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Most Drug Overdose Deaths from Nonprescription Opioids 
 
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) is reporting in Morbidity and Mortality 
Weekly that the number of people dying from an opioid overdose rose 15.5% 
from 2014 to 2015, but the increase had little to do with prescription painkillers 
such as oxycodone or hydrocodone (1). Roughly 52,000 people died from drug 
overdoses in 2015 and of those deaths 33,091 involved an opioid. The increases 
in “death rates were driven by synthetic opioids other than methadone (72.2%), 
most likely illicitly-manufactured fentanyl, and heroin (20.6%)”. Deaths from 
methadone, which is usually prescribed by physicians, decreased 9.1%.  
 
The largest increase in deaths occurred in the South and Northeast with 3% and 
24% increases in deaths from synthetic opioids from 2014 to 2015. In the 
Midwest and West, there were more modest 17% and 9% increases during the 
same period. States in the Southwest with “good” to “excellent” reporting 
included Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico which showed 33%, 14% and 30% 
decreases respectively.  
 
Earlier this year, CDC Director Tom Frieden, MD, MPH, said "The prescription 
overdose epidemic is doctor-driven…It can be reversed in part by doctors' 
actions” (2). That characterization has rung in some physicians' ears as blame for 
the entire opioid crisis, including deaths from heroin and illegal fentanyl. The data 
in the present article suggests that characterization is inaccurate and that efforts 
by a number of State Boards to limit physician opioid prescribing may be 
marginally or non-effective in reducing overdose deaths.  
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