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THE ISSUE

Buprenorphine is one of the most effective treatments for opioid use disorder, but emerging evidence 
suggests that the FDA’s recommended target dose of 16 milligrams (mg) per day may be insufficient for 
some patients, especially those using more powerful drugs such as fentanyl. 

STUDY FOCUS

Drawing on commercial claims data from 2016 to 2021, the research team identified just over 35,000 
patients who had recently begun buprenorphine treatment. They sorted the patients into four groups 
according to their maximum sustained daily dose: more than 24 mg; more than 16 mg to 24 mg; more 
than 8 mg to 16 mg; and 1 to 8 mg. They examined whether daily doses above 16 mg were associated 
with fewer behavioral health-related emergency department or inpatient visits.

KEY FINDINGS

Patients who received sustained buprenorphine doses above 16 mg were less likely to have an inpatient 
or emergency visit for behavioral health care after starting treatment, compared to patients receiving 
FDA-recommended doses between 8 mg and 16 mg.  Additionally, those who received higher doses 
(> 16 mg) were less likely to discontinue use of the medication treatment for opioid use disorder than 
those receiving between 8 and 16 mg. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY

Higher doses of buprenorphine may benefit patients over the longer term. Clinicians need to 
understand the importance of identifying the correct dosage of buprenorphine for patients, especially 
those using fentanyl, who may need higher doses.
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