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Editor's Note: This paper comes from the paper series “The opioid crisis in America:
Domestic and international dimensions.”

s the United States—and the world—reel from the COVID-19

pandemic, the epidemic of opioid use disorder continues to ravage

the country. It too has cost the lives of hundreds of thousands of

Americans, devastated families and local communities, and exposed critical

weaknesses in U.S. drug policy as well as in the health and welfare systems

available to our low-income population.[1] Like COVID-19, the opioid crisis

also has multiple and complex international dimensions. Moreover, the two

blights have become intertwined, with COVID-19 likely exacerbating the

opioid epidemic.[2]

Since 2000, there have been 400,000 opioid-

involved deaths in the U.S, contributing to an

historic decline in U.S. life expectancy.[3]

Overdose death data only capture part of the

epidemic’s damage. Millions of people are

having their lives and the lives of their

families severely damaged by substance

dependence. Opioid use disorder (OUD) puts

them at higher risk for various infectious

diseases, depression, and suicide.[4] Without

adequate treatment, and in some cases even

despite receiving treatment, it undermines

their capacity to engage in productive

economic activity and maintain good family

relations, while substance dependence-

related behaviors can subject them to criminal

prosecution and imprisonment. In 2018, self-

reports to a household survey generated an

estimate of 2.35 million Americans suffering

from OUD,[5] and for many reasons that is

likely a substantial underestimate.[6] The

opioid epidemic also generates vast national

economic and social costs. The U.S. Council of

Economic Advisors put the cost at roughly

$700 billion, 3.4% of GDP, in 2018.[7]

To provide policy options and

recommendations for addressing multiple

dimensions of the opioid epidemic, the

Brookings Institution has brought together

some of the United States’ leading experts on

drug policy. For over a year, Brookings and

external experts undertook a multidisciplinary

collaboration to develop new insights and best

practices for policy stakeholders at the local,

state, and federal levels, as well as for

members of the public who are on the front

lines of the opioid crisis.

This Brookings opioid project, “The Opioid

Crisis in America: Domestic and International

Dimensions,” has analyzed policy options for

reducing demand, providing treatment,

designing regulatory frameworks, and

implementing domestic law enforcement and

international supply control measures. It has

explored local impacts on communities as well

as state and federal level responses and international actions. It has paid

special attention to vulnerable communities, such as politically and

economically disenfranchised Americans, women and children, and military

veterans.

Before the project’s findings are introduced, a brief review of how the opioid

epidemic has unfolded in the United States and around the world is in order.
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