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Background 

Harm reduction initiatives have been shown to improve 

morbidity and mortality of overdose; however, the rate 

of death due to opioid overdose continues to rise in 

Philadelphia. One aspect of the overdose scenario that 

requires more focus is the response of witnesses to 

overdose. 

Methods 

• Created Likert survey asking participants basic 

information:

• Demographics

• Former exposure to an overdose

• Recognition of overdose signs

• Empathy towards opioid drug users

• Overdose treatment knowledge

• Fears

• Survey will be distributed in two primary ways: 

• Institutional dissemination by local 

universities, businesses, apartment complexes, 

etc.

• Convenience sampling in areas with high foot 

traffic

• Analysis of  results will involve a multivariate 

analysis to identify specific factors (participant 

characteristics, exposure to overdose, and 

environmental factors) correlating to an individual's 

willingness to intervene. 

Results

Preliminary survey data from 25 respondents (14 male 

and 12 female) was collected to optimize survey before 

wider dissemination:

• Feedback regarding question clarity and thoroughness 

was assessed and incorporated into final version of 

survey

• Age range from 24 to 31 years old

• Five individuals reported having seen an overdose; of 

those, four were in public. 

• When asked if they would intervene in future 

overdoses, 23 out of 25 said yes. 
Conclusions

There is a shortage of research on bystander intervention 

in emergency scenarios, especially in the context of 

opioid overdose. The information gleaned from our 

responses may help contribute to our understanding of 

the significant obstacles that impact a bystander's 

response to an opioid overdose. Furthermore, it could 

inform public health initiatives, emergency alert devices 

or apps, and emergency service protocols focused on 

decreasing the rate of witnessed fatal overdoses. 

References

1.Unintentional overdose deaths. Substance Use Philly. 2022.
2.Kanter K, Gallagher R, Eweje F, et al. Willingness to use a wearable device capable of detecting and reversing overdose 
among people who use opioids in philadelphia. Harm Reduction Journal. 2021;18(1):75. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-021-
00522-3. doi: 10.1186/s12954-021-00522-3.
3.Florence C, Luo F, Rice K. The economic burden of opioid use disorder and fatal opioid overdose in the united states, 2017. 
Drug Alcohol Depend. 2021;218:108350. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0376871620305159. doi: 
10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2020.108350.
4.Ogeil RP, Dwyer J, Bugeja L, Heilbronn C, Lubman DI, Lloyd B. Pharmaceutical opioid overdose deaths and the presence of 
witnesses. International Journal of Drug Policy. 2018;55:8-13. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0955395918300240. doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2017.12.020.
5.Faul M, Aikman SN, Sasser SM. Bystander intervention prior to the arrival of emergency medical services: Comparing 
assistance across types of medical emergencies. Prehosp Emerg Care. 2016;20(3):317-323. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4933010/. Accessed Aug 29, 2023. doi: 10.3109/10903127.2015.1088605.
6.Fischer P, Krueger JI, Greitemeyer T, et al. The bystander-effect: A meta-analytic review on bystander intervention in 
dangerous and non-dangerous emergencies. Psychological bulletin. 2011;137(4):517-537.
7.Tobin KE, Davey MA, Latkin CA. Calling emergency medical services during drug overdose: An examination of individual, 
social and setting correlates. Addiction (Abingdon, England). 2005;100(3):397-404. 
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/bsc/add/2005/00000100/00000003/art00021. doi: 10.1111/j.1360-
0443.2005.00975.x.
8.Koester S, Mueller SR, Raville L, Langegger S, Binswanger IA. Why are some people who have received overdose education 
and naloxone reticent to call Emergency Medical Services in the event of overdose? Int J Drug Policy. 2017 Oct;48:115-124. 
doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2017.06.008. Epub 2017 Jul 19. PMID: 28734745; PMCID: PMC5825210.
9.Moallef S, Hayashi K. The effectiveness of drug-related Good Samaritan laws: A review of the literature. Int J Drug Policy. 
2021 Apr;90:102773. doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2020.102773. Epub 2020 May 25. PMID: 32467017.

10.Thomas Jefferson University. (n.d.). https://www.jefferson.edu/content/dam/academic/skmc/departments/family-
medicine/MAPOUD.pdf

Determining Bystander Motivations and Hesitations to Intervene During an Opioid Overdose 

Event
John Wahlstedt1, Alana Platukus1, Eric Fei1, Yasmine Eichbaum1, Noah Streitfeld1, Advisor: Robert Pugliese2 and Kelly Kehm2

1 Sidney Kimmel Medical College at Thomas Jefferson University; 2Thomas Jefferson University Health Design Lab

Next Steps 

To better understand bystander motivations and 

perspectives in witnessing active overdoses in the city of 

Philadelphia, because the factors that empower or deter 

bystanders from intervening remain ambiguous. 

Objective 

Limitations

• Nonresponse bias

• Response bias of rating likelihood to intervene higher 

than reality

• Bias of administering survey to populations more 

inclined to assist drug using populations (ie. 

healthcare workers in Philadelphia)
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