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The United States accounts for about five percent of the world's population, but consumes more than 75 

percent of the world's prescription opioid medications. More than two million Americans are addicted to 

prescription painkillers, and another half-million are addicted to heroin. The opioid crisis has been raging 

since the late 1990s, and there doesn't seem to be an end in sight. 

Overdose deaths from opioids, including prescription painkillers, heroin and fentanyl, doubled from 

21,089 in 2010 to 42,249 in 2016. Currently, 115 people lose their lives every day to an opioid overdose, 

according to the Centers for Disease Control.1

Naloxone, frequently referred to as the brand Narcan, is a life-saving drug that reverses an opioid 

overdose, and it's receiving more attention in the news as expanded access helps to reduce the  

number of opioid-related deaths.

This comprehensive guide to naloxone will help you understand what it is, how it works, how to use it, 

and where to find it. 



WHAT IS NALOXONE? 
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Naloxone, which is currently sold primarily under the trade name 

Narcan, is a relative of morphine. Naloxone was synthesized and 

patented in the early 1960s by scientists Mozes Lewenstein and 

Jack Fishman, who were looking for a drug to treat constipation 

associated with chronic opioid use.

Researchers quickly realized that naloxone's ability to block opioid 

receptors in the central nervous system could reverse the effects 

of opioids. In 1971, the Food and Drug Administration approved 

naloxone for treating opioid overdoses through intravenous or 

intramuscular injection, and it was widely used in hospitals and 

other clinical settings.

In 1996, a number of organizations, including public health 

departments, began providing naloxone kits to laypersons along 

with overdose education and training for treating overdose victims. 

These kits required some assembly, consisting of either a vial of 

naloxone and a syringe or a multi-step nasal spray that required 

combining a pre-filled lock syringe with a nasal atomizer. The kits 

were successful: According to the Centers for Disease Control, 

between 1996 and 2014, an estimated 26,463 overdoses were 

reversed by bystanders armed with naloxone.2
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How Naloxone Reverses an Opioid Overdose 

Naloxone is an opioid antagonist, which means that  

it binds to opioid receptors, knocking opioids out of  

the way and reversing their effects, including fatal 

respiratory depression. Since naloxone is metabolized 

more quickly than opioids, symptoms of overdose can 

return after the initial naloxone dose, depending on the 

type of opioid and how much of it is in the system at the 

time of overdose. Naloxone is sold in twin doses for this 

reason. If overdose symptoms return, the second dose  

of naloxone can be administered.

Naloxone is not meant to be a stand-alone treatment 

for opioid overdose. It's designed to be part of a multi-

step treatment protocol that offers an overdose victim 

time until emergency medical personnel can arrive on 

the scene. After administering naloxone to an overdose 

victim, bystanders are urged to call 911, then begin rescue 

breathing or CPR if needed. An overdose victim should 

be continuously observed for at least two hours after 

naloxone is administered.

Side Effects of Naloxone

Even though it is a relative of morphine, naloxone has no 

painkilling properties and has virtually no side effects. If 

used by someone who has not overdosed on opioids, it 

will have no effect. When used in reversing an overdose, 

naloxone may trigger a variety of opioid withdrawal 

symptoms, including nausea and vomiting, abdominal 

cramps, diarrhea, body aches and chills. According to an 

article published in the journal Addiction Science & Clinical 

Practice, treating an overdose survivor with a long-acting 

opioid agonist like methadone or buprenorphine is the 

best way to end withdrawal and discourage subsequent 

opioid abuse. These medications can also help medical 

professionals engage the individual in addiction treatment.3



7   |  everlastrecovery.com  |  866-DETOX-25

Other Uses for Naloxone

In addition to treating opioid overdose, naloxone is combined with buprenorphine in the drug suboxone, 

which is used to treat opioid addiction. Buprenorphine is a semi-synthetic opioid that prevents 

withdrawal in those dependent on opioids. It also helps to normalize brain function so that addicted 

individuals can focus on recovery. Although the effects of buprenorphine are far less intense than other 

opioids, this drug can still be abused. When suboxone is taken as directed, the naloxone has no effect. 

However, if suboxone is crushed and snorted or injected, the naloxone prevents the psychoactive 

effects of buprenorphine and initiates opioid withdrawal.



HOW NALOXONE IS 

ADMINISTERED 



9   |  everlastrecovery.com  |  866-DETOX-25

Naloxone is administered to overdose victims by injection or nasal spray. There are currently four 

different formulations of naloxone used in overdose rescue kits. In addition to the multi-step nasal spray 

and the vial-and-syringe formulations that have been used for some time, two FDA-approved naloxone-

administering devices have recently changed the landscape of treating overdose victims with naloxone. 

These devices are the EVZIO Auto-Injector and Narcan Nasal Spray.

EVZIO Auto-Injector

Kaleo Pharma is the maker of EVZIO, a naloxone auto-injector.4 It comes ready to use, so there's no 

need for syringes or vials. Each injector has a speaker that provides voice instructions to guide users 

through each step of the injection. Written instructions are also included on each injector. To use EVZIO, 

you pull the injector from the outer case, remove the red safety guard, press it firmly into the victim's 

outer thigh, and hold it in place for five seconds. EVZIO can be injected through clothing.

Benefits of the auto-injector include the step-by-step audio instructions and a plastic housing unit that 

protects the needle to prevent accidental needle stick injuries. The down side of EVZIO, and part of the 

reason why it's not more widely used, is the prohibitive cost. According to the New England Journal of 

Medicine, when EVZIO was first approved by the FDA in 2014, a two-dose kit cost $690. Two years later, 

the price increased by more than 500 percent to $4,500, causing great outcry from citizens, community 

organizations and government officials alike.5
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Narcan Nasal Spray

Adapt Pharma is the maker of the most widely used naloxone-

administering device, the Narcan Nasal Spray.6  To use Narcan, 

the packaging is peeled back to remove the device, which comes 

equipped with a nozzle on top and a plunger on the bottom. The 

device is held with the index and middle fingers on the sides of 

the nozzle and thumb on the bottom of the plunger. The nozzle 

is inserted into either nostril until fingers touch the individual's 

nose, and the plunger is firmly pressed with the thumb to release 

the naloxone into the nose. 

Narcan has a number of benefits over other methods of naloxone 

administration. First, since no needles are involved, there's 

no risk of a needle stick injury. The nasal spray requires less 

training, as a result, bystanders are likely to be more comfortable 

administering the nasal spray than an injection. Since the nose is 

typically easily accessible, there's usually no need to re-position 

an unconscious victim. Narcan also doesn't require any assembly, 

which makes it easier to use than multi-step nasal sprays.
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Naloxone Isn't Addiction Treatment

It's important to note that without adequate addiction treatment, around 91 percent of people in 

recovery from an opioid addiction will relapse, most of them within a very short period. Medication-

assisted treatment, or MAT, is the gold standard of opioid addiction treatment, according to the 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.7 MAT involves two components. The first 

is medication, such as buprenorphine or methadone, that prevents withdrawal, curbs cravings and helps 

to normalize brain function. The second component of MAT is counseling, which helps individuals with 

an opioid addiction address underlying issues and develop essential coping skills that lead to long-term 

recovery. MAT has a successful history of treating even severe opioid addictions.



WHERE TO FIND NARCAN 

IN CALIFORNIA 
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In 2013, California Governor Jerry Brown signed AB 635, and the Overdose Treatment Act became 

law effective January 1, 2014.8 Designed to encourage the wide distribution of naloxone to health care 

providers and community programs, the law: 

 y Protects licensed healthcare professionals from civil and criminal liability when prescribing, 

dispensing, or overseeing the distribution of naloxone through a medical practice or an overdose 

prevention program. 

 y Allows individual citizens to possess and administer naloxone in an emergency and protects 

them from civil or criminal prosecution for practicing medicine without a license. 

 y Stresses that licensed prescribers are encouraged to prescribe naloxone to patients who take 

opioid medications for chronic pain. 

In September, 2014, Governor Brown signed AB 1535, which made naloxone available upon request 

without a prescription.9  The bill received wide support from lawmakers, medical professionals, addiction 

treatment providers, public health organizations and advocacy groups. Under this law, anyone in 

California can purchase Narcan at a pharmacy that carries it. In Riverside, and most communities in 

states where Narcan is available without a prescription, it can be purchased at Walgreens or CVS 

Pharmacy. CVS also reports that if Narcan is not on hand, it can be ordered for arrival on the next 

business day. 
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How Much Does Narcan Cost?

Without insurance, Narcan costs around $130 for a kit with two doses. 

Depending on your insurance plan, there may be a co-pay of anywhere 

between $0 and $20. According to Adapt Pharma, 95 percent of insurance 

plans, including Medicaid, cover Narcan Nasal Spray. Medi-Cal coverage 

includes an unrestricted, $0 co-pay for Narcan.

Who Should Have Naloxone on Hand?

In April, 2018, U.S. Surgeon General Jerome Adams issued an advisory 

to emphasize the importance of naloxone.10 He urged more Americans to 

learn how to use naloxone and to keep it within reach, especially if they: 

 y Take high doses of opioids prescribed for pain or have a family 

member who does. 

 y Misuse prescription opioids. 

 y Use illicit opioids like heroin or fentanyl. 

 y Take benzodiazepines with opioids. 

 y Work in the healthcare industry. 

 y Have a friend or family member with an opioid use disorder. 

 y Come into contact with people at risk for opioid overdose. 

 y Are in recovery from an opioid addiction, since opioid relapse doses 

are often deadly. 

If any of these apply to you, consider keeping Narcan in your medicine 

cabinet or on your person.
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The Future of Narcan

As Narcan becomes more widely accessible, advocates hope that it will continue to save more and more 

lives every year. Physicians are increasingly encouraged to co-prescribe Narcan along with opioids used 

to treat pain, according to the American Academy of Family Physicians, and many school districts across 

the country are beginning to stock Narcan as well.11

While some detractors say that Narcan promotes opioid abuse, experts beg to differ, citing well-

designed observational studies that show otherwise. They stress that the life-saving benefits of Narcan 

outweigh the unlikely possibility that Narcan will increase risky opioid use. 

Narcan is a front-line defense against the deadly opioid epidemic. It can save your life or that of 

someone you love, but getting an addicted overdose victim into a high quality addiction treatment 

program should be the end goal for friends, family members, and medical personnel who administer 

Narcan. Treatment works, and is the best defense against a future opioid overdose.
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