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Unintentional drug overdose continued to be the leading cause of injury-related death in Ohio. In 2015, drug overdoses caused the deaths of 3,050 Ohio residents, which is the highest number on record. Opioids (heroin, fentanyl and prescription) remained the driving factor behind unintentional drug overdoses. Coinciding with the increase in mortality, the number of emergency medical services (EMS) runs for suspected opioid-related overdose also have increased. Naloxone, the drug used to reverse opioid overdoses, has been used increasingly to combat the opioid epidemic, with rates nearly quadrupling from 3.2 per 10,000 persons in 2003 to 12.7 per 10,000 persons in 2015. Unfortunately, the growing number of naloxone administrations has contributed to stigma and vicarious trauma among EMS personnel. This mixed methods survey received questionnaires from 571 EMS personnel. Quantitative results from the peritraumatic distress (PD) inventory showed that 2.7% of EMS personnel were “high risk” and another 11% of EMS personnel were “moderate risk” of developing PD. Qualitative results showed that EMS personnel experienced challenges working with laypersons who had administered naloxone and challenges in transporting patients to the hospital. Some respondent commented that naloxone “enabled” further opioid use became especially prominent in response to the last question. Typically, these comments showed a high degree of stigma and a basic misunderstanding of the disease process. Findings from this study demonstrate the importance of providing behavioral health supports for EMS personnel. Education campaigns that focus on stigma reduction and the science of addiction are also important to move the field forward.
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