
Unintentional fentanyl use among people 
without opioid tolerance may cause a significant 
proportion of opioid overdoses in San Francisco, 
particularly among individuals who use stimulants 

BACKGROUND
• In 2022, opioid overdoses caused over 70,000 

deaths in the U.S. and 649 deaths in San 
Francisco, with 91% attributable to fentanyl and 
related analogues

• Deaths involving stimulants (i.e. cocaine and 
methamphetamine) also attributed to fentanyl have 
become increasingly common nationwide, but not 
much is known about unintentional fentanyl use 
among people who primarily use non-opioid 
substances

• Nationally and locally, opioid overdose mortality 
has disproportionally affected Black individuals 

• We sought to determine the prevalence of and 
racial and ethnic disparities in unintentional 
fentanyl use among people experiencing a 
medically-attended opioid overdose 

•  METHODS
• We reviewed 448 consecutive records of suspected 

overdoses from June to September 2022 attended 
by a specialized post-overdose response team in 
San Francisco

• We applied a case definition for opioid overdose to 
paramedic records and abstracted data on 
intended substance use prior to overdose (Table 1)

• We calculated the proportion of opioid overdoses 
attributed to intentional and unintentional opioid 
use and compared demographics. Among those 
reporting no intentional opioid use, we examined 
which substances people intended to use 
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• Among events meeting case criteria with data on intended substance use, intentional 
opioid use was reported by 57.3%, 98.0% of whom intended to use fentanyl (Table 2)

• No intentional opioid use was reported by 42.7%, with most intending to use stimulants 
(72.6%), including methamphetamine and cocaine

• No intentional opioid use was reported by 58.5% of Black, 52.4% of Latinx, and 28.8% of 
White individuals (p=0.021), and by 57.6% of women and 39.5% of men (p=0.061)

Conclusions
• We find preliminary evidence that unintentional fentanyl use may contribute substantially to 

opioid overdose in San Francisco
• Attention to unintentional use, particularly among people who use stimulants, should be a 

priority for overdose prevention efforts and efforts to address racial disparities in overdose 
mortality 

• Existing interventions including naloxone distribution, drug testing services, access to 
safer use equipment to reduce cross-contamination, and overdose prevention sites should 
be scaled up


