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Abstract 

In October 2017 the CDC estimated that fentanyl was involved in almost 60% of all overdose deaths in 

the second half of 2016 (MMWR October 27th, 2017). Most reports claim illegally manufactured fentanyl 

(IMF) is the main culprit of current fentanyl-related harm, especially fentanyl overdose deaths. Yet, 

several developments question the ‘benign’ effect of pharmaceutical fentanyl (PF) on the current opiate 

crisis. The expansion of the PF market, abuse of PF formulations, and the diversion of PF to the illegal 

market may play an important role in the havoc wreaked by fentanyl.  

Given these concerns, we investigated the potential role of PF in overdose deaths. We matched overdose 

deaths to prescription drug data in Delaware between January 2013 and March 31st 2015.  We matched 

65% (311) of the 480 overdose deaths during this time-period and found few significant differences 

between decedents in the matched and unmatched groups. One exception was a higher percentage of 

matched cases for females. Of the matched prescription drug and overdose death cases, we found 44% 

(N=54) of all Delaware fentanyl overdose decedents had a history of PF, while 37% had a PF prescription 

within 60 days of their death. On the contrary, about 5% (N=257) of matched cases who died from 

overdoses to drugs other than fentanyl had a history of PF, with 1% having a PF prescription within 60 

days of their death. These differences in PF prescriptions were significant at the .0001 level.    

Using data from the death investigation reports, we explored plausible explanations for PF’s role in 

overdose deaths including: (1) fentanyl prescribed in combination with other drugs may produce fatal 

drug interactions, (2) pharmaceuticals for fentanyl and other drugs may exacerbate existing health 

problems, leading to death.   

 

Author Q&A 

Q1 Tell us a little bit more about your research's outcome. What was the most important finding (or 

findings) from your research? 

The stark difference in fentanyl prescription histories between those who died from fentanyl versus those 

who died from other drugs. 

Q2 Tell us a little more about how your research got started. What questions or experiences led you to 

start exploring this topic? 
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Research started with project to enhance the prescription drug monitoring program, which merged 

prescription and overdose death data.   As attention (media reports, surveillance data, and industry and 

political actors) shifted to fentanyl, and knowing that fentanyl of any kind was dangerous and could 

increase tolerance, we thought investigation to PF was warranted. 

Q3 Whom do you think this research will impact the most? 

Policymakers and practitioners 

Q4 Did your research reveal the need for other areas of study? What do you plan to look in to next? 

Unsure at this time 
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