outlined several 
action steps8 for states to take, including adopting rules and guidance from the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)9 and Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA)10 for programs that treat individuals with opioid use disorders. 

 
As the nation faces the linked crises of the COVID-19 pandemic and a resurgence in overdoses, 
we must identify, protect, and assist those who are the most vulnerable. This includes individuals 
with substance use problems.11 
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Established in 1978, the Institute for Behavior and Health, Inc. (IBH) is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization working to 
reduce illegal drug use through the power of good ideas. IBH websites include: www.IBHinc.org, 
www.OneChoicePrevention.org and www.StopDruggedDriving.org.  
 

http://www.ibhinc.org/
http://www.onechoiceprevention.org/
http://www.stopdruggeddriving.org/
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