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THE I S S U E

The record increase in overdose deaths in the past two years and low levels of engagement in 
treatment call for a better understanding of what influences access to medication for opioid use 
disorder (OUD). This study examined whether county-level characteristics such as socioeconomic 
factors, rurality, and density of OUD treatment practitioners influenced the ability of a simulated 
patient to secure an appointment with a provider of medication to treat OUD –either a buprenorphine 
prescriber or an opioid treatment program (OTP) providing methadone.

ST U DY FO CU S

The research team leveraged data from a randomized field experiment comprised of simulated 
pregnant and non-pregnant women of reproductive age seeking treatment for OUD in ten U.S. 
states. They examined a caller’s ability to obtain an appointment for medication treatment for 
OUD. To understand the context for these decisions, they considered county-level characteristics, 
including socioeconomic disadvantage ratings, rurality, and the number of buprenorphine providers 
and OTPs.

KE Y FIND IN G S

•	 They identified 3956 reproductive-age callers:  86% reached a buprenorphine-waivered 
prescriber, 14% reached an OTP

•	 One additional OTP per 100,000 population increased the likelihood that a non-pregnant caller 
received a treatment appointment

•	 The number of OTPs did not significantly improve access to treatment for pregnant individuals

•	 A high concentration of OTPs within a county may signal a more robust OUD specialty, increasing 
practitioners’ comfort in prescribing due to the availability of safety nets 

IMPLI CATI ON S FOR P OLI CY

To expand access to effective OUD treatment, clinicians and policymakers should evaluate the role 
of OTPs within communities and reduce state-specific regulatory barriers that may impede care. 
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