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Modern Pain Management Program Reduces Opioid
Overprescribing by 91 Percent in Six Months

Case Study

Our partnership with Aetna Better Health of Kentucky is addressing the opioid

crisis by reducing opioid overprescribing among dental providers.

The Problem

Opioid addiction has reached
crisis levels in the United States.
Addiction to synthetic opioids is
a key driver of overdose deaths,
which surpassed 100,000 for the
first time in 2021 (an increase of
28.5 percent over 2020 levels)!

Research shows that the most
significant predictor of long-term
opioid use is the number of days
supplied in the first opioid prescription
an individual receives.? According to a
study published by the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
“the likelihood of chronic opioid use
increased with each additional

day of medication supplied starting
with the third day.”® In 2016, the CDC
issued guidelines recommending that
dental prescribers not prescribe more
than three days of opioids for acute
dental pain.

The CDC also notes that dentists

are among the most common opioid
prescribers, and treatment for

acute dental pain represents a high
percentage of individuals’ first opioid
prescriptions, particularly in teens and

young adults.* One retrospective study
published in JAMA Internal Medicine
found that “a substantial proportion” of
16- to 25-year-olds were first exposed
to opioids through prescriptions

issued by dental providers, often for
third molar (also known as “wisdom
tooth”) extraction.® Moreover, research
indicates that more than half of
dentists were prescribing more

than three days of opioids for acute
dental pain, exceeding the CDC’s
recommendation.®

Additionally, in 2017, the Kentucky
General Assembly amended KRS
218A.205 to require the Board of
Dentistry to establish regulations to
limit prescribing to a three-day supply
or less for pain as an acute medical
condition with exceptions.

Avésis saw an opportunity to reduce
the incidence of long-term opioid

use — and by extension, decrease the
number of people whose lives are
ravaged by substance use disorder

— by helping to ensure that dental
providers are not overprescribing
opioids for acute dental pain.




Our Solution

Avésis partnered with Aetna Better Health of Kentucky’s Medicaid program to identify dental
prescribers who had prescribed opioids beyond the three-day threshold. In 2019, Avésis worked
with Aetna to access prescription data and identified 241 dental prescribers who wrote prescriptions
exceeding the three-day mark. A few of those prescribers were oral surgeons with legitimate clinical
reasons for prescribing opioids beyond three days for acute dental pain that was severe. But for

others, the habit of writing longer term prescriptions was easier to break.

To reduce the number of prescribers who were exceeding the three-day limit, Avésis and Aetna worked
together to design and mail out educational material about the State and the CDC’s recommended
prescription guidelines for acute dental pain and why they’re important. The material presented the
results of recent research connecting opioids’ overprescribing by dental providers to patients’ long-term
opioid use and encouraged providers to abide by the three-day prescription recommendations.

Providers who had a significant volume of overprescribing also received telephonic peer-to-peer
outreach from Jerry Caudill, DMD, FAGD, MAGD, CDC, CTCP, FPFA, FICD, FACD, associate national
dental director and Avésis’ Kentucky state dental director. Dr. Caudill supported and coached

providers in changing their prescription practices for acute dental pain.

Our Results

After six months, the number of dental prescribers who were exceeding the three-day threshold was
down from 241to 71 — a decrease of more than 70 percent. There was an even greater decrease in the
total number of prescriptions that were longer than three days: In six months, the volume of prescriptions
longer than three days dropped by 91 percent. That means that the prescribers who continued to
prescribe opioids beyond the three-day period did it less often than they had before — exposing fewer

patients to the risk of developing substance use disorder.

Avésis has continued to partner with Aetna Better Health of Kentucky in this work on a quarterly
basis — and the program has continued to see dramatic improvements. In the first quarter of 2022,
only 18 dental prescribers exceeded the three-day prescription threshold. Similarly, the volume

of prescriptions longer than three days had now dropped by 97 percent. With every decrease

in overprescribing, patients’ risk of long-term opioid use also decreases — a difference that may

ultimately save lives.

To learn more about our mobile/portable dental
services, connect with us.
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