
Taking Care of Our Own: 
Building and Strengthening 

Recovery Ecosystems



• Approximately 80,000-112,000 annual overdose deaths since 20201

• August ’19-’20: 87,293 deaths

• August ’22-’23: 111,451 deaths

• 10x more overdose deaths in 2023 than in 19992

• Synthetic opioids (fentanyl) drive the majority of deaths2

• Polysubstance use and unintentional fentanyl exposure are on the rise2

U.S. Substance Use – Background



• One-third of adults with psychological disorders have co-occurring 
SUD3

• One-fifth of adults with serious mental illness also have SUD3

• 64% of adults with OUD had a mental illness in a nationally 
representative study4

• About 792,000 adolescents had SUD and major depression5

Substance Use & Mental Health 

















Appalachian Diseases of Despair 
(Neglect)

Appalachian Diseases of Despair - Update 2025 11

https://www.arc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Appalachian-Diseases-of-Despair-Update-2025.pdf


Appalachian Diseases of Neglect 

• First conducted in 2017 using 2015 data.

• Updates conducted in 2020 using 2018 data; 2022 using
2020 data; 2023 using 2021 data; and 2024 using 2022 data;
and 2025 using 2023 data

• Analysis of mortality data1 among individuals ages 15 to 64
for the following causes of death (“diseases of despair”):

• Overdose (Alcohol poisonings and overdoses of prescription and
illegal drugs – accidental and intent-undetermined deaths)

• Suicide
• Alcoholic liver disease/cirrhosis

1CDC National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS)’s National Vital Statistics System (NVSS), accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html



Appalachian Diseases of Neglect  
All-cause annual mortality rates, ages 15–64, by 

region (2004-2023)‡*

‡ Rates are presented as deaths per 100,000 population. Rates are age adjusted. 

* For all years, the Appalachian rate is significantly different from the non-Appalachian U.S. rate, p

≤ 0.05.

Source: Mortality Rates and Standard Errors provided by Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics. 

Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html.

Diseases of despair annual mortality rates, 

ages 15–64, by region (2004–2023)‡*

‡ Rates are presented as deaths per 100,000 population. Rates are age 

adjusted. 

* For all years, the Appalachian rate is significantly different from the non-

Appalachian U.S. rate, p ≤ 0.05.

Source: Mortality Rates and Standard Errors provided by Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics. 

Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html.



Overdose Mortality

Overdose annual mortality rates, ages 15–64, by region (2004–2023)‡*

‡ Rates are presented as deaths per 100,000 population, and are age-adjusted. 

* For all years, the Appalachian rate is significantly different from the non-Appalachian U.S. rate, p ≤ 0.05. 

Source: Mortality Rates and Standard Errors provided by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health 

Statistics. Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html.

http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html


Comparisons between 2015, 2018, 2020 and 2023

2023



Diseases of Neglect by Age and Gender
Diseases of despair mortality rates for males, ages 15-64, 

by age and region (2022)‡*

‡ Rates are presented as deaths per 100,000 population. Rates are crude mortality rates for each age group. 

* For all age groups, Appalachian rate is significantly different from the non-Appalachian U.S. rate, p ≤ 0.05.

Source: Mortality Rates and Standard Errors provided by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

National Center for Health Statistics. 

Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html.

Diseases of despair mortality rates for females, ages 15–

64, by age and region (2020)‡*

‡ Rates are presented as deaths per 100,000 population. Rates are crude mortality rates for each age group. 

* For all age groups, Appalachian rate is significantly different from the non-Appalachian U.S. rate, p ≤ 0.05.

Source: Mortality Rates and Standard Errors provided by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

National Center for Health Statistics. 

Accessed at http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html.

2023 2023

http://wonder.cdc.gov/mcd-icd10.html


Diseases of Neglect by State
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The Rural Recovery Ecosystem Index
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Recovery Ecosystem Index

Goals of the project:

• Measure the strength of rural county-level recovery 
ecosystems

• Build a mapping tool using the Recovery Ecosystem Index

• Provide data support community planning, programming, 
and technical assistance to strengthen recovery 
ecosystems

https://rei.norc.org 22



Selecting Indicators for Recovery Ecosystem Index: 

NORC/ETSU conducted a literature review on recovery ecosystems, 
identifying several concepts and potential indicators to include in the index 

During the first TEP meeting, we solicited input on key concepts for the 
index, including potential indicators 

Based on this information, NORC/ETSU compiled a list of over 100 
potential indicators

We investigated the data availability for these indicators and removed 
ones that lacked publicly available county-level data 

We then reviewed 36 indicators with the TEP to prioritize for inclusion in 
the index

23https://rei.norc.org



Final Recovery Ecosystem Index Measures
Component/Domain Indicator

SUD Treatment 

Substance Use Treatment Facilities Per Capita

Providers Licensed to Administer Buprenorphine Per Capita

Average Distance to Nearest Medication-Assisted Treatment (MAT) Provider

Continuum of SUD Support 

Mental Health Providers Per Capita

Recovery Residences Per Capita

Average Distance to Nearest Syringe-Service Program (SSP)

Narcotics Anonymous (NA) or Self-Management and Recovery Training 

(SMART) Meetings per Capita

Drug Court Presence 

Drug-Free Communities Coalition Presence

Policy Environment Score

Social and Infrastructure  

Vehicle Availability 

Severe Housing Cost Burden

Broadband Access

Social Associations Per Capita 24



New Indicators (released August 2024)
Component/Domain Indicator

SUD Treatment 

Substance Use Treatment Facilities Per Capita

Average Distance to Nearest Medication-Assisted Treatment (MAT) Provider

Mental Health Providers per Capita

Continuum of SUD Support 

Average Distance to Nearest Syringe-Service Program (SSP)

Narcotics Anonymous (NA) or Self-Management and Recovery Training 

(SMART) Meetings per Capita

Drug Court Presence 

Drug-Free Communities Coalition Presence

Policy Environment Score

25https://rei.norc.org



Policy Indicators

Category Policy

Good Samaritan Overdose Prevention 
Laws

Does the law provide protection from probation or parole violations?

Does the jurisdiction have a drug overdose Good Samaritan Law?

Is reporting an overdose considered a mitigating factor in sentencing?

Commercial Insurance and Medicaid 
Coverage of Medications for Opioid 
Use Disorder Treatment

Does the state require commercial insurers to provide coverage for MOUD?

Does the state Medicaid plan include coverage for behavioral health supports for MOUD?

Does the state have an approved Medicaid State Plan Amendment to facilitate the provision of MOUD?

Requirements for Licensure and 
Operations of Medications for Opioid 
Use Disorder Treatment

Are licensed SUD programs required to facilitate access to MOUD programs?

Syringe Service Program Laws
Does state law allow for the operation of syringe service programs (SSPs)?

Does state law allow for the possession of syringes by SSP participants?

26https://rei.norc.org



Overview of Mapping Tool – Methodology & Data Sources

27https://rei.norc.org



New Resources to Support Use of REI Tool

Released in August 2023: 

• Two videos that provide 
demonstrations of the mapping tool 
and how to use the REI

• Welcome to the Recovery Ecosystem 
Index Mapping Tool: About the Tool 

• How to Use the Recovery Ecosystem 
Index Mapping Tool  

• Recovery Ecosystem Index Action 
Guide

28https://rei.norc.org



Action Guide: How to Apply the REI Tool

29https://rei.norc.org



Step 1: Understanding the Concept of 
Recovery Ecosystem 

• Review resources
provided to understand
the concept of a recovery
ecosystem

30https://rei.norc.org



Step 2: Gather Data from the Tool

• The base map of the tool can be either the Recovery Ecosystem Index
or drug overdose mortality

• View the base map to see the distribution across the United States
for these indicators

Users can gather data on a range of indicators from the tool, such as Recovery 
Ecosystem Index Scores, overdose mortality, sociodemographic data, economic 
data, and more. These data can be used to grant, proposal, and report writing as 
well ass inform community planning. 

31https://rei.norc.org



rei.norc.org – Base Map – Overall Recovery Ecosystem Index
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rei.norc.org – Base Map – Overdose Mortality (2018-2022)
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Overview of Mapping Tool – County Fact Sheet
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Overview of Mapping Tool – View Details
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Overview of Mapping Tool – Resource Mapping: 
SUD Treatment per Capita
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Overview of Mapping Tool – Resource Mapping

41

Distance to SSP Availability of Drug Court
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Download Data
• Users can download an Excel file of the raw data within the tool at the 

Methodology & Data tab

42https://rei.norc.org



Step 3: Start Discussions about Recovery 
Ecosystems with Local Partners

Users can choose between 
four data tables, using the 
‘Select data table’ drop-down 
menu on the county fact 
sheet:

1. Recovery Ecosystem Index
2. Drug Overdose Mortality
3. Socio-Demographic
4. Economic

43

The data and recovery ecosystem score and sub-scores from the tool can 
be used to start and guide community discussions with local partners.

https://rei.norc.org



Step 3: Start Discussions about Recovery 
Ecosystems with Local Partners 

• The data tables can be circulated to local partners to guide 
discussions about available resources and contextual information for 
your community. 

• Relevant questions may be: 
• Where are the gaps in our community? 

• What do we want more data on? What data do we have access to for our local community 
related to the recovery ecosystem?

• What additional data are available for our local community?

• How can we strengthen our recovery ecosystem?

• Who should we involve when strengthening our recovery ecosystem? 

• What are the other factors present in our community that may impact our recovery 
ecosystem? 

44https://rei.norc.org



Step 3: Start Discussions about Recovery 
Ecosystems with Local Partners 

• Users can print out data tables of the county fact sheet by clicking ‘Print Data 
Tables’ in the upper right corner.

45https://rei.norc.org



Step 4: Identify Local Data

• The information and data in the tool can be supplemented with local 
data to fill gaps, provide more granular information, assess ecosystem 
strengths, and allow further assessment of gaps and growth areas.

46

The information and data in the tool can be supplemented 
with local data to further assess gaps and growth areas.

https://rei.norc.org



Step 4: Identify Local Data

47



Step 5: Assess Growth Areas and Gaps

• The index is broken down into two 
components that impact the strength of 
a recovery ecosystem: SUD Treatment 
and Continuum of SUD Support. 

• The Recovery Ecosystem Index 
subcomponent scores and data, as well 
as the accompanying policy data can be 
leveraged to determine priority areas for 
counties.

48

Users can utilize the county-level fact sheets to assess current strengths and growth 
areas within the three sub-components of the Recovery Ecosystem Index, as well as 
compare current resources in their county with averages at the state and national 
levels.

https://rei.norc.org



Step 5: Assess Growth Areas and Gaps

• County fact sheets also include a summary of state policies that
comprise the policy environment score.

49https://rei.norc.org



Step 6: Communicate Needs to Policymakers

• To visually compare a county
with others in the state, users
can filter to their state in the
‘Filter by state’ drop-down
menu.

50

The data tables available from the county fact sheet page can be used as printed 
sheets to hand to policymakers. Users can additionally utilize the map to visually show 
how their county compares to others within the state.

https://rei.norc.org



Step 6: Communicate Needs to Policymakers

51

Recovery Ecosystem Index

Drug Overdose Mortality
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Step 6: Communicate Needs to Policymakers
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Recovery Ecosystems: 
A Real-World Example
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Recovery Ecosystems: A Real-World Example
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DECLINING OVERDOSE MORTALITY IN EASTERN KENTUCKY



Recovery Ecosystems: A Real-World Example

• Between 2008-2012 and
2013-2017, counties in
Eastern Kentucky
represented 8 of the 10
counties nationally with the
greatest decline in drug
overdose mortality, among
the population aged 15 to
64 years old.

55
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Recovery Ecosystems: A Real-World Example

County Drug Overdose Mortality Rate
(2013-2017) ^

Decline in Drug Overdose 
Mortality Rate between 2013-2017 

and 2008-2012

Clay County 29.5 deaths per 100,000 -52.2 deaths per 100,000

Johnson County 38.8 deaths per 100,000 -49.7 deaths per 100,000

Floyd County 73.8 deaths per 100,000 -34.0 deaths per 100,000

Magoffin County 35.6 deaths per 100,000* -32.8 deaths per 100,000

Breathitt County 46.4 deaths per 100,000 -32.0 deaths per 100,000

Bath County 44.2 deaths per 100,000* -30.7 deaths per 100,000

Powell County 70.1 deaths per 100,000 -30.4 deaths per 100,000

Letcher County 46.3 deaths per 100,000 -28.8 deaths per 100,000

56
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Themes contributing to declines in overdose mortality 
in Eastern Kentucky: 

• Increased access to treatment 
• Medicaid expansion and Kentucky’s enhanced substance use treatment benefits 

• Recovery community and initiatives 
• i.e., recovery housing, second chance employment 

• Changing approach of the criminal justice system 

• Harm reduction 

• Reduced stigma 

• Partnerships, community coalitions, and a longstanding commitment to 
addressing substance use

• Primary prevention and education 

• Shifts in drug use patterns

57
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Micheal Meit, MA, MPH - Director - (240) 273-2751 - meitmb@etsu.edu

https://www.etsu.edu/cph/rural-health-research/
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