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Subject of Review:  The U.S. is in the midst of a drug-induced mortality epidemic marked by the introduction and spread of 
opioids across both rural and urban communities. What has caused this epidemic and who has been most 
affected? One view is that the economic misfortunes of the past 15 years have driven many working-age 
people to despair, resulting in self-destructive behavior.  But, despite several studies, this view has not 
received much research support: local economic downturns have been weak predictors at best of rises in 
drug-induced mortality. This report uses regional mortality rates and socioeconomic characteristics to 
examine the geography and demographics of the opioid epidemic and explore whether drivers of the 
epidemic have changed over time. 
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