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Exploration of telemedicine for the delivery of Substance 
Use Disorder treatment during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Maine Medical Center, Portland, ME1; Maine Medical Center Research Institute, Portland, ME2

Rebecca Bell, BA1; Hannah Loeb, BA1; Michael Kohut, PhD2; Eric Anderson, PhD2; Kinna Thakarar, DO, MPH1; Rebecca Hutchinson, MD, MPH1

• The opioid epidemic has hit particularly hard in rural
states where resources for substance use disorder
(SUD) treatment options are particularly scarce.1-4

• During the COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing
policies required healthcare providers to turn to
telemedicine platforms for the majority of their
patient encounters.5

• Telemedicine, or the delivery of remote clinical
services using phone or video, has been proposed
as one possible solution to existing barriers to care
access in SUD.

• Preliminary studies have demonstrated promising
outcomes for various computer delivered therapy
models for individuals with alcohol or opioid use
disorder.6-8 However, much remains to be
understood about the feasibility and efficacy of
telemedicine in this particularly vulnerable
population.

• We interviewed a sample of people who inject drugs
(PWID), community partners (CP), and providers (Pr)
who live in and/or provide services in Maine.

• Thirty-six interviews were conducted between April 1,
2020 and February 28, 2021.

• Line by line coding was performed using MaxQDA by
RB, MK, and HL using inductive and deductive coding
and applying the constant comparative method to
analyze codes.
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Results

• Telemedicine should be considered a viable
alternative to in-person care when patients and
providers agree it is appropriate.

• Telemedicine may offer an innovative solution to
many of the barriers posed by more traditional
models particularly in rural areas.

Conclusion

Discussion
• Substance use disorder treatment should not follow a “one-size-fits-all” model.
• Telemedicine offers a convenient alternative that may be useful under certain

circumstances and may alleviate some of the existing barriers to care access.
• Some participants expressed concerns regarding making adequate connections over a

virtual platform, while others felt well-supported during telemedicine visits.
• While telemedicine has the potential to reduce barriers to care for many, it is important to

recognize its capacity to exaggerate disparities amongst more marginalized populations.
Accommodating these difference will be critical in more widespread implementation of
telemedicine practices.
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