
 

Opioid addiction treatment disparities could
worsen if phone telehealth option ends,
study suggests
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As the nation ponders the future of temporary
pandemic-era telehealth rules, a new study
suggests that phone calls and video chats may
play an important role in leveling the playing field
for medication-based treatment for opioid
addiction. 

The study is based on data from more than 17,000
veterans nationwide treated with buprenorphine for
opioid use disorder through the Veterans Health
Administration. Even though the study suggests
telehealth may have helped new and existing
patients stay on their treatment, it also reveals
telehealth disparities by race, housing status and
age.

The findings also suggest that telephone-based
care—which is at risk for being discontinued—can
play an important role in helping patients access
care.

That's especially true for groups of patients who

were already much less likely to access
buprenorphine-based care before the pandemic,
according to the new findings published in JAMA
Network Open. The medication is considered the
gold standard for recovering from addiction to
opioids.

"Keeping telephone-based telehealth as an option
for buprenorphine care moving forward may be
important for veterans who have been less likely to
access video telehealth, including those who are
over age 65, Black, or who have unstable housing
situations," says Madeline Frost, Ph.D., M.P.H. of
University of Washington, first author of the study.

"People with opioid and other addictions already
face so many barriers to care and some sub-groups
face additional disparities. It's really important to
have as many options as possible, including phone
and video, to make it easier for patients to engage
in care," says Allison Lin, M.D., M.S., the addiction
psychiatrist and senior author of the study.

  
 

  

Association between modality and 90-day retention
among VHA patients who received buprenorphine
following COVID-19-related changes. Credit: JAMA
Network Open (2022). DOI:
10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2022.36298

Lin, an associate professor of psychiatry at the
University of Michigan Medical School and a
research scientist at the VA Ann Arbor Healthcare
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System, was the senior author on the analysis of
data from veterans who received buprenorphine
any time in a year-long period that began in late
March 2020.

In all, 38% of these veterans had at least one video
visit for addiction care, and 50% had at least one
telephone visit but didn't have any video visits. The
remaining 12% only had in-person visits.

Importantly, the researchers also found patients
who had at least one telehealth visit were more
likely to stay on treatment, which is key to reducing
risk for relapse and overdose.

For new patients starting buprenorphine treatment
after the start of the pandemic, continuation of
treatment was higher among those who had
telehealth visits, and higher among those who had
video visits compared to only phone visits.

Those who started buprenorphine treatment before
the pandemic and had telehealth visits were equally
likely to stay on treatment if they had video
compared to only phone visits.

However, there were differences in which patients
received any telehealth, and among those who
received telehealth there were differences in who
received video versus only phone visits. For
example, people who were younger, male, Black,
Hispanic, or had specific mental health/substance
use conditions were less likely to receive any
telehealth. Among those who had at least one
telehealth visit, those who were over 65, male,
Black or had housing instability were less likely to
have any video visits, rather than only telephone
visits.

Ultimately, the study data suggests that both video
and phone telehealth might help people stay in care
longer. Improving access to video-based care,
while working to support patients to continue care
no matter what modality they are using, will be
important, the authors say. 

  More information: Madeline Frost et al, Video,
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