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THE I S S U E

Prevalence of opioid use disorder has increased threefold among Medicare beneficiaries 65 years and 
older since 2013. But access to treatment that addresses the needs of older adults with OUD is limited. 

ST U DY FO CU S

The study team analyzed pharmacy claims from 2019-2020 for more than 90 percent of dispensed 
retail prescriptions nationally. The analysis included buprenorphine dispensed overall as well as 
dispensation by patient age and gender, prescriber specialty, and prescriber location in an urban or 
rural county. Clinicians were categorized as high prescribing if they prescribed buprenorphine to 
more than 15 unique older adults within a calendar year. 

KE Y FIND IN G S

•	 Among the more than 26,000 clinicians who prescribed buprenorphine in 2019-2020, more than 
70% did not prescribe buprenorphine to any older adults

•	 About 5 percent of the clinicians were high prescribers in a calendar year, accounting for 
prescribing to 36 percent of all older adults receiving buprenorphine

•	 Primary care providers and advance practice providers were the most common specialties 
prescribing buprenorphine

•	 The number of clinicians who prescribed buprenorphine varied substantially across states.

IMPLI CATI ON S FOR P OLI CY

A relatively small subset of clinicians prescribes most buprenorphine to older adults, suggesting 
substantial gaps in care delivery.  Scalable, systems level interventions should be developed and 
tested to improve treatment availability and maximize clinical infrastructure to support older adults 
with OUD.
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