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Waututh) Nations



3 GSDOA EVALUATION PROJECT

Presentation Overview

Background

Study Methods & Findings

1. Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act (GSDOA) survey
2. Interviews with youth & adults at risk of witnessing an overdose
3. Interviews with police officers 

Implications & Recommendations
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What is the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act? 

4
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Why did we need the GSDOA?

5

• Public health emergency declared in BC April 
2016 due to an increase in opioid overdoses (BC 
Ministry of Health, 2016)

• Previous evidence suggests most overdoses 
occur in presence of bystanders (Martins et al 
2015; Karamouzian et al., 2019)

• By-standers delay/don’t call 911 at overdose 
events for fear of police involvement (Canadian 
Centre on Substance Abuse, 2017) 

• To overcome this concern:

June 2016, BC Emergency Health Services policy 
introduced to not routinely inform police in the 
event of an overdose (Mehta et al., 2021)

May 2017, Federal Good Samaritan Drug 
Overdose Act (Government of Canada, 2019) 
enacted to provide some protection from arrest at 
the scene of an overdose
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Reasons for not calling 9-1-1 at an overdose event
• In 2016, among those who 

reported using a THN kit in BC, only 
64% had called 9-1-1.

• Most commonly cited reasons for 
not calling between Jan-Jun 2016 
were:
• Situation seemed under 

control (47%)
• Concerns about police 

presence (38%)

• After BCEHS and GSDOA policies 
were introduced, concerns about 
police reduced though not 
completely. 

Bystanders still express hesitancy to call 9-1-1 in 
overdose situations
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GSDOA evaluation project
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GSDOA Evaluation 
Methods

Quantitative 

Harm Reduction 
Client Survey  

(N=581)

- GSDOA questions added 
HRCS survey Oct-Dec 2019 

- Analysis: Descriptive & 
multivariable regression  

Unlocking the Gates 
Survey (N=137)

- GSDOA questions added 
to UTG survey; completed 
by participants on release 
from correctional facilities

-Analysis: Descriptive and 
bivariate logistic regression

Qualitative 

Interviews with 
police officers (N=22)

- Jan-May 2020; RCMP and  
municipal police officers 
across BC

- Analysis: A combination 
of inductive and deductive 
coding and a thematic  

Multi Methods 

People at risk of experiencing/witnessing an OD 
Surveys (N=493) & interviews (N=28) 

Surveys:
- People receiving a THN kit at sites across BC invited to complete 
a paper GSDOA survey. Survey also available online. 

- Analysis: Descriptive and bivariate logistic regressions 

Interviews:
-People at risk of experiencing or witnessing an overdose were 
invited, by key peer research assistants across BC 

-Analysis: Combination of inductive and deductive coding and 
thematic analysis to identify patterns in the data 

Youth: Surveys (N=113) & interviews (N=15)  
Surveys:
- Youth aged 16-24 years were invited to complete a survey at 
THN sites or online through Foundry and various youth 
organizations

Interviews:
- Recruitment posters via Foundry and youth organizations 
invited  youth to participate in a one-on-one interview  

Analysis: as above for adults
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Project Sites
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Study & Foundry sites: 
VCH
✓ Vancouver
✓ North Shore  

FH
✓ Abbotsford

IH
✓ Kelowna 

IsH
✓ Victoria
✓ Campbell River 

NH
✓ Prince George 
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Our research questions were: 

Are people at risk of experiencing or witnessing an OD aware of the 
GSDOA and what is their knowledge about the GSDOA’s legal protections?

What are the experiences of people at risk of experiencing or witnessing 
an OD with first responders at overdose events?  

10
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GSDOA evaluation project 
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Data Collection:
• Adults (n = 380): People picking up a THN kit at 19 THN sites across BC 

were invited to complete a GSDOA survey. The survey was also 
available online.

• Youth (n = 113): Foundry promoted the online survey through their 
platform and networks.

• Collected between October 2020 and April 2021 and entered in 
Qualtrics.

Analysis:
With support from the larger quantitative team, we:

• Conducted descriptive summaries. 

• Conducted bivariate analyses.

• Developed multivariable logistic regression models.

GSDOA Survey - Methods
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Descriptive Overview   

Youth
22.9%

Adults
77.1%

Age

Cis man
57.6%

Cis 
woman
37.9%

Trans and 
gender 

expansive
4.5%

Gender Identity

First 
Nations
29.6%

Métis
13.8%

Inuit
0.01%

Not 
Indigenous

56.0%

Indigeneity

Private 
housing
39.1%Supportive/

Unstable 
Housing
46.0%

Homeless
14.9%

Housing Situation

16 – 24 years

25+ years
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Descriptive Overview

Yes
62.7%

No
37.3%

Opioid Use

Yes
31.0%

No
69.0%

Opioid OD experienced

Yes
34.2%

No
65.8%

Police attended at last OD 
witnessed

Yes
86.2%

No
13.8%

9-1-1 called at last OD 
witnessed

Yes
63.8%

No
36.2%

Opioid OD Witnessed
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Bivariate Analysis
GSDOA Awareness

“Have you heard about the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act (GSDOA)?”
• Yes/No (n = 453)
• Prefer not to say/Missing (n = 40)

Aware

52.7%

Unaware

47.3%

Increased GSDOA awareness among:
(p < 0.05)
• Adults between the ages of 25 – 34 compared to 

youth (16 – 24 years)
• Participants who own a cellphone
• Those who felt at risk of experiencing or 

witnessing an overdose in the last 6 months
• Participants who used opioids in the last 6 months
• Those who had witnessed an overdose in the last 

6 months
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Multivariable Logistic Regression
GSDOA Awareness

Aware

52.7%

Unaware

47.3%

Increased GSDOA awareness among:
(p < 0.05)
• Adults between the ages of 25 – 34 compared to 

youth (16 – 24 years)
• Adjusted odds ratio = 2.18 (95% CI: 1.09, 4.35)

• Participants who own a cellphone
• Adjusted OR = 2.36 (95% CI: 1.44, 3.86)

• Those who had witnessed an opioid overdose in the 
last 6 months
• Adjusted OR = 2.29 (95% CI: 1.42, 3.70)

“Have you heard about the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act (GSDOA)?”
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GSDOA Understanding

Two types of GSDOA knowledge questions (n = 231):

Who is protected:
“Do you believe the GSDOA protects the following people from being arrested for simple possession of substances (small 

amount of drugs for own use) at the scene of an overdose?”

A: The person who calls 9-1-1
B: The person who overdoses

C: Anyone at the scene of an overdose

When is protection afforded: 
“Imagine there is an overdose in a public space; 9-1-1 is called and the police come to the scene. Do you think the police 

can legally arrest a person if they:” 

A: Have a larger amount of drugs on them or items (eg. scale) that may look like they are involved in drug dealing?
B: Are in a red/no-go zone they received for a previous charge that was not simple drug possession (eg. theft)?
C: Have an outstanding warrant for something other than simple drug possession (eg. theft)?
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GSDOA Understanding

Complete

48.5%

Incomplete

51.5%

Complete

33.3%
Incomplete

66.7%

Understanding of who is 
legally protected

Understanding of when
legal protection applies
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Police Attendance at Last Overdose

Yes
34%

No
65%

Police attended at last 
OD witnessed

“If police were present, what did they do at the overdose scene (Select all 
that apply)?”

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0%

All medical or other actions

Watched/bystander role

Zoned off area

Medical assistance

All law enforcement actions

Checked for warrants/IDs

Search people at the scene

Made arrests/pressed charges

Actions of Police At Last Overdose Witnessed (%)
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GSDOA evaluation project 
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Recruitment:
• Adults (n = 28): Peer research assistants identified adults 

across BC 
• Youth (n = 14): Foundry shared information about the 

interviews on-site and online

Time:
• Between October 2020 and April 2021

GSDOA Interviews



22 GSDOA EVALUATION PROJECT

Data Collection:
• Conducted 1 hour one-on-one semi-

structured interviews over the phone due 
to COVID-19 public health guidelines

• Audio recorded and transcribed verbatim

Analysis:
• Open coding to build coding framework

• Coding conducted in NVivo by smaller 
team

• Thematic analysis conducted by larger 
team

GSDOA Qualitative Interviews – Methods

Illustration by Storyset from storyset.com 
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16 – 24 years

Descriptive Overview   

Youth
33%

Adult
67%

Age

Cis man
33%

Cis woman
50%

Trans, Gender 
expansive

7%

Unknown
10%

Gender Identity

Indigenous
38%

Unknown
10%

Not 
Indigenous

52%

Indigeneity

Metropolitan
40%

Large 
Urban
43%

Small 
Urban
10%

Other
7%

Urbanicity
25+ years
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Themes

Awareness and lack of awareness 
surrounding the GSDOA

Reasons to call or not to call 911

Understanding of the GSDOA

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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Themes

Awareness and lack of awareness 
surrounding the GSDOA

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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• Just over half were aware

• Considerable variation in awareness
“The majority of people that I’m around they all know 

about it…the big majority.” (Participant 1, Metropolitan, 
Adult)

“A lot of people probably don’t know about it. I’ve 
been involved with drugs for years and I’ve never heard of 
it.” (Participant 2, Large Urban, Adult)

Awareness of the GSODA
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How had participants heard of the 
GSDOA?

Posters
At harm reduction sites or 
housing sites (e.g. shelters)

Naloxone Training

Education Sessions
In high school or substance use 

treatment programs

Word of Mouth

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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Themes

Awareness and lack of awareness 
surrounding the GSDOA

Understanding of the GSDOA

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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• Several understood the general idea of the act (that it 
provided some legal protections at overdoses)

“I’m aware of it, and I know that it’s supposed to protect people, 
allow people to be able to call the paramedics or the police in case of 
an overdose or injury and not have them worry about being arrested 
for doing it.” (Participant 14, Metropolitan, Adult) 

• A few understood that it only provides protection against 
charges related to simple possession

“It’s to prevent people from not calling on very serious situations 
based on the fear of getting a charge for the drugs that they’re using 
or the drugs that they have on their person”. (Participant 3, 
Metropolitan, Youth) 

• Nearly every participant was surprised by some aspect of 
the GSDOA, showing that almost all had some level of 
misunderstanding

Understanding of the GSDOA
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• Many participants overestimated the 
protections

“You’re given basically a get out of jail 
free card.” (Participant 16, Large Urban, 
Adult) 

• Many incorrectly believed that 
warrants were protected

“The warrant part was where I was 
confused because people were, like-- they 
can’t get you even if you have a warrant. 
And I’m, like, no, I’m pretty sure if you have 
a warrant they can.” (Participant 19, Large 
Urban, Adult) 

Incomplete understanding

Illustration by Storyset from storyset.com 
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Themes

Awareness and lack of awareness 
surrounding the GSDOA

Reasons to call or not to call 911

Understanding of the GSDOA

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com
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Reasons to call 911

• Positive perceptions of and/or experiences with 
first responders

“They’re [first responders] simply there just to get that 
person better…They just care about getting that person to 
the hospital and making them stabilized.” (Participant 12, 
Large Urban, Adult)

• Severe overdoses or limited resources to respond 
on their own (i.e. last resort)

“I always got a kit ready and by the second shot…if not 
regained consciousness, then it’s like, okay, call 911.” 
(Participant 27, Large Urban, Adult)
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Reasons to call 911

• Encouraged by the protections of the GSDOA and 
BC EHS

“I would hate to say it but if it wasn’t the way it is right 
now [GSDOA enacted], I would probably save them and 
run, you know, along with a lot of people.” (Participant 1, 
Metropolitan, Adult)

• Some participants shared that they would call 9-1-1 
irrespective of the GSDOA

“I would have called 911 anyways [without the GSDOA 
enacted]. It wouldn’t have mattered to me.” (Participant 
10, Large Urban, Adult)

“Human life is more important than going to jail.” 
(Participant 28, Large Urban, Adult)
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Reasons NOT to call 911

• Negative perceptions of and/or experiences with first 
responders

“I mean, I know when I OD’ed years ago my boyfriend didn’t 
call because he’d had such negative interactions with them 
[police].” (Participant 8, Metropolitan, Adult)

“The only thing the police brings is chaos, panic, harm and 
aggression” (Participant 17, Metropolitan, Youth)

• Participants felt they had the tools and knowledge to 
respond to overdoses on their own and some perceived 
calling 9-1-1 as an unnecessary use of paramedic 
resources, given this

“They’ll get there and do the exact same thing that the 
people that live on the street are doing for them already. It’s just 
like administering Narcan, getting oxygen to them and, like, 
we’re all trained to do that pretty much at this point.” 
(Participant 3, Metropolitan, Youth)

“I don’t want to make more work for no reason, really, if it’s 
not necessary in my opinion.” (Participant 29, Large Urban, Adult)
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Reasons NOT to call 911

• Calling 911 and concerns around police attendance
“Well, I mean, like, you can call for an ambulance, but the 

cops come with the ambulance” (Participant 17, Metropolitan, 
Youth)

• Police discretion and inconsistent actions at overdose 
events and application of the GSDOA 

“I don’t believe they follow that law. […] I think they do 
what they want, just like in anything else, right.” (Participant 
18, Small Urban, Adult)

“You know what that Act means? It’s something on paper 
to appease the public and appease parliament and whatnot. 
Because when it comes down to it, it don’t mean jackshit when 
a cop pulls up on you. […] Overdose, you got dope on you, 
you’re going to fucking jail.” (Participant 30, Large Urban, 
Adult)
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Reasons NOT to call 911

• Legal protections offered by the GSDOA perceived as 
limited and insufficient to encourage calling 9-1-1

“They know about the Good Samaritan Act. But they sell 
drugs out of there, and so it doesn’t matter to them. They’re not 
ever going to phone” (Participant 19, Large Urban, Adult)
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GSDOA evaluation project 
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Our research question was: 

What are police officer’s views, knowledge and implementation 
around the GSDOA and responding to 9-1-1 calls?

38
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Qualitative interviews with police officers 
across BC

Who did we hear from…
• 22 police officers  
n=13 municipal officers, n=9 Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police
n=6 metropolitan, n=9 large urban, n=7 medium urban
• 19 male, 3 female  
• Ages 30-51 years old 
• Experience levels 1.5 - 28 years in policing 

When did we conduct interviews? 
• Between January-May 2020

What methods were used to analyze interviews?
• Thematic analysis 
• Open-coding to build a coding framework
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Themes

Other law enforcement activities at 
overdose events outside the scope of 
the GSDOA

Police officer’s use of discretion and 
the GSDOA

Icons by Freepik from www.flaticon.com

Knowledge of and attitudes towards 
the GSDOA



GSDOA EVALUATION PROJECT41 GSDOA EVALUATION PROJECT41

What were police officer’s views of the GSDOA?

• There was no consensus among officers about whether the 
GSDOA has had the intended impact

• Officers understood the GSDOA  as encouraging a medical vs. a 
law-enforcement approach to overdose

"It’s a drug overdose. It’s a medical issue only, and let the hospitals deal 
with it. There’s no crime here. Police are not needed." (Metropolitan, Participant 
03) 

• Some police officers did not believe the GSDOA did enough to 
address the opioid crisis

“The petulant person in me says that sounds like that’s something that’s 
really good for a politician who’s looking for a way to solve a problem that they 
don’t actually have anything-- they don’t have any concrete solutions.” 
(Metropolitan, Participant 06)
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What was police officer’s knowledge of the GSDOA?

• The extent of police officers' knowledge of the GSDOA varied. Of 
those who were aware generally of the GSDOA, many officers 
could not clearly articulate its tenets or when and for whom it 
applies

“I know actually very little about this Good Samaritan thing. Like, I 
actually was just told kind of what it was all about by a few co-workers around 
here before-- when I got the email originally this morning.” (Large Urban, 
Participant 04)

• Several police officers reported hearing about the GSDOA via 
email and expressed concerns with the likelihood of overlooking 
an email. 

“Probably this Act went out in some sort of email saying the law has now 
changed, make sure you know this. Which probably didn’t have a whole lot of 
impact.” (Metropolitan, Participant 04)
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Interpretation and use of discretion with the GSDOA

• Discretion (the ability to choose how, when, to what extent they 
enforce laws) was seen as important and favored by many

“The law tends to like to be grey ‘cause that’s how it works the best 
around interpretation… it leaves enough wiggle room on both sides. So I think 
that’s the way these sorts of laws should be developed…it works well. It’s more up 
to the individual officer how they kind of see themselves applying those sorts of 
things.” (Metropolitan, Participant 04) 

• Police officers used their discretion to a) pursue less punitive 
approaches at overdose events or b) punitive or deterrence-based 
approaches

a) For example, police officers commonly reported that arrests for 
simple possession were rarely made, even before the GSDOA was 
implemented  

b) Police officers questioned when the limits of what is considered 
an ‘overdose setting’ and when regular law enforcement applies. 

“Yeah, I have a lot of discretion. And I know them all and I’m not 
concerned about finding them again.” (Large Urban, Participant 08)
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Interpretation and use of discretion with the GSDOA: 
Drug trafficking

Discretion was relevant in the context of drug trafficking arrests at 
overdose events in two ways: 

1) the GSDOA does not extend legal protection to drug trafficking 
and thus police reported using their discretion to determine 
whether to investigate drug trafficking 

2) determining threshold amounts for intent to traffic

“I mean, you know, we know who’s dealing down there and we catch 
them all the time anyway. And that’s not the time to talk to somebody about that.” 
(Large Urban, Participant 08)

“You know, so you look at what a serious offense is, like, you know, 
possession for the purpose of trafficking…how much drugs do you need to support 
that charge…you know, like, there’s lots of ways to work with that definition if 
you’re the kind of cop that wants to do that” (Metropolitan, Participant 04)
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Other law enforcement activities at overdose events 
outside the scope of the GSDOA 

• Police shared other law enforcement activities, other than 
arrests, that occur at overdose events (e.g. seizing all drugs, 
running names and checking identification, searching people…) 

“We need to essentially identify those at scene, whether it’s in a public 
place, on the road, or in a house, confirm everybody’s identity, talk to, you know, 
the people that were present during the time, the witnesses, and get their accounts 
of the incident.” (Large Urban, Participant 07)

• A few police officers recognized that these activities potentially 
discourage people from calling 911 – undermining the GSDOA 
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Findings & Recommendations

Lack of awareness of the GSDOA; 
many of those who are aware have 
incorrect understandings about when 
it applies  

Ongoing concerns about police 
attending overdoses, despite BC EHS 
policy & GSDOA

Police implementation of GSDOA is 
affected by police knowledge of the 
Act and police discretion

Develop engaging GSDOA knowledge 
translation initiatives  to reach various 
audiences:  people who use drugs, 
their family & friends, youth, people 
released from prison, general public  
and police officers  

Address systemic discrimination and 
ongoing barriers to care. Involve 
people with lived and living 
experiences at all stages of policy 
development.

Prioritize police non-attendance 
policies and address barriers to 
effective implementation (e.g. limit 
discretionary power)
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