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The Opioid Epidemic Within the COVID-19 Pandemic:                             
Drug Testing in 2020

⚫ To mitigate the spread of COVID-19, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
recommended the postponement of medical prevention services that could not be performed virtually.1

⚫ Clinical drug monitoring, which can include monitoring of nonprescribed or illicit drugs, was one service 
affected by the CDC recommendation. 

⚫ Changes in monitoring could have contributed to apparent interactions between the drug epidemic and 
COVID-19 pandemic in the United States.
⚫ For example, drug overdose rates in March, April, and May of 2020 rose 18%,  29%, and 42% 

respectively, compared to those same months prior year, in 2019.2

Study Background & Objectives

Objective:                                                                                                                                                                           
To better understand the relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and the drug epidemic, investigators 
analyzed changes in prescription drug monitoring and positive rates at a national clinical laboratory.
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⚫ This study analyzed urine specimen results from the Quest Diagnostics medMATCH® reporting methodology for clinical 
drug testing. 
⚫ medMATCH® reports indicate whether prescribed drug(s) specified by ordering provider, or other drugs, are detected in a specimen.

⚫ Deidentified urine drug testing (UDT) results from January 1, 2019 to May 16, 2020 were obtained from the Quest 
Diagnostics database.
⚫ Results were included if prescription drug information was available for patients >18 years.

⚫ Weekly testing volume and drug positivity rates for nonprescribed fentanyl and illicit drugs were compared between a 
baseline period (January 1, 2019-March 14, 2020) and a COVID-19 pandemic period (March 15-May 16, 2020). 
⚫ The week starting March 15 was the first full week after a national emergency was declared on March 13.

⚫ Positivity for nonprescribed drugs was defined as the presence of a positive result for any drugs not listed as prescribed 
by the ordering clinician, or for recreational/illicit drugs.

⚫ Analysis of results included either presumptive immunoassay screening tests, with confirmation of positive results by 
quantitative definitive mass spectrometry, or tests performed directly by quantitative definitive mass spectrometry.
⚫ For analysis of drug positivity, each listed drug included the parent drug(s) and drug metabolite(s).

Study Methods

A total of 881,134 specimens were identified that met the criteria for potential inclusion in the study.                                       
• Specimens were excluded for patients younger than 18 years of age and those without known age (n = 8139). 
• Specimens with abnormal specimen validity testing and no positive drug results (n = 233) also were excluded, leaving a final analytic 

cohort with 872,762 specimens (99% of potential cohort) from all 50 states and the District of Columbia.
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Key Results
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Clinical drug monitoring declined rapidly during the COVID-19 period
Weekly drug testing volume -70% from baseline to trough in early-April

Weekly volume of medMATCH® tests with prescription drug(s), 2019-May 2020. Green bars indicate baseline “before COVID-19” period; purple bars indicate “during 
COVID-19” period

-------COVID-19 pandemic period------- 



8 Confidential—For Internal Use Only

Positivity for nonprescribed fentanyl increased by 35%a (4.3% to 
5.8%, P < .01)
Significant increases in positivity also demonstrated for heroin (44%), opiates (10%), and 
marijuana (4%)b 

a. Significance analyzed with Chi-square test.
b. P < .01 for all listed substances.

+44
%

+10
%

+4%
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Increases not confined to any single patient category
Occurred for both males (51%, P < .01) and females (16%, P < .01) and spanned all age groups 25 years 
and older (P = .02 or less)

a. Chi-square test indicated significant differences in proportions between time periods for all groups (P = .02 or less) except the group aged 18–24 years.

a
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The combination of nonprescribed fentanyl in patients positive for other 
drugs, also increased during the pandemic
Increases of 89% for amphetamines (P < .01)a; 48% for benzodiazepines, 39% for opiates, 34% for cocaine, and 4% 
for heroinb

a. Significance analyzed with Chi-square test.
b. P < .01 for all listed substances except heroin

+34
%

+4%
+39
% +89

% +48
%

Nonprescribed fentanyl positivity in specimens positive for other drugs
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Discussion & Conclusions
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Discussion: factors contributing to increased drug use and dangerous 
drug combinations
⚫ Early in pandemic, CDC recommended healthcare systems delay elective care3

⚫ Convergence of drug epidemic and COVID-19 pandemic caused temporary discontinuation of drug and 
alcohol misuse testing

⚫ Clinicians continue to prescribe controlled substances, “flying blind” without drug testing – no objective 
evidence to assess potential drug misuse

⚫ Triggers: stress, change, job losses, loneliness, depression; leading to Rx overuse, increases in illicit drug 
use, relapse of drug abuse4,5  

⚫ Social distancing is isolating; vulnerable patients on their own
⚫ Less likely a bystander would be present to call emergency or use naloxone, other antidote
⚫ SUD treatment centers forced to close or scale back significantly; shrinking access for those in need6

⚫ Given the psychological, social, and financial impacts, more efforts are needed to ensure that patients are 
taking medications as prescribed

⚫ While the nation focuses its attention on the COVID-19 pandemic, we must not lose sight of the ongoing 
drug misuse epidemic 

⚫ Drug use/misuse contributes to more than 67,000 American deaths each year7
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⚫ Findings indicate that during COVID-19 pandemic, clinical drug testing decreased, while 
nonprescribed positivity for fentanyl and many fentanyl drug combinations increased 
significantly

⚫ Given the increased stress of the pandemic, extra vigilance is needed to combat our nation’s 
drug abuse crisis, now more than ever

⚫ Authors recommend renewed focus on providing education and support to treating clinicians on 
the front lines, including reinforcing the importance of drug testing, the only objective measure 
of what drugs or substances patients are taking

Conclusions
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Monthly overdoses have grown dramatically during the pandemic
Overdosesa increased up to 42% per month during the pandemic, as compared to the same months in 20198

8. Overdose Detection Mapping Application Program (ODMAP). Accessed July 23, 2020. http://www.odmap.org/. 

Jan 2020       Feb 2020       Mar 2020      Apr 2020       May 
2020    

Percent (%) increase in overdoses year-over-yearb

a. Suspected overdoses nationally—not all fatal 
b. Percent increase references the 1,201 agencies reporting to ODMAP by January 2019. Source: ODMAP


