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THE I S S U E

Buprenorphine, a medication used to treat opioid use disorder (OUD) in outpatient settings, is 
associated with decreases in opioid-related fatal overdoses and other opioid-related harms. The X 
waiver, which was required for clinicians to be able to prescribe buprenorphine in outpatient settings, 
was eliminated in January 2023 to remove a potential barrier to treatment.  

ST U DY FO CU S

Using data from the Pennsylvania Prescription Drug Monitoring program from July 1, 2016 to 
December 31, 2023, researchers sought to determine if dispensed buprenorphine prescriptions 
were affected by eliminating the X waiver. Specifically, counties with fewer clinicians prescribing 
buprenorphine pre-elimination and where one would expect more people to begin prescribing 
were compared to counties with more prescribing clinicians. Researchers also evaluated whether 
eliminating the waiver had more impact in areas most affected by the opioid epidemic, as indicated 
by fatal opioid overdose rates.  

KE Y FIND IN G S

•	 Eliminating the X waiver made no significant difference in buprenorphine dispensing in counties 
with fewer clinicians prescribing buprenorphine pre-elimination.

•	 Eliminating the X waiver also did not significantly affect buprenorphine dispensing in counties 
with higher fatal overdose rates.

IMPLI CATI ON S FOR P OLI CY

Eliminating the X waiver did not have the anticipated policy effects. It did not increase dispensed 
buprenorphine prescriptions in counties that had fewer waivered prescribers or higher rates of 
fatal overdoses. Increasing buprenorphine access will likely require other interventions to be 
implemented at the federal, state, hospital system, or individual provider level—for example, support 
and education for clinicians and patients. Common components of such interventions include 
reducing stigma, increasing institutional backing for clinicians, and providing ongoing access to 
addiction treatment experts.
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