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“It makes me feel like I matter and that you guys believe that people 
can succeed.”

Implementing a peer-led program to reduce overdose among 
persons leaving incarceration – The PREVAIL Project



We respectfully and gratefully acknowledge 
that we work on the unceded, ancestral and 
traditional homelands of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm

(Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and 
sel̓íl̓witulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations. 
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Overdose is the leading 
cause of death among 
people aged 10-59 years 
in BC. 

The #1 reason people 
who overdose are 
incarcerated in provincial 
corrections is due to 
breaches of 
probation/release.

Unregulated drug poisoning disproportionately 
impacts incarcerated people post-release

Keen, C., Kinner, S. A., Young, J. T., Snow, K., Zhao, B., Gan, W., & Slaunwhite, A. K. (2021). 
Periods of altered risk for non-fatal drug overdose: a self-controlled case series. The Lancet 
Public Health, 6(4), e249-e259.



Preventing overdose 
among formerly 
incarcerated persons 
during a public health 
emergency

Funded by Health Canada 
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Peer Co-Led Research and Programs in Action
120 participants leaving correctional centres received peer support and a cell 
phone and a talk, text data plan for 3 months, care and medicine bundle, 
and a naloxone kit.
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• 78% of 120 participants were male, average age of 37 years
• Participants spent an average of 8 years in custody in their lifetime
• 78% were on parole/probation at enrollment 
• 39% did not complete high school, 23.9% had university or college
• 72% went through withdrawal in custody
• 100% of participants used illicit substances prior to their incarceration

PREVAIL Participants
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PREVAIL Participants
• At baseline, 70% had one or more overdose in their lifetime

• Of these, 25% reported 5-10 overdoses in their lifetime
•  14% reported 11+ overdoses in their lifetime

• At first follow up (up to 30 days post-release):
• 9% of persons reported having an overdose

• Previous studies suggest about 17% of people have a NFOD in the first four 
weeks post-release (2015-17)*

• 10% had administered naloxone to another person
• 22% of participants identified as being at-risk of overdose

*(Keen et al. 2021)
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Participant feedback on PREVAIL peer support, harm reduction supplies, and 
bundles

“It’s been great... it’s just really nice to 
know I can partake in that. And you guys 
have been really helpful wth me getting a 
cellphone and just getting me into 
recovery and out of the jail, so I really 
appreciate it.” “Getting blessed with it. I don’t have very 

much as it. The stuff I do have, I’ve lost 
quite a bit of it. But being given something 
is a blessing. I don’t really get stuff like 
that. So I appreciate it.” 

“It makes me feel like I matter and that you 
guys believe that people can succeed.”

“I was able to smudge myself off and my 
surroundings and my room and I felt like I had a really 
good opportunity to begin something that can at 
least sustain me for a couple weeks until I got home... 
just the little things, by having medicine, is giving me 
some comfort.” 
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Unlocking empathy and compassion 
Interviewer: …What was it like knowing you had a staff member from UTG waiting for you when you got released 
on? Well, we kind of just touched on that and it's easy to get back to [name].

Respondent: It felt like someone actually fucking finally gave a fuck. Like all those releases just 
getting released like having someone at the gate saying, “OK, you're getting released. We're going to 
help you.” That was really cool. It’s all in your mind committing crime. That made me feel like society 
actually gives a fuck now. 

They get that made me feel like OK, I got to give a fuck about society. I just can't be like, fuck 
everybody. I wanted to steal from the store. I can't do it anymore. Society gives a fuck about me, so I 
got to give a fuck about society. That's the way I felt about the whole thing now and when the actual 
questioning part, it felt like OK, yeah, I got someone there waiting for me. It felt good.
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Interviewer: OK. How are you feeling about getting a cell phone as part of the study?

Respondent: I feel amazing. I feel like that was the best part. I feel awesome. It's 
such a good phone.

Interviewer: Cool. What do you think you'll use the phone for?

Respondent: Friends, contacting my mom every day and –

Interviewer: Cool. What does receiving a bundle mean to you?

Respondent: It means a lot because getting out of jail and stuff like that, it, you 
have nothing and stuff like that. So it's very meaningful. 

Unlocking Connection
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Interviewer: Thank you. What was it like knowing you had a staff member from 
Unlocking the Gate waiting for you when you were released? What did it mean to 
you?

Respondent: It was actually pretty nice because I've never had anybody 
outside waiting for me to give me a ride. It's usually you get stuck on a bus. 
And then you're sent back into the loop of just the fast pace of life and 
addiction. And it's just like nothing ever happened. But yeah, it was nice to 
actually have somebody there and was appreciative to see it. And even though 
they were a stranger, it makes you feel pretty at home. So it was pretty cool. 

Peer support filling a gap in services
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Respondent: Yeah, I overdosed. I was Narcan’ed nine times and I came back. 
But ever since that time, I've been extremely – I’m basically on PWD because 
of it today. I've suffered some seizures and I've got the shakes real bad. I have 
a hard time.

Interviewer: So you don’t have any – you think you’re at risk today?

Respondent: No, I don't think I'm at risk today, because I'm definitely not 
using today, but you never know what's going to happen, right?

Perceptions of overdose risk
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Peer Support is needed more than 
ever to reduce overdose, 

increase connection to health care
and support people leaving custody.
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