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Introduction

In 2022, more than 100,000 people died of a drug overdose—a crisis that 

was largely driven by highly potent synthe琀椀c opioids such as fentanyl. 
Naloxone, a safe and e昀昀ec琀椀ve opioid overdose reversal agent, is one of 

many essen琀椀al tools in preven琀椀ng overdose deaths, but only if it is put 
into the right hands. Public health experts consider the goal of community 
satura琀椀on—de昀椀ned as having su昀케cient community-based naloxone kits 
to reverse 80 percent of witnessed overdoses—to be both desirable and 

a琀琀ainable. 
As a society, we have begun to embrace a variety of e昀昀orts to make the medica琀椀on 
more available. For example, a growing propor琀椀on of the general public now carry 
doses with them, and the drug is increasingly showing up beside de昀椀brillators and 
EpiPens as part of emergency response kits in public spaces like schools, bars and 

gas sta琀椀ons. These steps certainly represent posi琀椀ve progress in improving access 
to naloxone and reducing the risks associated with today’s toxic illicit drug supply. 
However, too many communi琀椀es in the United States s琀椀ll struggle to achieve the 

desired level of satura琀椀on.     

This is, in part, because reaching community satura琀椀on with naloxone will require a 
targeted expansion of access. To maximize its life-saving poten琀椀al, experts argue, the 

medica琀椀on must reach the people for whom it will have the biggest impact: individuals 
who are at risk of experiencing an overdose—including people who take high-dose 
prescrip琀椀on opioids and those who use drugs purchased on the illicit market—as well 
as their friends and family. Here’s why.

Potential rescuers are already present  
at many overdoses  
Data from 24 states and Washington, D.C. indicate that a bystander was present in 37 
percent of drug overdose deaths that occurred between January and June 2019. And 
many people who use drugs, as well as non-using loved ones, report having witnessed 

an overdose, o昀琀en without having naloxone on hand. These individuals, who are 
already on the scene, are thus posi琀椀oned to serve as overdose 昀椀rst responders if 
equipped with naloxone. 

Naloxone is most effective when used promptly
Opioid overdoses are characterized by severe respiratory depression, depriving the 
brain and other organs of essen琀椀al oxygen. Therefore, rapid response is key to saving 
lives, and harm reduc琀椀on organiza琀椀ons, public health authori琀椀es and manufacturers 
all recommend administering naloxone as soon as an opioid-involved overdose is 
suspected. The average response 琀椀me for medical 昀椀rst responders in the United 
States is approximately seven minutes; in rural areas, 琀椀mes are double that and 
frequently take as long as half an hour. An interven琀椀on by friends and family can be 
the di昀昀erence between life and death, even if they choose to call 911. 

Public health experts consider 
the goal of community 
saturation—defined as  
having sufficient community-
based naloxone kits to 

of witnessed overdoses—to be 
both desirable and attainable.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/blog/2023/overdose-deaths-declined-remained-near-record-levels-during-first-nine-months-2022-states#:~:text=An%20estimated%2079%2C117%20Americans%20died,higher%20than%20pre%2D2020%20levels.
https://www.rstreet.org/research/what-you-need-to-know-about-naloxone/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5753997/#:~:text=Efficacy%20of%20reversal%20following%20naloxone,for%20reducing%20opioid%2Doverdose%20mortality.
https://www.thelancet.com/pdfs/journals/lanpub/PIIS2468-2667(21)00304-2.pdf
https://www.axios.com/2023/01/11/more-americans-carry-narcan
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/09/27/650639122/va-adding-opioid-antidote-to-defibrillator-cabinets-for-quicker-overdose-respons
https://www.9news.com/article/news/health/school-districts-free-shipments-naloxone/73-f58ca8f6-d470-4359-89fc-9590ec95f081#:~:text=When%20it%20comes%20to%20school,who%20will%20potentially%20use%20naloxone.
https://sfstandard.com/public-health/fentanyl-state-bill-require-narcan-public-spaces-curb-overdose-deaths/
https://sfstandard.com/public-health/fentanyl-state-bill-require-narcan-public-spaces-curb-overdose-deaths/
https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2019/p0806-naloxone.html
https://www.hhs.gov/system/files/naloxone-coprescribing-guidance.pdf
https://harmreduction.org/issues/overdose-prevention/developing-overdose-prevention-and-naloxone-projects/
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6935a1.htm?s_cid=mm6935a1_w#F3_down
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/jrh.12660
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-022-13078-z
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CID/DOA/CDPH Document Library/CHRI_Factsheet_ADA.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22747535/
https://harmreduction.org/issues/overdose-prevention/overview/overdose-basics/responding-to-opioid-overdose/
https://www.cdc.gov/stopoverdose/naloxone/index.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamasurgery/fullarticle/2643992
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Overdose witnesses are often reluctant to call 
emergency services
Research consistently shows that people who use drugs are hesitant to call emergency 
services, fearing interac琀椀ons with law enforcement and criminal consequences. 
Good Samaritan Laws (GSLs) provide some protec琀椀ons for people who experience or 
witness an overdose and call 911. However, these laws vary across states; they o昀昀er 
only limited protec琀椀ons, are o昀琀en poorly understood by laypeople and may be subject 
to police discre琀椀on, so GSLs can reduce the barrier to calling for help, but do not 
eliminate it altogether.

Laypeople save lives
Despite early concern among the medical community that bystanders do not possess 
su昀케cient medical training to respond e昀昀ec琀椀vely to overdoses, data suggest the 
opposite. Given the right tools, laypeople can make excellent 昀椀rst responders, and 
programs that distribute naloxone to people who use opioids save lives. For example, 
one study tracked a week of overdoses in Sea琀琀le and found that friends, family and 
other nonmedical bystanders were responsible for reversing 16 of the 27 nonfatal 
overdoses. Similarly, a Massachuse琀琀s study found that people who use drugs acted as 
rescuers in 87 percent of witnessed overdoses. Furthermore, only a small percentage 
of reversals by nonmedical bystanders required addi琀椀onal emergency medical 
response. Findings like this support the no琀椀on that laypeople can make e昀昀ec琀椀ve 
overdose responders, as long as they have access to naloxone.

How can policy improve community saturation?
To op琀椀mize the life-saving poten琀椀al of naloxone, policy must support a昀昀ordable, low-
barrier access for people who use drugs and members of their social networks. The 
recent over-the-counter (OTC) approval of Narcan may help with this by making the 
medica琀椀on available in more places with fewer bureaucra琀椀c obstacles and freedom 
from restricted pharmacy hours. However, these shi昀琀s are not su昀케cient. 

The U.S. Food and Drug Administra琀椀on should consider making addi琀椀onal 
naloxone products—and poten琀椀ally addi琀椀onal formula琀椀ons—available OTC to 
foster compe琀椀琀椀on and give people choices. 

Public and private insurance companies should cover naloxone OTC products to 
reduce out-of-pocket costs to consumers.

States should expand their naloxone access laws to further reduce barriers 
to behind-the-counter access, such as repealing iden琀椀昀椀ca琀椀on mandates or 
restric琀椀ons on third-party purchases.

Opioid se琀琀lement and other public funding mechanisms should priori琀椀ze 
naloxone programs that deliver the medica琀椀on to the popula琀椀ons most likely 
to use it. This includes health departments and syringe services programs; 昀椀rst 
responder leave-behind programs; and hospital take-home programs.
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Despite early concern among 
the medical community that 
bystanders do not possess 
sufficient medical training 
to respond effectively to 
overdoses, data suggest the 
opposite. Given the right tools, 
laypeople can make excellent 
first responders.

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0223823
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23900788/
https://www.networkforphl.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2021-50-State-Survey-Legal-Interventions-to-Reduce-Overdose-Mortality-Overdose-Good-Samaritan-Laws-8-18.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0955395921002000
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0033354920915439
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08897077.2017.1387213
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2022.307037
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3008773/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10826080701801261
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1300/J069v25n03_11
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/overdose-epidemic/how-administer-naloxone
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/overdose-epidemic/how-administer-naloxone
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4688551/
https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-approves-first-over-counter-naloxone-nasal-spray
mailto:mailto:rmelvin%40rstreet.org?subject=
http://www.rstreet.org

