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Maternal Opioid-related Diagnosis: 
2010-2017
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131% 
increase 

from 
2010 to 

2017 

Hirai et al., JAMA. 2021;325(2):146-155



Leading Underlying Causes of Pregnancy-
related Deaths



OUD-related Maternal Deaths 1999-2017

1999
Reference

2000-2010
RR 43.1 (95% CI 
13.7-135.5)

2016-2017
RR 155.0 (95% CI 
49.9-483.0)

77% 
increase!

Mitra A et al., Obstet Gynecol. 2020;135:56S.



MOUD Treatment During Pregnancy

Advantages of MOUD treatment
• Increases adherence to prenatal care
• Reduces illicit drug use
• Reduces infection exposure secondary to IVDU
• Improves maternal nutrition and infant birth weight

Bell et al, Am J Obstet Gynecol. 2016;215(3):374
Jones et al, Am J Addict. 2008;17:372–86
Mozurkewich et al, Obstet Gynecol Clin N Am. 2014;41:241–53

Despite recent evidence suggesting fetal safety of 
medically assisted opioid withdrawal in pregnancy, studies 
have found low abstinence and high relapse rates (59-99%)



OUD Treatment in Pregnancy

• There is general agreement that women with opioid use 
disorder should remain on medication for opioid use 
disorder (MOUD)

• Some consensus that total withdrawal from opiates 
should be limited to 2nd trimester

• Methadone is still considered the gold standard for 
treatment of those who are pregnant and have an opioid 
use disorder



Use of Methadone in Pregnancy

Protects against “fetal withdrawal”

Associated with increases in birth weight

Decreases craving for other drugs

90% bioavailable but half life decreases across pregnancy

May need to be increased starting in the 2rd trimester

Use of other drugs and methadone may have worsened outcomes

Hulse et al, Addiction, 1997; 92:1571-1579 
Johnson et al, Addiction, 2003;98:785-789 
Archie et al., Curr Opin Obstet Gyn, 1998;10:435-440 



Buprenorphine in Pregnancy

Established use in pregnancy after 2010 (MOTHER Study)

• Limited data in pregnancy but appears safe
• No difference in neonatal outcomes compared to buprenorphine alone

Buprenorphine + naloxone = suboxone

Typically requires 16 mg/d or higher



Suboxone Use in Pregnancy

• Buprenorphine + Naloxone
• Formulation decreases the risk of diversion and misuse

• Limited data in pregnancy 

• Systematic Review and Meta-analysis – Link et al
• 5 retrospective cohort studies (2 US, 1 

Canada/Norway/Czech Republic)
• 291 suboxone vs 361 buprenorphine vs 382 methadone vs 

159 opioids/other vs 682 controls

Link HM, et al., Am J Obstet Gynecol MFM. 2020;2(3):100179.
doi: 10.1016/j.ajogmf.2020.100179. 



Methadone vs. Buprenorphine
Advantages Methadone Buprenorphine

Reduces cravings for opioids x x

Prevents withdrawal x x

Blocks the effects of other opioids x x

Promotes increased health x x

Higher treatment retention x

Lower risk of overdose, fewer drug 
interactions, shorter NOWS

x

Office-based treatment x

Regardless of treatment concurrent smoking increases 
risk and severity of NOWS

Jones HE, et al. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2013; 131(3):271-7.



Naltrexone in Pregnancy

• Opiate agonist (oral/injectable/long-term implant)
• Limited data in pregnancy – appears safe
• Oral administration not superior to placebo 
• Not typically initiated in pregnancy as detoxification 

must be achieved first → withdrawal symptoms → 
fetal stress

• Due to mechanism of action can be difficult to 
manage pain in labor/cesarean section and 
postpartum 



Neonatal Opioid Withdrawal Syndrome 
(NOWS)

Patrick et al., JAMA, 2012
Committee on Drugs, Pediatrics, 1998;101:1079-1086 
Ballard, J Perinat Neonat Nurs, 2002;15:76-85

Tremors Irritability

Disorganized sleep

Hyperreflexia

Excessive or high-pitched crying

Poor feeding and sucking Loose stools and dehydration

Increased sweating

Vomiting

Yawning, stuffy nose, or sneezing

Seizures

Occurs in 45%-95% of exposed infants



Jansson et al., J Opioid Manag. 2009; 5(1): 47–55; 
McCarthy et al., J Addict Med. 2018;12(3):241-246.

MOUD Dosing in Pregnancy

• MOUD dose is not consistently related to 
NOWS severity 

• Will need to increase MOUD dose as 
pregnancy progresses

• Recommend split dosing starting in 2nd 
trimester

▪ Maternal Benefits
✓ Increase drug negative urines during treatment
✓ Increased adherence with treatment
✓ Decrease withdrawal symptoms

▪ Fetal Benefits
✓ Minimizes the reduction in breathing and movement
✓ Fetal movement-fetal heart rate coupling less suppressed



Tapering Dosing in Pregnancy

• Increased risk of relapse
• Fewer obstetric visits attended
• Individualized counseling between provider and 

patient
• No sizeable studies to date documenting fetal 

outcomes during any medication taper
• More data is needed



Transitioning Medications in Pregnancy

• To initiate buprenorphine must put mother in a state of 
slight withdrawal
• Could lead to increased fetal stress due to withdrawal symptoms
• Could lead to increased relapse risk – especially if done as an 

outpatient

• MOTHER study showed decreased patient retention in 
buprenorphine arm 
• Majority of these women were transitioned from methadone to 

this arm as part of randomization – unclear what role this played 

• Not recommended as standard of care at this time but if 
attempted should be done as an inpatient 



Outpatient Buprenorphine 
Initiation



Considerations for your practice

• Considerations for your practice
• Informed Consent
• Writing a prescription
• Her first dose



Considerations for your practice

• Patient selection
• Who will you treat?
• Who will cover off-hours?
• Who will prepare patient for the visit?
• What information can be gathered in advance?
• What information can be given to the patient in advance?



Considerations for your practice

• Observed or Unobserved starts
• For observed starts: who will perform tasks?
• For home starts: who will perform follow-up calls? Take off-

hours calls.



Informed Consent

• Risks: NOWS, overdose when mixed, precipitated 
withdrawal

• Office policies: early refills, conditions for rx, safe 
storage

• Alternatives: methadone, vivitrol, nothing

 Consider including in a treatment agreement



Writing a Prescription

Buprenorphine / naloxone 8mg / 2mg SL film
 One film SL bid x14d
 #28 (twenty eight)

XDEA: XC1234567



Writing another Prescription

Buprenorphine / naloxone 8mg / 2mg SL film
 16mg daily SL in divided doses x14 days
 #28 (twenty eight)

XDEA: XC1234567



The first dose

Office based or Home start?

Goal: Balance safe initiation of medication with overall 
patient safety



The first dose

Observed Office Based Induction Unobserved Home Based Induction

Insurance prior authorization Removes delay/barrier to recovery

Confirmation of use/abstinence Patient comfort

Informed consent & options counseling Patient dictates timing of induction

Quick treatment of precipitated withdrawal Avoidance of precipitated withdrawal

Requires patient to tailor and time use Possible patient attrition & diversion

Delay to treatment Removes relationship building opportunity

Can create barrier to care (transportation, work) Requires a home



The first dose: Office based
• Patient comes to office 1 hour before appointment, picks up pre-printed 

Rx for 1 week supply of suboxone at expected daily dose

• Fills Rx & returns to office for visit

• Staff scores on COWS scale

• Staff reviews consent

• Patient places film under tongue, allows to dissolve

• Staff checks at 10 min mark, checks under patient tongue, gives further 
instruction

• Staff checks at 20 min mark. If patient uncomfortable, COWS performed. 
If HIGHER, patient taken to ER for precipitated withdrawal. 

• At 60 minutes, COWS again performed. If HIGHER, patient taken to ER for 
precipitated withdrawal. If lower than starting COWS, patient discharged 
with follow-up



If after 60 min COWS lower than 
starting dose, patient can go home 

If after 60 min COWS <15 and 
patient comfortable give another 2-

4 mg

If after 60 min COWS >15 start 
clonidine 0.1 mg PO and transfer to 

ED

4 mg under close observation 

Check patient after 20 min, if uncomfortable perform 
COWS 

Mild-moderate withdrawal 
symptoms

COWS 10-12

Buprenorphine Initiation Pregnancy – Outpatient*

B

A

C

Wait 20-30 min and reassess:

• If still symptomatic and has not 

exceeded 8 mg total, can give 

additional 2-4 mg

• If patient has already reached 

12 mg total treat breakthrough 

symptoms with PRN 

medications for symptomatic 

management 

B

• If COWS >15, assume 
precipitated withdrawal

• Start clonidine 0.1 mg 
PO and transfer to ED

*For patients who are less than 24 
wks pregnant, after 24 wks should 
be done with fetal monitoring



The first dose: Home unobserved

Example: 
• Patient comes to office for appointment
• Staff reviews consent
• Staff reviews home-start worksheet
• Rx given to patient (tailored to expected use)
• Short term follow-up arranged
• Staff calls day of expected start
• Worksheet reviewed at next visit, Rx adjusted PRN, 



The first dose: Home unobserved

https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/education-docs/unobserved-home-induction-patient-
guide.pdf?sfvrsn=16224bc2_0
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Breastfeed while on MOUD

• The transfer of methadone and 
buprenorphine into mother’s milk is minimal 
(<1% of maternal dosing)

• Concentration of methadone in mother’s 
milk is unrelated to maternal dosing

• Particularly low in infant peripheral serum

• Buprenorphine has low oral bioavailability

• Compatible with breastfeeding



Breastfeeding and NOWS

30% decrease 
in the 

development 
of NAS

50% decrease 
in neonatal 

hospital stay 

Improved 
mother-infant 

bonding

Positive 
reinforcement 

for maternal 
recovery



Why MOUD and Harm Reduction are Critical in 
Pregnant and Postpartum Individuals

Schiff DM et al., Obstet Gynecol. 2018;132(2):466-474.

Overdose Mortality in MA 2012-2014



Harm Reduction

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/DMHAS/Opioid-Resources/CT-Harm-
Reduction-Resources-Flyer-2022.pdf

Key Reminders for Substance Use in Pregnancy

Family Care Plans
https://www.sepict.org/professionals/resources-for-
professionals/

Link to SEPI-CT recorded training:

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1T7Qe4CJoq0-P4wjNlNty7g8W-
VsOgW3W/view?usp=sharing
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Resources
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Additional Resources

• DMHAS Women’s Services brochure: https://portal.ct.gov/-
/media/DMHAS/Publications/DMHAS-WS-Brochure--updated-
2023.pdf

• DMHAS Access Line https://portal.ct.gov/DMHAS/Programs-and-
Services/Finding-Services/Access-Line-for-Substance-Use-Treatment

• DMHAS SUD Tx Bed 
Availability https://www.ctaddictionservices.com/
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