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A Systematic Review of Community Opioid Overdose
Prevention and Naloxone Distribution Programs

Angela K. Clark, MSN, RN, Christine M. Wilder, MD, and Erin L. Winstanley, PhD

Community-based opioid overdose prevention programs (OOPPs)
that include the distribution of naloxone have increased in response
to alarmingly high overdose rates in recent years. This systematic re-
view describes the current state of the literature on OOPPs, with par-
ticular focus on the effectiveness of these programs. We used system-
atic search criteria to identify relevant articles, which we abstracted
and assigned a quality assessment score. Nineteen articles evaluating
OOPPs met the search criteria for this systematic review. Principal
findings included participant demographics, the number of nalox-
one administrations, percentage of survival in overdose victims re-
ceiving naloxone, post–naloxone administration outcome measures,
OOPP characteristics, changes in knowledge pertaining to overdose
responses, and barriers to naloxone administration during overdose
responses. The current evidence from nonrandomized studies sug-
gests that bystanders (mostly opioid users) can and will use naloxone
to reverse opioid overdoses when properly trained, and that this train-
ing can be done successfully through OOPPs.
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U nintentional poisoning, primarily due to drug overdose,
is now the leading cause of injury-related death among

Americans aged 25 to 64 years, having surpassed motor ve-
hicle accidents in 2009 (Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 2013). Every day in the United States, 100 people
die of drug overdose (Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 2011), and approximately 45 of those drug over-
dose fatalities involve prescription painkillers (Jones et al.,
2014). Patients who overdose are in a life-threatening situation
that requires an immediate medical intervention. Naloxone,
a Food and Drug Administration–approved medication with
well-established efficacy and safety, reverses opioid overdose
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and prevents fatalities (Buajordet et al., 2004; Clarke et al.,
2005; Dahan et al., 2010; Boyer, 2012). In 1996, community-
based programs, often referred to as opioid overdose preven-
tion programs (OOPPs), began naloxone distribution directly
to patients at high risk for overdose (Sporer and Kral, 2007;
Wheeler et al., 2012). Although bystander administration of
naloxone by nonmedical persons is considered an off-label
use of the medication, some states have passed legislation pro-
tecting prescribing physicians and bystander administrators
from civil and/or medical liability (Sporer and Kral, 2007;
Davis et al., 2013). There are now more than 188 community-
run programs operating across the United States in various
service venues, including needle exchange programs, deten-
tion centers, community clinics, and drug-treatment facilities
(Wheeler et al., 2012). Opioid overdose prevention programs
provide training to bystanders in 2 key areas: (1) how to identify
the symptoms of an opioid overdose and (2) how to respond,
including administration of naloxone (Enteen et al., 2010).

Because of the novelty of OOPPs, published information
on them is limited. There are no published systematic litera-
ture reviews describing OOPPs or assessing their outcomes.
This article reviews characteristics and outcomes of OOPPs as
described in the current peer-reviewed literature. The review
describes demographic and clinical characteristics of OOPP
participants, describes OOPP curriculums and addresses the
following questions: (1) Do OOPPs with naloxone distribution
reduce fatal and nonfatal overdose rates among participants?
(2) Are OOPPs effective at increasing nonmedical bystander
knowledge of prevention, risk factors, and recognition of opi-
oid overdose? (3) Do nonmedical bystanders trained at OOPPs
respond correctly to witnessed opioid overdoses?

METHODS
We searched PubMed, MEDLINE, and PsychINFO on-

line databases using the Boolean search query: (opioid OR
opiate) AND overdose AND prevention, limited to English
language. This query yielded 360 unique citations, which were
imported into an electronic database (EndNote X5; Thomson
Reuters, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania). The following prespec-
ified inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to determine
article relevance. We included original, peer-reviewed arti-
cles evaluating community OOPPs that reported a training
outcome and/or a report of overdose reversal rate, overdose
fatalities, or another measure of overdose rate among pro-
gram participants. Articles could include a single program or
a small group of affiliated regional programs. Articles were
excluded if OOPPs did not incorporate training on the use of

Copyright © 2014 American Society of Addiction Medicine. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

J Addict Med � Volume 8, Number 3, May/June 2014 153

mailto:christine.wilder@uc.edu


Clark et al. J Addict Med � Volume 8, Number 3, May/June 2014

naloxone and naloxone distribution as part of their program.
Articles based on conglomerate data were excluded because of
the inability to extract program-specific information. Finally,
program evaluations that focused exclusively on health care
personnel knowledge or training were excluded.

A.K.C. and C.M.W. used the specified inclusion and ex-
clusion criteria to independently screen titles and abstracts for
potential inclusion, identifying 33 articles for full-text review.
If it was unclear from the title and abstract whether the article
met inclusion and exclusion criteria, we included it for full-text
review. Articles selected by either reviewer underwent full-text
review. In addition, A.K.C. manually reviewed citations from
key articles, generating 5 additional articles for inclusion in
full-text review. Thirty-eight articles were reviewed in full-text
form independently by C.M.W. and A.K.C. to identify final ar-
ticles for abstraction. When the reviewers reached different
decisions, E.L.W. acted as the final arbitrator for inclusion or
exclusion of a study. Nineteen articles fit inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria and were included in this study. Seventeen were
excluded from further analysis on the basis of our hierarchy of
inclusion and exclusion criteria: 11 did not evaluate a commu-
nity OOPP (Darke and Hall, 1997; Seal et al., 2001; Oldham
and Wright, 2003; Wright et al., 2006; Thurmond and Bow-
man, 2007; Lenton et al., 2009a,b; Neira-León et al., 2011;
Beletsky et al., 2012; Leece and Orkin, 2013; Jones et al.,
2014), 2 did not report a training outcome and/or measure of
overdose rate among program participants (Markham Piper
et al., 2008; Strang et al., 2008b), 1 did not include training
on the use of naloxone and naloxone distribution as part of
its program (Branagan and Grogan, 2006), 2 were based on
conglomerate data (Bowman et al., 2008; Green et al., 2008),
and 1 focused exclusively on health care personnel knowl-
edge or training (Mayet et al., 2011). Two additional articles
(Worthington et al., 2006; Heller and Stancliff, 2007) were
excluded because they used samples duplicated in whole or
part from other included studies. When articles contained du-
plicate or partly duplicate samples, we included the article that
contained results most relevant to this review; if all articles
contained relevant results, we chose the article that included
the largest sample population.

A quality appraisal was performed on all studies in-
cluded in the review. Table 1 lists areas addressed in the qual-
ity appraisal, which was adapted from a preexisting quality
assessment scale (Jinks et al., 2011). A.K.C. and C.M.W. inde-
pendently scored each article and then reconciled differences
in scoring through joint review and discussion. E.L.W. acted
as final arbitrator for unresolved differences in scoring. Scores
for attrition rate were awarded incrementally with 0.5 points
given for discussion of attrition rates and an additional 0.5
points for having a follow-up rate greater than 50%.

RESULTS

State of the Current Literature
Of 19 published studies, 14 were cohort studies that in-

cluded baseline and follow-up results based on some form
of questionnaire administered at separate time points (Galea
et al., 2006; Markham Piper et al., 2008; Strang et al., 2008a;
Doe-Simkins et al., 2009; Lopez Gaston et al., 2009; Tobin TA
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et al., 2009; Enteen et al., 2010; McAuley et al., 2010; Wag-
ner et al., 2010; Bennett et al., 2011; Yokell et al., 2011;
Bennett and Holloway, 2012; Walley et al., 2013a,b). Three
studies were primarily descriptive but included outcome infor-
mation based on spontaneous self-report of OOPP participants
(Dettmer et al., 2001; Maxwell et al., 2006; Leece et al., 2013).
Two studies were qualitative and did not include follow-up
(Sherman et al., 2008; Lankenau et al., 2013). There were no
randomized studies. Study quality scores ranged from 4 to 7
(mean = 6.1, median = 6.5, and mode = 7) out of a possi-
ble 8 (Table 1). Most studies scored 0 for randomization and
attrition, whereas all studies scored 1 for overview of interven-
tion and outcome measures. Eighteen of 19 studies received
full scores for sample size and clearly described outcomes.
The overall descriptive quality of the included studies, none
of which were randomized and most of which had low rates of
follow-up, was fair.

Demographics and Clinical Characteristics of
Participants

Fifteen studies included a total of 9165 self- or pur-
posively selected OOPP participants (Table 2). Four articles
were not included in the calculation of sample size; 3 were ex-
cluded (Doe-Simkins et al., 2009; Lopez Gaston et al., 2009;
Walley et al., 2013a) because these studies included overlap-
ping OOPP sites, and 1 was excluded because it did not report
an exact sample size (Maxwell et al., 2006). The mean age of
participants was 37.4 years (based on 1615 participants from
7 studies); most participants were men (68.3%, based on 4149
participants from 12 studies) and white (61.4%, based on 3366
participants from 7 studies). Only one study reported serving
primarily African American participants (Tobin et al., 2009).

Nearly half of OOPP participants reported experiencing
an overdose during their lifetime (49.6%, based on 2036 par-
ticipants from 9 studies). Across 8 studies, 79.2% of study par-
ticipants reported witnessing an overdose during their lifetime.
Doe-Simkins et al. (2009) reported that the median number of
lifetime witnessed overdoses was 5, and Sherman et al. (2008)
reported that participants witnessed a median of 6 overdoses
in their lifetime. Two studies reported that nearly one third of
participants witnessed at least 1 fatal overdose. The primary
self-reported drug used before the overdose was heroin. Con-
trary to other studies, Bennett et al. (2011) reported high rates
of overdose on both heroin (92.0%) and other opioids (93.4%).

OOPP Curriculum
The primary components of reported OOPPs’ curric-

ula included (1) recognizing overdose, (2) preventing over-
dose, (3) risk factors for overdose, (4) appropriate response
to overdose, and (5) administration of naloxone (Table 2).
Interestingly, only 1 study provided an explicit definition of
overdose (Markham Piper et al., 2008), although 15 studies
reported including recognition of overdose symptoms as part
of their OOPP curriculum. Fourteen articles reported inclusion
of overdose prevention in their curriculum and 12 explicitly
reviewed factors that could increase the risk of overdose, such
as mixing drugs, using drugs alone, periods of abstinence
that contribute to alterations in tolerance, and drug purity.
Sixteen articles reported an OOPP curriculum that included

appropriate responses to overdose events, such as contacting
emergency medical personnel, instructions on rescue breath-
ing/cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR), placing the person
in the recovery position, and staying with the victim. All 19
articles also included naloxone administration as part of their
curriculums. Fifteen articles reported providing training on
needle-based naloxone administration, with some programs
providing additional features such as the opportunity to prac-
tice injection techniques using oranges (Bennett and Holloway,
2012). Three articles reported on programs that offered nasal
naloxone, all of which were affiliated with the OOPP in Mas-
sachusetts and all of which provided the opportunity for par-
ticipants to assemble the naloxone with the atomization device
and demonstrate naloxone administration (Doe-Simkins et al.,
2009; Walley et al., 2013a,b).

Opioid overdose prevention program training sessions
varied among programs from 10 minutes to 1 hour in length.
Most articles did not specify the qualifications of individuals
who conducted the training sessions or the size of the sessions.
Because laws for prescribing naloxone vary by state, physician
involvement varied across the programs. Rhode Island’s pilot
program participants completed the training curriculum, then
the program staff notified the program physician by phone and
the program staff distributed the prescribed naloxone (Yokell
et al., 2011). The SKOOP program in New York City required
participants to briefly meet with a physician for a targeted
medical history before receiving a naloxone kit (Galea et al.,
2006; Markham Piper et al., 2008). Some articles did not dis-
cuss physician involvement or stated that providers prescribed
and dispensed naloxone but did not give specific details.

Do OOPPs, With Naloxone Distribution, Reduce
Fatal and Nonfatal Overdose Rates Among
Participants?

Naloxone was used successfully by participants in all
but one reviewed study, for a total of 1949 reported nalox-
one administrations across 18 programs. Eleven studies re-
ported 100% survival rate post–naloxone administration; the
remaining articles reported a range of 83% to 96% survival.
In 2 articles that observed lower rates of survival, this finding
was confounded by a greater number of unknown overdose
outcomes (Markham Piper et al., 2008; Enteen et al., 2010).
Contrary to other studies, Lopez Gaston et al. (2009) found
that naloxone was not used in any of the witnessed overdose
cases for which data were available. Two articles attempted
to address whether OOPPs reduced opioid overdose mortality
at a population level. Using an interrupted time series analy-
sis, Walley et al. (2013b) found that areas in Massachusetts
with higher levels of enrollment in OOPPs had lower rates of
opioid-related overdose death after controlling for other fac-
tors. Maxwell et al. (2006) suggest that the Chicago Recovery
Alliance OOPP may have been associated with an observed
decrease in heroin overdose deaths in Chicago. They argue that
the trend toward decreasing deaths began in the same year that
the OOPP was instituted and has continued since then. How-
ever, they provide no detailed analysis to test this hypothesis.

Naloxone administrations were not successful in 12
known situations (Maxwell et al., 2006; Enteen et al., 2010;
Bennett et al., 2011; Bennett and Holloway, 2012; Walley et al.,
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2013b). For 3 unsuccessful administrations, victims received
emergency care and survived (Walley et al., 2013b), whereas
in the 9 other unsuccessful administrations, the victims died.
The cause of death was not reported for these individuals, and
in one article, the authors speculated that witnesses may have
arrived too late (Enteen et al., 2010).

Nine articles reported adverse outcomes associated with
the use of naloxone. The only common physiologic adverse
event reported was vomiting or other symptoms of precipitated
withdrawal (109 instances). Rare but serious adverse events in-
cluded 4 reported seizures (Maxwell et al., 2006; Enteen et al.,
2010). In one situation where a seizure was reported, it was
noted that the patient had a history of concurrent alprazolam
use (Maxwell et al., 2006). Other nonphysiological adverse
events included 4 arrests (Enteen et al., 2010; Wagner et al.,
2010) and reports of problems with police, first responders,
shelters, or treatment programs due to possession of naloxone
(Galea et al., 2006; Markham Piper et al., 2008; Doe-Simkins
et al., 2009; Enteen et al., 2010; Wagner et al., 2010; Lanke-
nau et al., 2013). In one program using nasally administered
naloxone, during 4 overdoses, the mucosal atomization adapter
could not be connected to the naloxone syringe (Doe-Simkins
et al., 2009).

Are OOPPs Effective at Increasing Nonmedical
Bystander Knowledge of Prevention, Risk
Factors, and Recognition of Opioid Overdose?

Eight articles reported pre- and posttraining measures of
change in knowledge about opioid overdose. In a study of 525
Welsh opioid users, Bennett and Holloway (2012) reported sta-
tistically significant increases in knowledge of overdose risk
factors, signs and symptoms of an overdose, appropriate re-
sponses to an overdose, and the use of naloxone in overdose
events immediately after an OOPP training. However, these
participants were not retested after an extended period of time,
nor were these results linked with information from individu-
als who reported later witnessing or experiencing an overdose.
Tobin et al. (2009) reported, in a population of injection drug
users (IDU), only limited change in knowledge 6 months af-
ter OOPP trainings. Knowledge of risk factors for overdose
was high both pre- and posttraining, whereas posttraining
knowledge about naloxone improved on some questions but
declined on others. Among 239 British opioid users, Strang
et al. (2008a) noted statistically significant improvements in
knowledge of risk factors for overdose, overdose signs, ap-
propriate responses to overdose, and use of naloxone imme-
diately after an OOPP training. Three months after the initial
training, 78% of participants demonstrated retention of over-
dose knowledge. In a subset of approximately 30% of the
original cohort of Strang et al. (2008a), knowledge of over-
dose signs and response to overdose situations was still re-
tained at the 6-month follow-up (Lopez Gaston et al., 2009).
The 3-month follow-up sample of Wagner et al. (2010), 47
of an original 69 IDUs in Los Angeles who participated in
an OOPP training, demonstrated a statistically significant in-
crease on their overall knowledge score, which included ques-
tions on overdose risks, recognition of overdose, and naloxone
use. McAuley et al. (2010) reported retention in cumulative
knowledge scores regarding overdose risk factors at 2 and 6

months in 19 Scottish drug users; however, the small sample
size precluded determination of whether this change was sta-
tistically significant. In a qualitative study of 31 Chicago IDUs
who had completed OOPP training, Sherman et al. (2008)
found that they possessed extensive knowledge regarding over-
doses. Their subjective reports also demonstrated increased
confidence and comfort with naloxone administration after
training. Among those who had administered naloxone, indi-
viduals reported initial apprehension replaced by a sense of
comfort and achievement after witnessing a successful rever-
sal (Sherman et al., 2008). Finally, Maxwell et al. (2006) noted
anecdotal knowledge increase in overdose risks and signs of
overdose.

Do Nonmedical Bystanders Trained at OOPPs
Respond Correctly to Witnessed Opioid
Overdoses?

Eleven articles reported on other strategies besides
naloxone administration to respond to an overdose. Among
these studies, 23% to 66% participants reported using rescue
breathing or CPR (Markham Piper et al., 2008; Tobin et al.,
2009; Enteen et al., 2010; Wagner et al., 2010; Bennett et al.,
2011; Lankenau et al., 2013), 9% to 31% reported using a ster-
nal rub to try to arouse the victim (Tobin et al., 2009; Enteen et
al., 2010; Wagner et al., 2010; Bennett et al., 2011; Lankenau
et al., 2013), and 22% to 72% placed the victim in the recov-
ery position (Markham Piper et al., 2008; Lopez Gaston et
al., 2009). Participants also reported using nonrecommended
strategies in response to overdoses, such as using ice or cold
water to try to revive the victim (Markham Piper et al., 2008;
Tobin et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2010; Lankenau et al., 2013),
shaking or hitting the victim (Wagner et al., 2010; Lankenau
et al., 2013), or injecting salt or other drugs (Tobin et al.,
2009). Overall, participants used both OOPP-recommended
and nonrecommended strategies to deal with overdose (Sher-
man et al., 2008; Lankenau et al., 2013). Two large studies,
collecting follow-up data only from patients who requested a
naloxone refill, reported that at least 75% of returning par-
ticipants who used naloxone concurrently used at least one
other appropriate overdose response strategy (Doe-Simkins
et al., 2009; Enteen et al., 2010). A smaller study, with a higher
follow-up rate, reported that about half of trained participants
used only OOPP-recommended strategies, whereas the other
half used both recommended and nonrecommended strategies
(Wagner et al., 2010). There was some evidence that training
is associated with an increased use of appropriate overdose
strategies. In 3 studies (total n = 66) that compared reported
responses to actual overdoses before training and 3 to 6 months
after training, there was a consistent increase in reported use of
sternal rubs, rescue breathing, remaining with the victim until
help arrived, and placing the victim in the recovery position
(Galea et al., 2006; Tobin et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2010) and
a decrease in use of inappropriate responses such as shouting
at the victim, using ice or cold water, walking the victim, or
injecting the victim with salt or other drugs (Galea et al., 2006;
Tobin et al., 2009). Bennett and Holloway (2012) compared an
OOPP-trained group (n = 28) with a nontrained comparison
group (n = 38) and found that the OOPP-trained individuals
were more likely to place the victim in the recovery position
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and call an ambulance but less likely to use CPR. The authors
speculated that the decreased use of CPR was because of less
perceived need for CPR, given the efficacy of naloxone.

Alerting emergency medical services (EMS) is an
OOPP-recommended action that is of particular significance
because naloxone has a short duration of action and individu-
als may experience medical complications related to recurring
inadequate respiration. In addition, notification of EMS may
simultaneously alert police to respond to the scene. The
reported range of EMS notification varied from 29% to 100%
among 9 studies that reported posttraining EMS notification,
with 6 studies reporting a rate of less than 50%. Two qualita-
tive studies identified fear of police involvement as one of the
main reasons that participants did not alert EMS (Sherman
et al., 2008; Lankenau et al., 2013). Lankenau et al. (2013)
noted that participants were more comfortable notifying EMS
if they were in a public location and if naloxone was not
available. Furthermore, in this study, participants never called
EMS when naloxone was administered in a private location.
Bennett et al. (2011) reported that 71% of participants who did
not notify EMS cited the reason as fear of police involvement,
whereas only 22% cited the reason as perceiving medical
assistance as unnecessary. Conversely, Tobin et al. (2009)
reported that only 16% of those who did not call 911 reported
fear as the reason and 84% reported that medical assistance
was not needed. Of note, 2 studies reported actual harassment
of participants by EMS (Sherman et al., 2008; Enteen et
al., 2010). In qualitative interviews, most participants who
called EMS reported receiving positive feedback for their
use of naloxone. There were 4 reported positive interactions
with police accompanying EMS (Sherman et al., 2008).
Five studies compared rates of EMS notification pre- and
posttraining: 2 reported a decrease in rates of notification
(Tobin et al., 2009; Bennett et al., 2011), 2 reported an
increase (Galea et al., 2006; Bennett and Holloway, 2012),
and 1 reported no change (Wagner et al., 2010).

DISCUSSION
The current literature suggests that nonmedical by-

standers trained by OOPPs are able to administer naloxone
effectively and use additional recommended and nonrecom-
mended strategies in response to an overdose. Evidence sug-
gests that OOPPs may increase knowledge of prevention and
risk factors for overdose, but the methodological rigor of these
studies limits confidence in this finding. Currently published
articles are of fair quality, as evidenced by the quality appraisal
scores. None of the 17 quantitative studies used randomization,
and all studies relied on participant self-reports. The lack of
randomized controlled trials of OOPPs limits any conclusions
that can be reached about their overall effectiveness, whereas
the well-established efficacy of naloxone in reversing opioid
overdose (Boyer, 2012) creates an ethical challenge that makes
future randomized efficacy trials of OOPP unlikely. Effective-
ness trials randomized by treatment program remain a viable
option for study. The generalizability of reviewed OOPP stud-
ies is further limited because systematic prospective methods
were infrequently used to follow up with OOPP participants
and when these methods were used, the follow-up period was
short (6 months) or the sample size was small (<75 persons).

Many of these studies reported findings from pilot programs
that collected follow-up data only from participants returning
for naloxone refills or other standard clinical services. Four of
the studies made no systematic attempt to follow up with par-
ticipants and 10 studies followed up with less than half of the
participants. The high rate of attrition observed in these stud-
ies could have resulted in under- or overreporting of outcomes,
particularly given that many studies collected follow-up data
only on patients who requested naloxone refills. Finally, the
methodological and measurement differences across studies
make it challenging to synthesize the results and ultimately
determine the effectiveness of OOPPs. The development of a
standardized OOPP evaluation and outcome tool would allow
consistent measurement across studies, enhancing the empiri-
cal evidence regarding the effectiveness of OOPPs.

In the current review, heroin was identified as the drug
most frequently reported used before the overdose. This find-
ing does not reflect national data from the United States and
may be attributable to the high number of OOPPs deliver-
ing services in conjunction with needle exchange programs.
According to the National Vital Statistics System, the lead-
ing cause of drug overdoses is opioid analgesics, not heroin
(Paulozzi, 2012). Needle exchange programs are an excellent
strategy to reach intravenous drug users and illicit drug users
who are not likely to be receiving services from the addiction
treatment specialty system. However, non-IDUs and patients
across various health care settings, including substance abuse
treatment centers, pain clinics, dental offices, emergency de-
partments, and primary care clinics, may be at high risk for
overdose.

The demographic characteristics of OOPP participants
in the reviewed studies may not accurately represent all per-
sons at high risk of overdose death on the basis of epidemio-
logical studies. For example, most program participants were
men (71.4%) and whereas men are at an increased risk for
drug overdose deaths compared with women (Paulozzi, 2012),
more than half of the estimated 2.4 million Americans initi-
ating prescription drugs nonmedically in the past year were
women (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Ad-
ministration, 2011). Research examining sex-specific needs in
OOPPs and clinical consideration of how to improve OOPP
participation by individuals misusing prescription opioids may
be warranted.

Program curricula were fairly standard across studies,
but there was no indication of whether curricula were manu-
alized or empirically tested. Although most studies did not in-
clude specific details of their curriculum, they usually did note
that their curriculum addressed how to recognize overdose,
risk factors for overdose, and how to appropriately respond
to overdose events. It is difficult to assess the effectiveness of
these educational programs because of the lack of systematic
measures and consistent follow-up. Two studies demonstrated
improvement in knowledge immediately after OOPP training,
but this is of limited value in determining retention of knowl-
edge over time. The 5 studies that provided 3- or 6-month
follow-up showed some improvement in at least some areas
of OOPP knowledge, but the results also suggest that stud-
ies may have observed ceiling effects in their measurement
instruments, which make it difficult to accurately measure
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absolute increase in knowledge. A standardized approach to
assessing changes in knowledge, assessing retention in knowl-
edge over time, and achieving higher follow-up rates would
provide stronger support regarding the efficacy of OOPPs at in-
creasing nonmedical bystander knowledge of prevention, risk
factors, and recognition of overdose.

One convincing indication that a participant has acquired
OOPP knowledge is through the demonstration of that knowl-
edge. In this case, positive outcomes in actual overdose situa-
tions may indicate effective OOPP training even without more
methodologically rigorous follow-up testing. By this measure,
we can conclude that at least some trained individuals retained
and made use of their OOPP training by reversing opioid over-
doses that they subsequently witnessed. Including only the
reviewed studies, nearly 2000 overdoses were reversed by lay
bystanders who had received OOPP training. All but 1 of
19 articles indicated that participants used and refilled their
naloxone prescriptions at an appropriate rate, again suggesting
that across different locations in the United States and Great
Britain, current OOPP trainings consistently provide sufficient
knowledge for individuals to effectively administer naloxone.
Because most individuals who overdose recover even with-
out medical attention (Darke et al., 2007), it is not possible
simply to equate use of naloxone with reductions in overall
mortality from overdose. However, Walley et al. (2013b) pro-
vide evidence that a comprehensive OOPP may actually reduce
population mortality rates from opioid overdose. Further stud-
ies of this type would better illustrate the public health impact
of OOPPs in reducing the morbidity and mortality associated
with the opioid overdose epidemic.

The current evidence suggests that individuals who use
naloxone effectively also use both appropriate and inappropri-
ate additional strategies in response to overdose. The high vari-
ation in rates of use suggests that different training programs
may be more or less effectively reinforcing other lifesaving
measures. Although several articles suggest that training im-
proved the use of sternal rubs, rescue breathing, and use of the
recovery position, it is discouraging that, in the most method-
ologically sound articles, the same individuals who were able to
correctly administer naloxone used other appropriate overdose
response strategies less than half the time. In addition, ineffec-
tive and potentially harmful strategies, such as pouring ice or
cold water on the victim, continued to be used after training.

Our review confirmed that most OOPP participants do
not call EMS when they witness an overdose. This finding
is consistent with observational research conducted before
the availability of bystander-administered naloxone, which
showed that individuals who witnessed an overdose rarely
contacted EMS (Tobin et al., 2005). Rates of EMS notification
in our review were similar to the use rates of other appropriate
overdose strategies such as rescue breathing. Several articles
provided more detailed analysis of EMS use, suggesting that
(1) participants fear negative consequences if they call for as-
sistance and (2) although there were a few cases of EMS harass-
ment, most individuals who contacted EMS reported positive
experiences. Trainings that directly addressed these 2 factors
might improve rates of EMS notification. Future research may
investigate whether laws that provide civil and/or criminal
protection for bystanders who call EMS in response to an

overdose result in increased notification of EMS by OOPP
participants.

Our systematic review is subject to several limitations.
Our review has a narrow focus and included a limited number
of the total articles published on OOPPs. Because this
review focused on OOPP outcomes, descriptive articles were
excluded. The review included only peer-reviewed articles
that were published in English and therefore may have missed
important international differences in OOPPs. There are
more than 188 OOPPs operating in the United States alone,
but only a few have published peer-reviewed assessments or
evaluations; therefore, our report of the number of overdoses
reversed is about an order of magnitude lower than that
found in a more comprehensive recent survey of OOPPs
nationwide (Wheeler et al., 2012). The survey by Wheeler
et al. (2012) and others that included multiple OOPPs within
one publication were not included in this review because the
data could not be disaggregated at the program level.

Our review was not able to determine the effectiveness
of OOPPs in reducing fatal and nonfatal overdoses because of
the methodological limitations of the studies. However OOPP
participation is associated with overdose reversals, increased
knowledge and ability to respond appropriately in an overdose
situation, and the ability of nonmedical bystanders to safely
administer naloxone. Although participation in OOPPs may
not increase EMS notification, some participants do use other
appropriate strategies, including rescue breathing and placing
victims in the recovery position. Although naloxone is a
life-saving medication, other strategies are essential to prevent
the occurrence of an overdose and it is necessary to provide
response strategies if a naloxone kit is not readily available
and/or there are any problems contacting EMS. Given that
OOPPs provide training on overdose risk factors, prospective
large-scale longitudinal studies are needed to determine
whether participation is associated with a decreased risk
of fatal and nonfatal overdose. Testing the effectiveness of
training requires a more standardized approach to evaluation,
including tools to accurately measure change in knowledge,
demonstration of achieved knowledge, and more careful
follow-up. Opioid overdose prevention programs have the
potential to reduce opioid overdose morbidity and mortality,
but their effectiveness is currently unknown. Well-designed
studies are needed to evaluate the extent to which OOPPs
reduce drug-related morbidity and mortality, examine strate-
gies to implement OOPPs into existing clinical practices, and
determine the population-level benefit of OOPPs.
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