Drivers of the Fatal Drug Epidemic

Christopher J. Ruhin
Frank Batten School of LeadershipR&blic Policy
University of Virginia
235 McCormick Road
P.O. Bx 400893
Charlottesville VA 229044893
phone: 4342433729
email: ruhm@virginia.edu

June2018
Abstract

This studyexamine the contributions of the mediusrun evolution of local economies and of
changes in the Adr ug e nlevelchanges émrugandirelateg x pl ai ni
mortality ratedrom 19992015 A primaryfinding is thatdrug mortality rates did increase more

in counties experiencingelativeeconomic declinéhan inthose with more robust growthuyt

thatthe relationship is weak and mos#gcountedy confounding factors. In the preferred
estimatesless than on¢enth of the rise in drug and opieidvolved fatality ratesis explained

and te contributionis evensmaller quite possibly zerayhenallowing for plausibleselection

on unobservable€onversely, the risk of drug deaths varies systematically over time across
population subgroups in ways that aomsistent with an important role for the public health
environment related to thevailability and cost of drug#n particular, the relative risk and share

of drug mortality increased rapidly for males and younger adults, compared to their counterparts,
when theprimary driver of thdatal drug epidemic transitioned from prescriptionllicit

opioids.These resultsuggest that efforts to improl@cal economieswhile desirable for other
reasons, are not likely to yield significant reducsiaomoverdose mortalitybut with greater

potential for interventions directly addresgthe drug environment.
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