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• Nationally, >100,000 fatal overdoses from 2020-21, which is a 28.5% increase from 

year prior 1

• In Boston, ~2,290 fatal overdoses in 2021, a 9% increase over 2020 2

• Steepest rise in deaths occurring among non-Hispanic Black individuals 2,3

• Engagement of patients in treatment following nonfatal overdose has been 

identified as a key strategy in engaging patients with OUD in treatment 4,5

• In Boston, Black and Latinx people were less likely than White people to receive 

treatment within 30 days of an overdose from 2011-15 6
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To understand the experiences of Boston residents during and 

immediately after an opioid overdose

OBJECTIVE
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Boston Overdose Linkage to Treatment Study (BOLTS):

➢ Qualitative study

➢ Examines racial/ethnic inequities in access to treatment for 

people who recently experienced an opioid overdose in Boston

BOLTS

13



Jupiter is a gas giant and 
the biggest planet in the 

Solar System

Quantitative survey data were…
• Entered into REDCap and 

analyzed

Qualitative interview data were…
• Audio recorded
• Professionally transcribed
• Struck of identifying info
• Collaboratively developed into 

a final codebook
• Analyzed via code application 

in Dedoose software
• Further analyzed and organized 

using Framework Analysis 
Method7

Quantitative Survey
• Demographic and drug use 

characteristics

Qualitative Interview
• Drug use history, experiences 

with most recent overdose, 
experiences with and 
perspectives on treatment & 
services, impact of COVID-19, 
recommendations

Compensation: $50 Visa gift card

Eligibility:
• ≥ 18 years of age
• Boston resident
• Opioid OD within 3 months
• Ability to converse in English 

or Spanish
• Identify as White, Black, 

and/or Hispanic/Latinx
Recruitment:

• Engagement Center (primarily)
• 2 homeless shelters
• Project TRUST
• Community flyers

Data 
Analysis

Data 
Collection

Study 
Design

Jan 2021 – Sept 2021Nov 2019 – Jan 2021 July 2021 – present

14
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Race

Black

Latinx

White

30.5% (18)

39.0% (23)

30.5% (18)

Age

Gender

25-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60+

Cisgender Male: 69.5% (41)

Transgender Male: 1.7% (1)

Transgender Female: 3.4% (2)

Cisgender Female: 25.4% (15)

71.2% (42)

28.8% (17)

6.8% (4)

44.1% (26)

27.1% (16)

18.6% (11)

3.4% (2)

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS
N=59
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• 84.7% (50) of participants had a history of incarceration

• 49.2% (29) of participants reported living on the street;

27.1% (16) of participants reported other temporary housing (e.g., 

shelter, friend’s home)

• 88% (52) of participants reported unemployment

17

SOCIAL DETERMINANTS



2

What factors contribute to overdose? 

➢ More drug than usual
➢ Stronger drug than usual
➢ Different source than usual 
➢ Different preparation than usual
➢ Lowered tolerance after period of sobriety
➢ Poor care transitions
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“Oh, mind you, the whole time I'm 
in prison I’m trying to get into 
rehab. […] Long story short, I 
wanted to go to rehab and I didn't 
get sent to rehab. I got out of 
there, I asked my mom if I could 
stay with her. But it was no. […] 
So I’m homeless out here [...] I 
stayed at [a respite program]. 
Everybody there was drunk and I 
was like the only one sober there. I 
ended up leaving there…I couldn't 
take it anywhere. So yeah, I went 
to the streets to go get high.” 
White woman
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What are people feeling at the time of 
overdose?

➢ Physical response
➢ Emotional response
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What are people feeling at the time of 
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➢ Physical response
➢ Emotional response
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“I looked around, I was 
abandoned. The girls that I 
was there with wasn’t there 
anymore. I felt betrayed, I 
felt ashamed, I felt stupid, I 
felt worthless, I felt like an 
idiot, I felt angry, but then I 
felt embarrassed as I began 
coming back to life, being 
embarrassed.”
Latino man
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22% (13 of 59): 
No professional encounter
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Where did overdose occur?
• Residential setting (6)
• Street (5)
• MBTA station (2)

Who revived these participants?
• Known friend (9)
• Unknown bystanders (3)
• Partner (1)
• MBTA employee (1)
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22% (13 of 59): 
No professional encounter

➢ Avoidance of medical 
professionals
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“I didn't want my family to know 
about that, nor did I want to be 
seen by known people in such 
circumstances […] The ambulance 
did arrive with EMS, but I went 
home […] before their arrival. 
When they got to my friend's I 
was long gone.”
Latino man

“[I tried] to go unnoticed […] I 
couldn't call them [EMS] because 
if I did […] if the program 
managers knew, I could get 
rejected [from current housing].”
Latino man
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68% (40 of 59): 
Professional encounter

Post-overdose considerations:

➢ Not in the right frame of mind to 
immediately consider treatment

➢ Lacking proactive offers of treatment
➢ Negative experiences with 

professionals
➢ Experiences of stigma, especially 

among Black and Latinx PWUD
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“You’re so sick after that, that 
[treatment] is the last thing on 
your mind, like just don’t ask 
me anything, you know. […] 
Maybe, the next day or 
something, you’d be up for 
thinking about it a little more, 
but usually not right after [the 
overdose]. Some people 
maybe, but no, not me.”
White man
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“They said I was ready to go, but they could 
have said, 

‘We see you coming in here. We are not 
new to see this. We see you walking 
out. We see you around the 
neighborhood. Do you think it's time to 
cool your heels a little, we can work 
something out? We can check our 
roster and see if we have an open bed. 
We'll keep you for 24 hours. We have 
an addiction team. We will keep you so 
you're not sick. We'll get you on 
methadone or whatever. Give a little 
30-milligram dose, right, and possibly 
have you talk to our Project ASSERT 
team or PAATHS and we will discuss 
treatment options. How is that? If you 
are not good with inpatient, maybe we 
should set up some outpatient. We are 
going to do maintenance.’ 

They could have gone that way and they didn’t. 
And they didn’t.”
Latin0 man
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“I started crying. I told them: I 
don’t feel good, I don’t feel right, I 
need to go to the hospital. They 
said, ‘Buddy, get lost. We’re done 
here. We’re not wasting any more 
time with you. You’re just going to 
go get high again anyways.’ And I 
told them no, I really need to go to 
the hospital man, I just don’t feel 
right man. He said ‘get on that 
bike, and get out of here or I'm 
going to take you to jail.’ ”
Latino man
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“It is a lot of lack of respect. 
Especially if they know you're 
an addict they definitely don't 
give you the full respect that 
you deserve.”
Black woman
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Pre-
Overdose

Overdose
Post-

Overdose “Honestly, I feel like if they just 
talked to all their staff and they 
just were a little bit more 
sensitive to addicts who just 
came in who just literally 
almost died and who are 
homeless and who are going 
through fucking hell? If they 
just, you know, kind of put 
themselves in our shoes and 
realize that we're people, too, 
it'd be a little bit more pleasant 
place to visit, you know?”
Black man
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“I remember waking up to a light. And 
waking up with no clothes on, sweating 
everywhere, and them telling me that I'm 
okay, I'm in the hospital. And I bugged out, 
because I had no clothes on. They cut all 
my clothes off. And the fact there was a 
male there, and I had no clothes was not 
okay. 
[…]
If I'm asking for a blanket and they're 
telling me I need to wait, it’s not okay. If I 
needed a blanket, I'm cold. Because that's 
one of the effects [of overdose]. I'm cold, I 
need a blanket. Because I'm brown—but if 
it was somebody else, they would have got 
a blanket. The only one who was 
willing [to give me a blanket] had 
some type of mix to them, and the 
ones that was straight rude was the 
opposite.”
Black woman
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• Stigma and racism continue to impact patients’ ability to enter treatment

• Considering the experiences of people who use drugs, both pre-overdose and during 

acute overdose, can inform the response of providers immediately post-overdose

• Overdose carried significant physical and emotional weight for participants, which 

enforces the need for compassionate care as a first response following an overdose

• Following overdose, many reported needing significant time to return to a calmer 

frame of mind, in which they might more readily consider treatment

• Treatment options should then be offered proactively, and support should be given 

until the person in care is fully linked to another service

DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS

32



2

• Recruitment limited to Boston area, and, largely, the Mass/Cass area

• More males (69.5%) recruited than females (25.4%)

• Only 4 gender-diverse persons recruited

• Only recruited participants who experienced overdose within 3 months, and only 

interviewed them about most recent overdose

• Quantitative survey data is limited in nature

LIMITATIONS

33
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Thank you!
Questions?

anurani@bu.edu

@alnurani13


