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ABSTRACT

Background: The United States (US) declared drug overdose a public health emergency in 2017. Despite this, two million people
reported having an opioid use disorder (OUD) in 2018. However, following the beginning of COVID-19 there was a 53% increase
in overdose deaths, with American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) individuals experiencing the highest rates of all racial groups.
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic and OUD treatment access challenges, OUD treatment policies were changed to improv-
ing access to care.

Purpose: This review examines how the state- and federal-level policies impacted access to medications for opioid use disorder
(MOUD) during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the devastating impact of overdose and COVID-19 on AI/AN communities, as
a secondary aim, we examined the inclusion of these populations in the samples of the included studies.

Methods: We completed a narrative review using a data-based convergent synthesis design.

Results: Forty-four studies met the inclusion criteria. Most of the studies were quantitative descriptive studies (n = 25). Only two
studies offer AI/AN as a category for ethnicity and both had less that 4% of the sample that identified as an AI/AN individual.
Conclusion and Implications: Telehealth OUD treatment increased initiation and retention for patients taking buprenor-
phine. No increase in overdose rates was associated with allowing for additional take-home doses of methadone. However,
access to treatment, even telehealth, remains difficult for individuals due to a lack of OUD treatment providers and access to the
internet. More needs to be done to address the opioid overdose crisis, especially among AI/AN communities. Research focused
on cultural strategies to address this health disparity is desperately needed. We included nursing implications in response to this
health disparity among AI/AN individuals.

1 | Background prescribing, increasing access to treatment, and increasing ac-
cess to the overdose reversal agent naloxone (Schuler et al. 2020).
Two million people in the United States (US) reported having
an opioid use disorder (OUD) in 2018 (SAMHSA 2020a), with In the US, OUD treatment is generally delivered from a crim-
10.1 million people aged 12years and older reporting misusing inal justice philosophical approach, with strict monitoring of
opioids in 2019 (National Center for Drug Abuse Statistics 2021). treatment (Caulkins et al. 2021; Stauffer 2016). Methadone clin-
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, OUD treatment policies in the ics require individuals to have observed urine drug testing at
US focused on three general areas: decreasing high-risk opioid every clinic visit and allow very limited or no take-home dosing
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(Joudrey et al. 2021). In many areas in the US, some evidence-
based harm reduction interventions, such as drug testing via
fentanyl testing strips and safe consumption sites, are illegal
(Kennedy and Kerr 2017; Levengood et al. 2021).

The US declared drug-related overdose a public health emer-
gency in 2017 when the annual overdose death rate reached
70,000 individuals (UNODC 2020). However, following the be-
ginning of the COVID-19 pandemic there was a 53% increase
in overdose deaths in the US (CDC 2022). This was particularly
true for American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) individuals
whose rates of overdose death were the highest among all racial/
ethnic groups in the US (NCHS 2021).

Several federal medication for opioid use disorder (MOUD) pol-
icy regulations changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA 2020b) implemented temporary flexibilities allow-
ing for increased take-home methadone supply of up to 28 days
for stable patients and 14 days for less stable patients. The Ryan
Haight Act of 2008 required an in-person initial evaluation
by any practitioner issuing a prescription for a controlled sub-
stance, which limited the use of telehealth for buprenorphine
prescribing. The Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) temporar-
ily waived this, allowing for the use of telehealth (including
audio only) for buprenorphine induction and maintenance visits
(SAMHSA 2020c).

Subsequent federal and state guidance allowed for additional
flexibility in OUD treatment including increasing providers'
prescribing capabilities (via the elimination of the X-Waiver),
cross-state prescribing, permission to use any non-public fac-
ing videoconferencing products, and including payment parity
for services delivered via telehealth and in-person (Center for
Connected Health Policy 2020; Long 2020; SAMHSA 2020b).
The purpose of this narrative review was to examine the impact
of MOUD treatment policy changes implemented after the onset
of COVID-19. Considering the devastating impact on the AI/AN
communities, as a secondary aim we examined inclusion of AI/
AN individuals in these studies.

2 | Methods

We completed a narrative review (Ferrari 2015) using a data-
based convergent synthesis design (Hong et al. 2017). We chose
this method because we anticipated a diverse group of studies,
including qualitative and mixed-method studies. The authors
are concerned about the history of trauma and the high rates
of OUD among AI/AN individuals. Indigenous ways of know-
ing focus on storytelling (Woods et al. 2021). Including both
quantitative and qualitative methodologies is synergistic with
Indigenous methodology (Burnette and Figley 2017).

For a methodology to be correctly identified as Indigenous, it
must be anchored in Indigenous knowledge development, the-
ory, and ethics (Kovach 2021). Indigenous ways of knowing
view knowledge as arising not only from an intellectual realm
but also from the affective domain of the heart, the kinetic do-
main of the body, and the spiritual domain of the soul. Many
concepts found in Indigenous methodological research are

expressed through stories (Kovach 2021). A two-eyed seeing
perspective proposes that both Indigenous and Western ways of
knowing are important for building upon existing knowledge
(Reiger et al. 2020).

2.1 | Search Methods

The review focused on research studies of US state- and federal-
level opioid policy evaluation published in English between
December 2019 and March 2023. Search terms included ‘Opioid
Use Disorder Treatment’, ‘health policies in United States’, and
‘COVID-19’. Search was limited to full-text research studies that
included only individuals >18years old. The review timeline
coincides with the onset of the pandemic to explore what stud-
ies have been undertaken since the MOUD policy changes (see
Figure 1).

2.2 | Quality Appraisal

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) was used to eval-
uate the studies (Pluye and Hong 2013). MMAT has separate
questions for each type of research design, and the latest version
of the MMAT encourages a descriptive quality appraisal rather
than a numerical score (Hong et al. 2017). This appraisal can be
found in Table 2.

2.3 | Data Extraction & Synthesis

We extracted numerical data from quantitative studies and syn-
thesised these data narratively, then abstracted and synthesised
data from the qualitative studies (Hong et al. 2017; Thomas
and Harden 2008). We deductively coded findings based on the
policy changes we were aware took place since the COVID-19
pandemic began: the use of telehealth for buprenorphine pre-
scribing, loosened restrictions on methadone take-home dosing,
and x-waiver elimination.

3 | Results
3.1 | Sample

Forty-four studies met the inclusion criteria (See Figure 1). Most
of the studies were quantitative descriptive studies (n=25), 17
were qualitative, and two were mixed methods studies. Sample
size in the included studies ranged from three in a case study
to over 17,182 in a national sample. Twenty-five of the studies
focused on patients with OUD, sixteen studies investigated pro-
viders' perceptions of the policy changes, and three studies ex-
amined to what extent states implemented policy changes.

Fourteen of the 44 studies reported race/ethnicity, and only
two of these 14 studies provided an answer option of AI/AN
ethnicity as a category for race. Both studies had less than 4%
of their sample self-identifying as an AI/AN individual (Ezie
et al. 2022; Gliske et al. 2022). One study reported that 32.1%
of the sample self-identified as Black, Indigenous, and People of
Colour (BIPOC), which included participants who identified as
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FIGURE1 | Search results.

one or more of the following: Hispanic, Black, Asian, Indigenous
(Meyerson et al. 2022).

3.2 | Quality Appraisal

Table 1 outlines each study including authors, design, sample,
setting, and findings. The latest version of MMAT suggests a
descriptive quality appraisal rather than a numerical score (see
Table 2).

3.3 | Themes

Most of the studies (n=25; see Table 1) described how individ-
uals in OUD treatment during the pandemic were impacted
by the policy changes in MOUD treatment. Nineteen studies
focused on MOUD providers and their perspectives regarding
policy changes for MOUD since the COVID-19 pandemic began.
The themes are presented by the OUD treatment policy changes,
specifically (1) telehealth for both maintenance and initial ini-
tiation of buprenorphine, (2) increase in take-home methadone

doses, (3) elimination of x-waiver for buprenorphine prescribers,
and (4) state implementation of OUD treatment policy changes.

3.3.1 | Telehealth for Both Maintenance and Initial
Initiation of Buprenorphine

In rural counties with low broadband, 82.3% of individuals do
not have access to a MOUD provider within 30miles of their
residence (Ali and Ghertner 2023). Providers agreed that tele-
health was an important means of increasing access to MOUD
treatment (Cales et al. 2022; Levander, Wheelock, et al. 2022),
but despite this increased flexibility, many individuals lacked
reliable access to technologies (Aronowitz et al. 2021; Hunter
et al. 2021). Individuals living in counties with higher house-
hold incomes were more likely to be initiated on buprenorphine
via telehealth compared to those with lower household incomes
(Barsky et al. 2022; Caulfield 2021).

Some providers expressed discomfort in completing intake as-
sessments remotely because they could not observe the individ-
ual closely or collect drug screens (Henretty et al. 2021). They
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also reported concern about the minimal training that providers
received to complete treatment intakes via telehealth (Henretty
et al. 2021; Hills et al. 2022). A secondary analysis of the
Veterans Health Administration data examining trends in bu-
prenorphine treatment 12months before and after federal-level
COVID policy changes found that the proportion of telehealth
visits increased from 11.9% (1025 of 8589 visits) in March 2019
to 82.9% (7326 of 8870 visits) in February 2021 (Lin et al. 2022).
Among MOUD providers in New York, 60% supported main-
taining virtual MOUD initiation and maintenance visits and
reducing required prior authorizations (Mandavia et al. 2022).
Some positive effects of the pandemic response that providers
listed were telehealth expansion and official recognition of OUD
treatment as an essential health care service (Pagano et al. 2021)
and increased access (Uscher-Pines et al. 2020).

From a national sample of 602 MOUD providers, 55.8% ex-
pressed discomfort with using telehealth for intake, although
providers with more patients were less likely to express discom-
fort (Huskamp et al. 2021). One hundred and three MOUD pro-
viders in Pennsylvania agreed that telehealth for buprenorphine
reduced patient burden in accessing treatment and preventing
COVID-19 exposure while not significantly increasing the risk
of overdose (Krawczyk et al. 2022). In fact, individuals that ini-
tiated buprenorphine during the pandemic were more likely to
be retained in treatment at 90 days compared to individuals that
were initiated before the pandemic (68.0% vs. 42.9%, p <0.0.05;
Cunningham et al. 2022). In a large study of veterans, 50.5% of
veterans who started buprenorphine during COVID were re-
tained in treatment for 90 days (Frost, Austin, et al. 2022; Frost,
Sweek, et al. 2022). Longitudinally, individuals who initiated
treatment via telehealth during COVID were 26% more likely
to remain in treatment for 12months as compared to individ-
uals who initiated treatment in-person (Lambdin et al. 2022).
Seventy-six percent of individuals receiving buprenorphine in
harm reduction and treatment programs across 10 states re-
ported appointments changing to telehealth, 40.7% reported re-
ceiving more prescribed days, and 37% reported less urine drug
testing (Saloner et al. 2022).

Early in the pandemic a review of subreddit texts found that in-
dividuals on MOUD expressed concern of OUD treatment ser-
vices closure (Krawczyk, Bunting, et al. 2021). However, once
telehealth treatment services began, individuals on MOUD re-
ported that the availability and accommodation of telehealth re-
duced their travel and allowed more time for work and childcare.
Some also stated that they felt as connected to their provider as if
the visits were in-person and appreciated the mutual trust expe-
rienced during virtual visits (Lockhard et al. 2022). Some indi-
viduals reported being very satisfied with telehealth (Sugarman
et al. 2021) and that the changes were positive because they de-
creased the stigma associated with clinic attendance (Walters
et al. 2022). However, despite loosened federal restrictions,
some clinics and treatment providers did not choose to offer
flexibility to patients. For example, patients across Arizona re-
ported that telehealth services were not structured to keep them
at home since they were required to come into the clinic and
use the clinic computer or phone to speak with providers who
were offsite (Meyerson et al. 2022). Older racially-minoritized
women with low household income were less likely to use video-
based telehealth services (Samuels et al. 2022). Additionally,

pharmacy-level barriers to buprenorphine, prompted by phar-
macist hesitancy or refusal to stock and dispense the medica-
tion, might negatively impact telehealth's potential to increase
access (Textor et al. 2022).

3.3.2 | Increase in Take-Home Methadone Doses

In one study, take-home methadone dosing increased nearly
200% (11.4/30days pre-COVID versus 22/30 post SAMHSA
exemption) with a decrease in emergency room visits from 74
pre-COVID to 54 post SAMHSA exemption (Amran et al. 2021,
2022). A chart review revealed no changes in urine drug test-
ing outcomes for non-prescribed opioids, methadone, or any
illicit drug indicating adherence to methadone treatment with
increased take-home dosing (Ezie et al. 2022). In fact, the pro-
portion of positive urine drug testing results or retention in
treatment did not change from the pre- to post-COVID period.
Individuals in treatment valued feeling trusted with increased
responsibility, reduced travel time allowing for increased em-
ployment and recreation, and reduced exposure to individuals
less stable in recovery that could increase triggers (Hoffman
et al. 2022). In a survey study of 21 harm reduction and treat-
ment programs across 10 states, 78.6% of individuals on metha-
done reported counselling switched to telehealth, 76.1% reported
more take-home days, and 21.8% reported a decrease in urine
drug testing (Saloner et al. 2022).

MOUD providers reported they considered patients’ stability
when determining the amount of take-home methadone doses
they prescribed (Hunter et al. 2021). Stability was defined by
some providers as a lack of ongoing use of non-prescribed opi-
oids and sedatives verified by urine drug testing (Levander,
Pytell, et al. 2022). Providers also reported that extended take-
home methadone reduced patients’ burden in accessing medi-
cations and preventing COVID exposure while not increasing
risk of overdose (Figgatt et al. 2021; Krawczyk et al. 2022). In
fact, the percentage of overdose deaths involving methadone de-
clined from 4.5% of overdose deaths in January 2019 to 3.2% by
August 2021 (Jones et al. 2022).

Individuals who had housing reported that the increased flex-
ibility of take-home dosing increased their freedom and safety
from COVID; however, those that lack housing and other so-
cial supports felt that the adaptations worsened inequities for
unhoused individuals (Harris et al. 2022). Both patients and
providers noted increased patient autonomy, transparency,
and treatment stability after receiving take-home dosing, with
providers wanting to maintain flexibility in take-home policies
(Suen et al. 2022). MOUD providers expressed a desire for the
federal policies to continue with the ability to flexibly adjust
take-home dosing (Treitler et al. 2022).

3.3.3 | Elimination of X-Waiver for Buprenorphine
Prescribers

In one study 35.8% of providers agreed that removal of waiver
training was a positive step to increasing access to buprenor-
phine (Lai et al. 2022). In a secondary analysis of quarterly
DEA report for the second quarter of 2018 through the
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fourth quarter of 2021 there was a mean quarterly growth of
100-patient waivers from 709 in the pre pandemic period to
1316 during the pandemic (Spetz et al. 2022). In a secondary
analysis of one state's drug monitoring program although no
increase in the overall number of individuals on MOUD, there
was an increase in the mean days' supply prescribed (Chalasani
et al. 2021). Examination of local health departments in 42
states found that there was a 10% (95% CI [5.7, 16.7]) increase
in MOUD prescriptions dispensed (Swann et al. 2022).

3.3.4 | State Implementation of MOUD Policy Changes

Of the three studies that focused on state implementation of
federal SUD policy changes, two were qualitative text analy-
ses. Examination of 220 documents from the Social Security
Administration policies related to SUD treatment revealed the
major themes included changes related to infrastructure and
operating procedures and technology for telehealth. Most of the
policy changes involved facilitating telehealth, such as expand-
ing insurance coverage and waiving facility licensure require-
ments (Andraka-Christou et al. 2021). State-level policies as of
April 2020 (very early in the pandemic) from all 50 states were
examined for support of federal treatment expansion. Twenty-
seven of the fifty states enacted at least one of the policies;
however, 24 states did not enact any of the policies. Fourteen
states implemented extended take-home doses for MOUD, 12
implemented telehealth for schedule II-IV medications, and 10
states implemented telehealth for initiation of buprenorphine
(Nesoff et al. 2022). The third study was a secondary analysis
of government and nonprofit agencies from September 2020 to
January 2021 and examined the adoption of COVID 19 policy
changes. All states adopted at least 1 policy related to health-
care provider licensing permission by eliminating the x-waiver,
but only 35 states expanded prescription authority to PAs and
NPs (Pessar et al. 2021).

4 | Discussion

We had two aims in conducting this review, first to evaluate
how OUD treatment policy changes impacted treatment access
and second to specifically examine how the changes affected
ATI/AN communities. We found that patients and providers
had generally positive views of OUD treatment policy changes
that were enacted to maintain access to OUD treatment during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the results of this review
suggest that the multiple OUD treatment policy changes stud-
ied were beneficial in increasing access without an increase in
overdose deaths thereby representing positive progress toward
MOUD expansion, there remain many barriers to treatment.
Because of the lack of inclusion and/or identification of AI/
AN identity in the samples of the included studies, we unfor-
tunately learned very little about how the policy changes af-
fected the AI/AN communities. To meet the Healthy People
2023 objective of reducing overdose deaths (US Department of
Health and Human Services 2020) a more comprehensive ap-
proach to OUD treatment is needed. Lack of MOUD education
in health professional schools, stigmatisation of people who
use drugs (PWUD), a payment system that focuses on acute
care models rather than long-term treatment, and a resistance

to incorporating MOUD treatment into regular health care
have created barriers to care (Weimer et al. 2021).

The lack of broadband for telehealth services especially in rural
areas in combination with having no MOUD providers within
30miles of where many people live (Ali and Ghertner 2023) se-
riously limits access to treatment for these individuals. A third
of AI/AN individuals live in rural or reservation areas with long
travel distances and poor roads (Fortney et al. 2012), increasing
their barriers to accessing MOUD. Social determinants of health
that affect access to MOUD treatment for AI/AN individuals
in rural areas and on reservations include poverty, inadequate
health care resources due to chronic underfunding of the Indian
Health Service and transportation issues due to poor road condi-
tions (Kakol et al. 2021).

Many individuals couldn't benefit from the telehealth service
policy changes in Arizona (Meyerson et al. 2022) because they
were required to go into the clinic to use a computer to speak
with providers (who were working offsite). This highlights that
good policy does not always translate into changes in practice.
Although providers did express concerns with completing in-
take assessments via telehealth (Henretty et al. 2021; Huskamp
et al. 2021), there was no reported increase in overdose deaths
(Krawczyk et al. 2022) with an increase in telehealth services.

Despite a relaxation of federal methadone maintenance treat-
ment (MMT) regulations during COVID-19, many programs
did not change their policies (Simon et al. 2022). Some clinics
did not increase the number of take-home doses they gave pa-
tients, or only gave a few additional doses rather than the 14-28
that were allowed with the policy changes. The primary reason
given for restricting methadone access was to decrease diversion
and fatal overdose risk, neither of which ultimately increased
among patients who were afforded the treatment flexibility
(Figgatt et al. 2021). In fact, take-home dosing has been asso-
ciated with increased retention in treatment and employment
(King et al. 2006).

In a national study examining the availability and use of MOUD
treatment among AI/AN individuals, facilities run by tribal
governments and the Indian Health Service (IHS) found these
facilities had the lowest use of MOUD (Krawczyk, Bunting,
et al. 2021; Krawczyk, Garrett, et al. 2021). Tribal health sys-
tems reported discomfort with evidence-based substance use
programs, believing that they were based on Western values
and not compatible with tribal customs (Moullin et al. 2019).
The lower uptake of MOUD in tribal health systems could also
reflect the historical underfunding of tribal and ITHS-run pro-
grams, creating a lack of resources to expand treatment services
for OUD (Artiga et al. 2013).

Eliminating x-Waiver requirements for providers expands the
pool of healthcare providers who can prescribe buprenorphine,
potentially increasing access to the medication for individuals
with OUD. A secondary analysis of the quarterly DEA report
found that there was an increase in providers prescribing bu-
prenorphine (Spetz et al. 2022), helping to address the opioid
epidemic more effectively. Eliminating the waiver require-
ment could also reduce stigma and encourage more health-
care providers to become involved in addiction treatment.
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Buprenorphine is an effective OUD treatment and integrating it
into primary care settings can improve the coordination of care
for PWUD. Eliminating x-waivers could facilitate this integra-
tion, making treatment more accessible and patient-centered
(D'Onofrio et al. 2021).

4.1 | Increased Risks for the AI/AN Population

Our secondary aim was to investigate the inclusion of AI/AN
individuals in these studies, considering they have been most
affected by the OUD crisis. In fact, the AI/AN population
have had the highest overdose rates from opioids in 2017 (15.6
deaths/100,000 population) among all racial/ethnic groups in
the US (NCHS 2021). These rates increased after the onset of
COVID-19. Among AI/AN men, those aged 25-44years expe-
rienced the highest rates in 2020 (87.2%), and AI/AN women
aged 25-44years also had the largest relative increase in over-
dose death rate in 2020 (88%) (Kariisa et al. 2022). Despite this
health disparity, only two of the 44 studies included in this re-
view provided an option of identifying as an AI/AN individual,
and these two studies reported <4% of the sample identified as
AI/AN identity. Racial misclassification or missing racial data
underreports this health disparity, impeding the development of
effective public health policies to provide equitable care for AI/
AN individuals.

4.2 | Additional Strategies

In addition to maintaining the policies that were initiated
during COVID-19, harm reduction strategies are essential to
reducing overdose mortality. These strategies focus on min-
imising the negative consequences of opioid use while recog-
nising that abstinence may not be an immediately achievable
goal for everyone (Cheung 2000). Some of these strategies in-
clude naloxone distribution and training, supervised injection
facilities, syringe services programs, drug testing kits, public
health campaigns to reduce stigma, good Samaritan laws that
legally protect individuals who seek assistance for someone
experiencing an overdose, supportive housing services, and
policy changes.

Naloxone is a life-saving medication that reverses opioid over-
dose. Since 2018 the United States Office of the Surgeon General
has been urging the community distribution of naloxone
(Adams 2018). Widespread training on recognition of the signs of
overdose and how to administer naloxone is an important public
health initiative. Naloxone should be available to opioid users,
their families, and first responders. Having naloxone available
at community sites increases access for good Samaritans and de-
creases overdose mortality (Keane et al. 2018). The United States
Food and Drug Administration (US FDA) recently approved
the first over-the-counter naloxone nasal spray (US FDA 2023)
but there remain barriers to obtaining naloxone even without
needing a prescription. Barriers including high cost, availability
in stores, and being required to ask a pharmacist may prevent
PWUDs from accessing naloxone (Fortier et al. 2023).

Supervised consumption sites provide a safe and hygienic
environment for individuals to use drugs with trained staff

available. These sites have helped to decrease the spread of HIV
and Hepatitis C and have decreased the risk of overdose death
(Marshall et al. 2011). Needle exchange programs, also referred
to as syringe service programs (SSP), provide clean needles and
syringes to people who inject drugs, with a reduction in trans-
mission of HIV and Hepatitis C.

SSPs need to be supported with evidence-based practices such
as need-based syringe distribution (not requiring exchange of
used syringes to get more), secondary exchange, and delivery
models (Frost, Austin, et al. 2022; Frost, Sweek, et al. 2022).
SSPs often include HIV and HCV testing and provision of ini-
tial and sustained access to OUD treatment. These programs
also maintain connection with participants, which is particu-
larly important for individuals who are unhoused. Providing
funding for SSPs and community health centers is critical
since these are access sites often preferred by PWUD. Not only
providing SSPs but also increasing access to naloxone and fen-
tanyl test strips is an important tool in preventing overdose
deaths (Walters et al. 2020). Accessibility to drug testing kits
to test the purity and contents of substances they plan to use
helps users make informed decisions and reduce the risk of
overdose due to unexpected contaminants.

Advocating for evidence-based policy changes, such as de-
criminalisation, sentencing reform, and diversion programs
can reduce the risk of overdose and promote treatment over
punishment (Incze et al. 2023). People with OUD confront the
risk of arrest, injury, and death and need to be offered alter-
natives to incarceration. We should consider policies such as
those enacted in Oregon and British Columbia, Canada that
decriminalise possession of small amounts of illicit drugs.
These policies, when paired with substantial investment in
accessible community-based OUD treatment infrastructure
and psychosocial supports, such as housing and peer support
services, could both prevent incarceration and reduce re-entry
risk (Incze et al. 2023).

Stable housing, employment opportunities, mental health ser-
vices, and counselling can play a crucial role in reducing opioid-
related harm (NIDA 2023). Addressing the social determinants
of opioid use disorder can help individuals with their recovery.
For example, homelessness increases the likelihood of infectious
disease transmission (Galea and Vlahov 2002). Community out-
reach and peer support can provide individuals with OUD ac-
cess to resources and treatment options. Peer support reduces
isolation and can provide a sense of connectedness. Community
engagement is critical to providing equitable MOUD treatment
programs (SAMHSA 2022).

5 | Conclusion & Implications

The policy changes related to MOUD treatment have been
shown to be beneficial; however, there is much more that needs
to be implemented to affect this devastating health crisis. There
are several specific nursing implications (See Table 3). MOUD
clinics should implement the policy changes with extended
hours, telehealth options, allow for the involvement of children,
and not require lock boxes for take-home dosing especially for
individuals who are homeless.
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It is clear from the high rates of AI/AN overdose deaths that
funding for research and treatment that include within group
interventions is needed. Ensuring access to MOUD treatment
within AI/AN communities is crucial for improving outcomes
for this population. The lack of ethnic identification in treat-
ment intake and research is a longstanding issue with negative
consequences, leading to a lack of accurate data on the unique
needs, experiences, and challenges of these communities. This,
in turn, can hinder the development of targeted interventions
and policies. Failing to recognise the ethnic identities of bira-
cial AI/AN individuals contributes to their invisibility and hin-
ders the misallocation of resources, potentially impacting the
health and social services available for AI/AN communities. To
identify the AI/AN population, it will be important to allow re-
porting ethnicity as either AI/AN ethnicity only or with another
ethnic group.
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