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What is the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act? 
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Why did we need the GSDOA?

• 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, the Federal 
Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act was 
implemented in May 2017 (Government 
of Canada, 2019) 
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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?

5



GSDOA EVALUATION PROJECT

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

Qualitative interviews with police officers across BC
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What were police officer’s views of the GSDOA? 

o There was no consensus among officers about whether the GSDOA has 

had the intended impact

o 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) 

o 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 were police officer’s knowledge of the GSDOA? 

o 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

o Several police officers reported hearing about the GSDOA via email and 

expressed concerns with the likelihood of overlooking an email. 

“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)

“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

oDiscretion (the ability to choose how, when, to what extent they enforce 

laws) was important in the implementation of the GSDOA. Many officers 

were in favor of police using a discretionary approach. 

o Police officers commonly reported that arrests for simple possession 

were rarely made, even before the GSDOA was implemented

o Police officers also questioned when the limits of what is considered an 

‘overdose setting’ and when regular law enforcement applies. 

“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, so I think that way 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)

“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

o 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

o 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…) 

o A few police officers recognized that these activities potentially 

discourage people from calling 911 – undermining the GSDOA

“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)
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Implications & Recommendations
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o More GSDOA education is needed, through mediums other than email 
communication

o More research is needed to determine rates of arrests at overdose events 
before and after GSDOA implementation

o Discretion results in inconsistent applications of the GSDOA which could give 
rise to skepticism around the GSDOA’s ability to provide legal protection 
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Additional information & Study contacts

Findings are incorporated into an anti-stigma module: 
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/wysiwyg/Module%205%20-

%20experiential%20workers%20and%20other%20professionals_final.pdf

For more information about the study, visit: 
https://towardtheheart.com/research-projects

Allied GSDOA presentations at LE & PH : 

March 23, 2021 –

Factors associated with the awareness of the GSDOA among people who use drugs in BC, Canada

March 23, 2021 –

Take Home Naloxone Kits, Phone Ownership and Knowledge of the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act 

Among People Being Released from Correctional Facilities in British Columbia, Canada

Next steps: 

Two manuscripts are underway

Study Contacts: 

Jessica Xavier, jessica.xavier@bccdc.ca – GSDOA Research Coordinator 

Dr. Jane Buxton, jane.buxton@bccdc.ca – Principal Investigator
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