
 

Postpartum women filled more opioid
prescriptions during pandemic, finds new
study
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Comparison of Percentage of Patients Receiving an Opioid and Variables of
Intensity: All Delivery Types, Pre– and Post–COVID-19 Onset in March 2020
A, Share of postpartum women filling an opioid prescription in a given month.
B, Mean number of opioid prescriptions per woman. C, Mean morphine
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milligram equivalents (MMEs) per day supplied, conditional on filling an opioid
prescription. D, Mean days’ supply, conditional on filling an opioid prescription.
Each dot represents the measure over a monthly period. The solid diagonal lines
and dashed lines represent the forecasted values from our time-series model and
the associated 95% CIs, respectively. The vertical dotted blue line corresponds to
March 2020. Credit: JAMA Network Open (2023). DOI:
10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2023.6438

Women who gave birth during the COVID-19 pandemic filled
significantly more prescriptions for opioid medications, according to
new research from the University of Georgia. 

Published in JAMA Network Open, the study found that 38% of more
than 460,000 women who gave birth from July 2018 through December
2020 were prescribed opioids for postpartum pain management. 

But there was a significant increase in the number of prescriptions filled
for women giving birth during COVID. And the opioids they were
prescribed were also higher strength than those given to women who
gave birth prior to the pandemic. 

"A lot of women receive opioids for treatment of pain during the 
postpartum period, but they are a particularly vulnerable group because
many of them haven't used opioid medications before," said Emily
Lawler, co-author of the study and an assistant professor in the School of
Public and International Affairs. "That makes them high risk for
potential opioid abuse." 

The findings are especially concerning given the uptick in opioid
overdose deaths during the pandemic, when they surpassed 100,000
deaths annually, the researchers said. 
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Opioids typically last resort for pain management but
may not have been during COVID-19

The American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology recommends 
health care providers use a stepwise approach to pain management for
postpartum mothers. First, they start with a basic pain reliever like
ibuprofen or acetaminophen. If that doesn't alleviate the pain, physicians
move to a low strength opioid, such as codeine or tramadol. 

But the association also recommends that those prescribed opioids not
take them for extended periods and be switched to over-the-counter pain
medications as soon as possible. 

"Prior to the pandemic, opioid prescriptions were decreasing not only in
terms of the number of women prescribed opioids but also the strength
of the opioids being prescribed and the number of days covered by each
prescription," said Shelby Steuart, lead author of the study and a doctoral
candidate in the School of Public and International Affairs. 

"But right after the COVID-19 lockdowns happen in March 2020, we
saw a sharp spike in opioid prescription fills," she continued. "We don't
know whether physicians were writing more opioid prescriptions or if
more women were just taking their prescriptions to the pharmacy and
filling them, but it is concerning." 

It's possible physicians were concerned that they wouldn't see their
patients as frequently during the lockdown and COVID surges and were
attempting to compensate for that, the researchers said. But it's also
possible that the anxiety from the pandemic exacerbated women's
feelings of pain, prompting them to fill their prescriptions when they
may not have prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. 
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"It's really critical for this population to be in continued contact with
health care providers because they are at high risk of chronic pain,"
Lawler said. "It is important to appropriately manage pain, but
postpartum women who do develop opioid use disorder are much harder
to connect to treatment. And we need to be aware that there is potential
for this group to become addicted to opioids, and we need to be on the
lookout to connect them to treatment if needed." 

  More information: Shelby R. Steuart et al, Comparison of Postpartum
Opioid Prescriptions Before vs During the COVID-19 Pandemic, JAMA
Network Open (2023). DOI: 10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2023.6438
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