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THE I S S U E

Patients in methadone medication treatment for opioid use disorder (M-MOUD) typically have a 
history of opioid use, often in combination with other drugs. But it is unknown how frequently such 
patients experience persistent substance or polysubstance use.

ST U DY FO CU S

This study measured trends in illicit substance use from 2017 to 2021 in a large multi-state population 
of M-MOUD patients and examined the persistence of substance use in the first year of treatment. 
The analysis drew on urine drug specimens provided for testing to a third-party laboratory.

KE Y FIND IN G S

•	 During this period, patients presenting to opioid treatment programs increasingly tested positive 
for cocaine, fentanyl, heroine, and methamphetamine.

•	 Positivity for both heroin and fentanyl decreased sharply during the first year of treatment.

•	 Positivity for cocaine and methamphetamine remained virtually unchanged; it was prevalent 
among men and women and all age groups but varied across geographic areas and payers. 

IMPLI CATI ON S FOR P OLI CY

The high rates of polysubstance use in this diverse sample suggest that a large group of patients 
in M-MOUD require additional interventions and services. Opioid treatment programs can offer 
counseling that covers all forms of substance use; some also offer assistance in meeting social needs. 
Urine drug testing can help guide conversations about drug supply and promote safe practices. As 
the United States faces the 4th wave of an overdose crisis characterized by poly-drug overdoses, new 
efforts focusing on polysubstance use among patients in M-MOUD are urgently needed.
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