
The opioid epidemic has kept a tight grip in the United 
States for the past two decades. According to data from 
the Center for Disease Control (CDC), the number of 
deaths from drug overdoses has increased 400% since 
1999. From 1999-2019 nearly 500,000 people died from 
an overdose involving any opioid, including prescription 
opioids. Naloxone is an opioid antagonist that can 
reverse the effects of an opioid overdose until medical 
help arrives. In 2020, the Surgeon General of the United 
States advised Americans to obtain naloxone and be 
ready to administer it in order to help fight this 
epidemic. There are resources to distribute naloxone to 
the general public available in New York State and the 
U.S.

Abstract

Introduction

Naloxone is used to block or reverse an opioid overdose. 
When someone is overdosing on opioids, the person may 
become unconscious, have a limp body, cannot be awakened 
and the pupils will become pinpoint size. Slowed heart rate and 
slowed breathing occurs and the person might make gurgling 
sounds and even vomit. If aid is not rendered immediately the 
person could die in a matter of minutes.  

Naloxone is able to prevent the shut down of the respiratory and 
nervous system that is caused by high amounts of opioids, 
buying precious time until medical professionals arrive. When 
used, naloxone binds to the opioid receptors in the brain by 
competing with the opioid already attached to the receptors, 
creating a “shield” for the time of its effects. 

The Surgeon General of the United States Public Health Service 
has urged Americans to get naloxone and carry it with them in 
order to prevent death due to opioid overdose. Research has 
shown that when community members are educated and have 
access to naloxone, overdose mortality decreases in the 
community 

Narcan nasal spray was approved by the FDA in 2015 and was 
the first nasal spray version of naloxone hydrochloride. Since 
then, states across the United States have distributed this form 
of naloxone to police officers, EMTs and several states have 
implemented programs to distribute naloxone to the general 
public.

Naloxone

Naloxone can be obtained with a prescription in most 
pharmacies, but some states have changed the law in 
order for anyone to get naloxone without a prescription.  

In New York State, participating pharmacies have 
naloxone available for those who need it, you just need 
to ask. There are many resources available in New York 
City. Online class sessions are provided in order to 
become certified to administer naloxone. After getting 
certified you will receive an Overdose Rescue Kit with 2 
doses of naloxone and other tools to assist during an 
overdose.  

A free app called “Stop OD NYC” is available at the 
App Store with information about opioids, overdose, 
naloxone and the legal protections for people who call 
911 to help someone overdosing. For more information 
on programs in your community, training on how to 
administer naloxone, overdose rescue kits and NYS 911 
Good Samaritan Law visit: www.nyoverdose.org. 

 Resources in New York City Conclusion

Although we cannot stop people from misusing 
opioids we can be actively engaged in 
educating ourselves and the public to minimize 
the harm done. You can prevent someone from 
dying by an overdose by carrying naloxone 
with you. Your actions can help diminish the 
damage done by the opioid epidemic. You have 
the power to help someone in need and give 
that person another chance in life. I urge you to 
help fight against this deadly epidemic and 
improve the quality of life in your community.
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The term opioid has been adopted to classify all the 
substances that act on the brain’s opioid receptors. Opioids 
can be naturally processed from the opium plant or produced 
synthetically. Morphine and codeine are substances made 
directly from the opium poppy while hydrocodone, 
oxycodone, and fentanyl are synthetically produced. Our 
body produces endogenous opioids called endorphins, which 
allow the body to relieve pain by binding to the opioid 
receptors in the brain. Opioid prescription medications are 
mainly used to treat moderate to severe pain, and the effects  
include relaxation, euphoria, sedation, and drowsiness. The 
pleasurable feelings provided by opioids make them highly 
addictive. Continuous opioid use causes dependence and 
tolerance. Once a person becomes dependent and stops 
taking opioids, they will experience unpleasant withdrawal 
symptoms such as pain all over the body, diarrhea, vomiting, 
cold sweats, irritability, anxiety, depression and a strong 
desire to continue using the drug. Tolerance means that the 
brain downregulates the opioid receptors and as a result the 
person needs larger doses of the drug to experience the same 
pleasurable feelings. When taken in high doses opioids can 
depress or even stop the respiratory and circulatory systems, 
which leads to the danger of a fatal overdose. 

 

The Center for Disease Control reports that opioid overdoses 
in the United States have been consistently increasing since 
the 1990’s. In 2017, overdoses killed more Americans than 
motor vehicle accidents.  

The rise in opioid overdose deaths can be outlined in three 
distinct waves. The first wave began in the 1990’s when there 
was an increase in opioid prescriptions, including OxyContin 
produced by Purdue Pharma. The second wave began in 2010 
when the increase in death was related to heroin. The third 
wave began in 2013 and included synthetic opioids mainly 
fentanyl. Since 2016, an average of 45,000 overdose deaths a 
year has been linked to an opioid which amounts to over 70% 
of all overdose deaths in the United States.
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