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Key Takeaways 

+ Homicides and fatal opioid overdoses in the United States both saw significant 
declines from 2020 through 2025, but it is unlikely that unique changes to the opioid 
epidemic exerted downward pressure on the national homicide rate. 

+ Opioids are a strong depressant that are not pharmacologically associated with 
violent behavior among people who use drugs. 

+ The overall number of people with opioid use disorder remained stable during the 
period, precluding significant changes in the number of addiction-driven crimes that 
could result in homicide. 

+ Parallel national trends in overdose and homicide mask significant heterogeneity in 
those trends at the regional, state, and municipal levels, undermining the case for a 
causal relationship. 

+ Naloxone saturation, changes in the consumption behavior of people who use illicit 
opioids, and fentanyl supply shocks plausibly explain a drop in overdoses.  

Recent Opioid Death and Homicide Trends 
During the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath, homicides and opioid overdose 
deaths both rose dramatically in the United States. Fatal drug overdoses peaked in 2022 
at an all-time high of 107,941 deaths, of which 81,806 (76%) involved opioids.1 Of those 
opioid deaths, 78,838 (96%) were caused by fentanyl and other potent synthetic drugs, 
resulting in the highest overdose death rate in the world.2 This rise was accompanied by 
a historic surge in homicides, which peaked at 26,031 in 20213 and 24,849 in 2022.4 
After these peaks, both underwent equally dramatic declines: approximately 51% for 
homicides,5 and 37% for overdoses.6 These trends pose the question of whether one 
phenomenon may have contributed to the other, or if external factors drove both 
changes in tandem. 
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Theoretical Mechanism 
Goldstein’s conceptual framework7 illustrates a directional relationship between 
substance use disorder and violence through three distinct mechanisms: 

1. The direct pharmacological effect of a drug on its consumer’s behavior, which in 
the case of some substances can increase a person’s propensity for violence; 

2. The violence that can result from a person’s efforts to subsist in addiction under 
economic duress, either because of the related crimes they commit or attempts 
to directly seize drugs (e.g., robbery, theft, or burglary resulting in violence); 

3. The structural features inherent to the manufacture, distribution, and sale of illicit 
drugs, and the regulation of an illicit drug market.   

The analysis here will focus on the explanatory power of the first two factors; the third is 
the subject of a related brief in this series, produced by Greg Midgette and Beau Kilmer. 

Established Evidence 

Pharmacology 

There is no evidence that opioid use pharmacologically predisposes people to commit 
violence. Opioids are a strong depressant;8 this is why overdose results in acute 
respiratory depression, unconsciousness, and cardiac arrest. In contrast with 
methamphetamines, alcohol, or PCP, which are associated with an increased propensity 
for aggression, 9,10,11,12 even acute opioid misuse does not provide a pharmacological 
pathway for violent behavior. Given that, changes in the volume or severity of the opioid 
epidemic would not pharmacologically affect the nation’s volume of homicides. 

Economic Duress 

Despite the decrease in fatal overdoses witnessed since 2023, there is little cause to 
believe fewer people in the U.S. are experiencing addiction-related economic duress 
now as compared to when homicides were at their height. Although surveys based on 
self-reporting do not fully capture unhoused populations and people with the most acute 
cases of substance use, a recurring national survey finds that the U.S. rate of opioid use 
disorder has remained consistent at approximately 2% of the population for the past 
several years.13 Assuming nothing during this period caused people with opioid use 
disorder to experience a notable reduction in their economic duress, this steady rate of 
addiction means the observed drop in homicides cannot be confidently attributed to 
fewer people with opioid use disorder committing duress-related crimes.    
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State and Regional Heterogeneity in Trends 

Despite national-level parallel trends between homicides and fatal opioid overdose, 
there is significant heterogeneity at the state and regional levels. Whereas homicide rose 
and then fell across all regions and nearly all states in a similar manner over the past few 
years,14 changes in fatal opioid overdose are principally the result of acute fentanyl-
driven spikes that first affected the Northeast around 2015, then spread across the 
nation to the West by 2021,15 persevering in some states while others began to 
experience significant declines.16 At more granular levels of analysis (e.g., states and 
metropolitan areas), the seemingly parallel relationship between homicide and fatal 
overdose at the national level becomes much less uniform, further undermining the case 
for a causal relationship. 

Factors Contributing to the Decline in Fatal Opioid Overdoses 
Certain changes to the opioid epidemic may explain a decline in overdoses for reasons 
that fall outside the nexus between problematic substance use and violence. First, 
distribution of naloxone, the medication that effectively reverses opioid overdose, 
increased from 7.65 million units distributed nationwide in 2018 to 29.7 million units in 
2023,17 suggesting naloxone saturation played at least some role.18 Second, the spread 
of illicit fentanyl across the U.S. was complete by 2021.19,20 This resulted in a wave of 
death that ran its course by 2023, began to peter out, and may have led many surviving 
drug users to engage in more cautious consumption. Finally, recent changes to China’s 
fentanyl precursor export policies may have rendered the U.S. illicit drug supply less 
lethal during this period.21 It is possible that these developments reduced overdose 
deaths without exerting downward pressure on homicides.  

Emerging Questions and Future Directions 
While it is unlikely that the nation’s opioid overdose epidemic exerted a causal influence 
on homicides, they may share underlying causes that deserve further study. Some of the 
forces at work during the COVID-19 pandemic—isolation, social upheaval, declining 
mental health, and the interruption of social services—may have increased both the 
prevalence of substance use disorder and a propensity for violence. Research should 
endeavor to identify the factors that can drive population-level changes in multiple 
causes of mortality. 

Our era’s opioid epidemic may also offer insights into how a modern illicit opioid market 
may (or may not) breed violence. One of its features has been a transition from the 
overprescribing of opioids to a surge in illicit heroin and fentanyl.22 Studying the effects 
of this transition from a lawful market to an illicit one can clarify whether modern 
methods of sale and distribution, including the internet and cryptocurrency, have had a 
dampening effect on traditional drug market violence. 
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