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Since 1999, more than 1.2 million people in the United States have died from a drug overdose.
Over the same period, the share of fatal drug overdoses involving opioids has increased every year
- rising from under 50% in 1999 to over 75% since 2021." While recent data suggest a national
decline in opioid-related overdose deaths, the crisis remains severe. This brief explores the recent
decline in opioid-related overdose deaths, potential contributing factors, and the ongoing challenges
that demand continued public health attention.

After years of rising fatalities, the
United States has seen a modest
but meaningful decline in opioid-
related overdose deaths. Since
1999, opioid-related fatalities have
grown every year except 2018. But
in 2021 and 2022 the trend line
plateaued. Then, for the first time
since 2018, opioid-related
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overdoses declined by 3% in 2023 -
the largest decline in more than 25
years.2

Changes in the lllicit
Drug Supply

Shifts in the composition of the
illicit drug supply may be a
contributing factor. The Drug
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Enforcement Administration (DEA)
reported that approximately 30%
of fentanyl seized in 2023 was laced
with xylazine, a 25% increase from
2022.3 Because xylazine extends
the duration of opioid effects, some
researchers have hypothesized that
it may reduce a person’s frequency
of opioid use. However, because it
is not an opioid, a xylazine
overdose is not reversible with
naloxone and presents significant
health risks.>

Overdose Prevention and
Public Health Interventions

Naloxone Distribution

Naloxone, a life-saving medication
that reverses opioid overdoses, has
become more widely available.
From 2019 to 2023, the rate of
naloxone dispensed from
pharmacies doubled from 0.3 to 0.6
per 100 persons, with over 2.1
million prescriptions filled in 2023
alone.é Training programs for law
enforcement and first responders
have also improved overdose
response rates and

increased referrals to treatment.”8.9

Efforts to expand access include the
launch of Remedy Alliance, a non-
profit distributing low-cost
naloxone, and the implementation
of naloxone saturation plans.10
Additional state funding and FDA
approval for over-the-counter
naloxone have further increased
accessibility. 1112



Medications for Opioid Use
Disorder (MOUD) Treatment
Policy changes have also improved
access to MOUD. The DEA
eliminated the waiver requirement
for prescribing buprenorphine and
expanded take-home methadone
options.’ These changes may have
reduced barriers to treatment and
improved continuity of care.1415

Although the 2023 decline is
encouraging, opioid overdose deaths
remain alarmingly high. Nearly
80,000 people died of an opioid-
related overdose in 2023, and
opioid-related overdose deaths
remain 177% higher than in 2014.
Since 2017, when the opioid crisis
was declared a public health
emergency, opioid-related deaths
have increased 68% despite the
recent decline.’® The opioid crisis is
far from over.
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Trends in Opioid-Related Overdose Deaths in the United States

The recent decline in opioid
overdose deaths is a promising
development, possibly driven by
changes in the drug supply and
expanded efforts toward overdose
reversal and MOUD treatment. But
opioid overdoses remain very high.
Continued investment is essential to
ensure access to life-saving
interventions and sustain progress in
combating the opioid epidemic.
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