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What is Fentanyl? 

Fentanyl is a synthetic (manufactured) opioid used as a prescription drug for pain. It can also be 
made and used on the street, and is commonly mixed with other drugs like heroin, cocaine, and 
methamphetamine, with or without the knowledge of the person using it. Fentanyl is dangerous 
because of how deadly it is compared to other opioids, like heroin. As little as 2 mg of fentanyl 
can be fatal to the person using it.  
 

 
Data source: California Opioid Dashboard. California Department of Public Health - Substance and Addiction 
Prevention Branch. CDPH Center for Health Statistics and Informatics Vital Statistics - Multiple Cause of Death and 
California Comprehensive Death Files.  
 
Although fentanyl-related overdose death rates have been lower in the western United States 
than in the northeastern region of the country, rates have risen rapidly over the past several 
years in California. Fentanyl is now among the most common drugs involved in overdose deaths 
in California. As of the second quarter of 2020, the fentanyl-related overdose death rate was 
8.92 deaths per 100,000 California residents. 
 
 

12.4

10.84

2.3

8.92

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

2016
Q1

2016
Q2

2016
Q3

2016
Q4

2017
Q1

2017
Q2

2017
Q3

2017
Q4

2018
Q1

2018
Q2

2018
Q3

2018
Q4

2019
Q1

2019
Q2

2019
Q3

2019
Q4

2020
Q1

2020
Q2

California Opioid Overdose Death Rates
Age-Adjusted Annualized Quarterly Rate per 100k Residents

Any Opioid-Related Prescription Opioid-Related Heroin-Related Fentanyl-Related

https://skylab.cdph.ca.gov/ODdash/


Hub and Spoke Patients’ Experiences with Fentanyl 
 
To better understand patient experiences with fentanyl use, our evaluation team at UCLA 
interviewed 166 patients receiving treatment in the California Hub and Spoke System. The 
interviews took place over two years, from August 2018 to July 2020. Participants came from 
Hub and Spoke locations throughout the state, and were interviewed over the phone, once when 
they started treatment and again, three months later.  
 

 
60% of the patients we interviewed reported that they had ever used fentanyl. Among those who 
had used it, over half (57%) planned to use it or used heroin knowing it was laced with fentanyl. 
Eight participants described using fentanyl patches by, for example, cutting them up and 
smoking or injecting the contents. Many of the remaining 43% of those who had used fentanyl 
unintentionally described not being aware that their opioids or other drugs (e.g., cocaine, 
oxycodone) were laced. Two of these participants experienced non-fatal overdoses as a result 
of being unaware.  
 
Fentanyl and Overdoses 
 
On average, participants who reported fentanyl use had overdosed twice in the past, and they 
were more than four times more likely to have overdosed than those who never used fentanyl.  
 
One participant described their experience of an overdose reversal with naloxone after using 
heroin that they were unaware was laced with fentanyl:  
 

“I went under. I went out. Luckily the [naloxone] was there. It saved me.” 
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Almost all participants who had used fentanyl (98%) knew what naloxone was, and one-third 
had been revived with naloxone. However, 40% said they would not have immediate access to it 
if they or someone they knew overdosed. 
 
 
Policy Implications 
 
Given the increasing impact of fentanyl in California, it is imperative that policy strategies 
continue to prioritize harm reduction, like expanding access to naloxone and fentanyl testing 
strips. The California Naloxone Distribution program, a project of the state’s larger efforts to 
address opioid overdose, has distributed over 600,000 units of naloxone. However, our 
interviews with patients show that there may be additional barriers preventing people who use 
drugs from carrying naloxone with them in the event of an overdose. Further research should 
explore what these barriers are. 
 
Fentanyl test strips should also be made available to alert those who are using opioids or other 
drugs to the presence of fentanyl. In April 2021, SAMHSA announced that the purchase and 
distribution of fentanyl test strips is allowable under State Opioid Response (SOR) funding 
mechanisms.  
 
Additional harm reduction strategies for people who prefer fentanyl, such as encouraging them 
not to use alone, and to use less and more slowly should also be explored. Overdose prevention 
programs (OPPs; also known as “safe injection sites”), such as those cleared by California State 
Assembly Bill 362 (2019-2020), may serve as an especially effective location to implement such 
strategies. OPPs can also help to engage people in substance use treatment. 
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https://www.dhcs.ca.gov/individuals/Pages/Naloxone_Distribution_Project.aspx
https://www.samhsa.gov/newsroom/press-announcements/202104070200
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2019/01/07/some-drug-users-in-western-us-seek-out-deadly-fentanyl-heres-why
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2019/01/07/some-drug-users-in-western-us-seek-out-deadly-fentanyl-heres-why
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB362
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB362


 
For more information, please read our full report here. 
 
To find naloxone, visit the NEXT Distro website. 

https://www.naloxoneforall.org/

