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Background
Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid   that is 50 to 100 times stronger than morphine   and
50 times more potent than heroin.   Initially developed for pain management in
cancer and post-surgical patients, since at least the early 2010s illicitly
manufactured fentanyl has been increasingly present in street drugs, and often
mixed into heroin, cocaine, methamphetamine, and counterfeit prescription pills,
typically without users’ knowledge (some illicit drugs, particularly other opioids, are
so heavily contaminated that they are sometimes essentially replaced by fentanyl by
the time they reach the final consumer).

By 2022, nearly 70% of overdose deaths involved an opioid, most commonly
fentanyl.   Further, drug overdoses are now the primary cause of death for Americans
aged 18 to 44.   Despite overwhelming evidence that addiction is a medical condition
– not a failure of morals or willpower – United States drug policies continue to
prioritize criminalization over treatment. This approach ignores research
demonstrating that criminalization does not reduce drug use   and
disproportionately harms marginalized communities. 

Additionally, the fentanyl crisis has exposed and exacerbated longstanding racial
and socioeconomic disparities in drug policy and public health. While the early
opioid crisis largely impacted white, rural Americans, overdose rates have been
rising most rapidly among non-white communities for the past few years    , and
Black people have seen higher rates of opioid overdose death than white people
since 2020.    Still, Black Americans remain less likely to receive addiction treatment
and harm reduction services   , and more likely to face arrest and incarceration for
drug-related conduct than their white counterparts (despite similar usage rates). 

Meanwhile, misinformation about fentanyl has fueled widespread panic, leaving
even first responders struggling to separate fact from fiction and undermining their
ability to provide life-saving care in critical moments. Fear-driven misinformation
has led to policies and responses that have created more harm and confusion, as
well as increased stress and burnout among frontline personnel.    To effectively
address the fentanyl epidemic, policymakers must prioritize evidence-based public
health approaches—such as harm reduction strategies, expanded addiction
treatment, and equitable resource distribution—over the ineffective and
discriminatory criminal justice responses of the past. In order to do so, it is critical to
debunk the myths around fentanyl and move towards a shared understanding of the
reality of this substance, the harm it is causing, and potential paths forward. 
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One of the most persistent myths surrounding fentanyl is that first responders and law
enforcement officers are at risk of overdose just by touching or inhaling fentanyl
powder.    This false belief has been widely spread by sensationalized media reports
and misinformed law enforcement training programs. 

However, research confirms that incidental skin contact and/or inhalation of fentanyl
is not enough to cause an overdose:

Fentanyl is not absorbed through intact skin in amounts that would cause an
overdose.
Even when delivered through methods intended to speed up absorption through
the skin, fentanyl still takes hours to be absorbed in clinically significant
concentrations. Transdermal fentanyl patches, which are sometimes prescribed
for pain patients, are specially designed with multiple chemical layers to facilitate
fentanyl absorption through the skin, and still take approximately 12 to 16 hours of
continuous skin contact to administer therapeutic doses.  
Incidents of law enforcement officers experiencing "overdose symptoms" after
touching fentanyl are likely caused by panic or the nocebo effect (the opposite of
the placebo effect wherein inaccurate, negative beliefs about the drug generate a
response in the body), not actual opioid toxicity.

The Myth: Skin contact with fentanyl can lead to overdose.

The Truth: Fentanyl overdose occurs
through ingestion, snorting, or injection, not
by simply touching or breathing in fentanyl
powder.
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The Myth: Fentanyl overdose can be immediately and inevitably fatal. 

The Truth: Fentanyl overdose symptoms
develop over several minutes, providing a
critical window for intervention. Immediate
response with naloxone and/or oxygen can
reverse an overdose.

A common misconception is that fentanyl causes an instant collapse, leaving no time
to intervene. The outcome of a fentanyl overdose is not inevitable, and delays in
intervening can be fatal. 

Fentanyl overdoses follow a predictable pattern, just like other opioid overdoses:
Symptoms progress over several minutes, often beginning with slowed breathing,
unconsciousness, and pinpoint pupils.
Naloxone remains highly effective in reversing fentanyl overdoses, though multiple
doses may be required due to fentanyl’s potency. Administering oxygen or
providing ventilatory support have also been shown to reverse overdoses on their
own or in combination with naloxone. 
Delays in administering naloxone due to misinformation can mean the difference
between life and death. It is critical to ensure community members are aware of
and have access to naloxone.
Overdose prevention centers can also provide safe, hygienic environments where
trained staff monitor participants and intervene to prevent overdose deaths. These
facilities have been shown to reduce overdose deaths, decrease the transmission
of infectious diseases, and connect individuals to addiction treatment services, as
well as provide fentanyl testing strips.
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The Myth: People who use and/or overdose from fentanyl know that they
are consuming fentanyl. 

The Truth: Many fentanyl overdose victims
unknowingly consume fentanyl-laced
substances.

Many individuals who use and/or overdose from fentanyl have unknowingly ingested it
due to widespread contamination or replacement of other drugs.    Given how potent
fentanyl is, this is especially dangerous for those with no opioid tolerance who may be
most at risk for an overdose.    

Fentanyl is frequently mixed into drugs that are sold as heroin or opioid pills like
oxycodone to increase potency and reduce costs for drug suppliers, and it has
been routinely found in other unrelated substances like cocaine and
methamphetamines.    
Even the individuals distributing these drugs are often unaware that they contain
fentanyl, as contamination occurs at multiple points along the supply chain.    This
lack of awareness among suppliers and distributors undermines the effectiveness
of drug-induced homicide laws (which allow individuals who supply drugs that
result in a fatal overdose to be prosecuted for homicide) as a deterrent, since those
involved in the drug trade may not even realize they are selling fentanyl.
Counterfeit pills designed to look like prescription medications (e.g., OxyContin,
Xanax, Adderall) can contain potentially lethal doses of fentanyl.

The DEA found that six out of ten fentanyl-laced fake prescription pills
analyzed in 2022 contained a potentially lethal dose of fentanyl.

College students,    recreational users,    and pain patients    have all experienced
overdoses connected to fentanyl-laced drugs.
Fentanyl test strips provide a reliable, low-cost way to test drugs for fentanyl
contamination. Increasing awareness and availability of fentanyl test strips can
help prevent accidental fentanyl ingestion and overdose.
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The Truth: The majority of fentanyl-related
deaths come from illicitly manufactured
fentanyl, not legally prescribed medication.

The Myth: Over-prescribing of fentanyl is driving the overdose crisis. 

Illicitly manufactured fentanyl is
found in street drugs, counterfeit pills,
and unregulated substances.
Cracking down on legitimate opioid
prescriptions has led to harm for
chronic pain patients, forcing them to
seek alternative sources or endure
unnecessary suffering.
Pharmaceutical companies fueled the
beginning of the opioid overdose
epidemic    , but today’s overdose crisis
is largely driven by unregulated
international drug markets.

While prescription opioids played a role in the early opioid crisis, fentanyl overdoses
today are largely driven by illicitly manufactured fentanyl, not prescribed fentanyl
patches or pain management treatments, which are pure, safe, and administered in
precise doses.34
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The Truth: The majority of fentanyl entering
the U.S. is brought through legal ports of
entry by U.S. citizens, not by migrants.

The Myth: Illegal immigration is driving the U.S. fentanyl supply. 

Politicians often point to fentanyl to justify harsh immigration policies   , but data from
U.S. Customs and Border Protection shows:

Nearly 90% of fentanyl seizures at the border occur at legal ports of entry, not
between checkpoints.
Over 80% of people arrested for smuggling fentanyl through U.S. ports of entry
from 2019 to June 2024 were U.S. citizens, according to data obtained by the
American Immigration Council through a Freedom of Information Act request.
Four out of five people sentenced for drug trafficking are U.S. citizens, not
migrants or asylum seekers.
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Increased border
militarization    has not
decreased fentanyl
trafficking significantly   ,
in large part because drug
cartels have increasingly
come to rely on U.S.
citizens to smuggle
contraband in passenger
vehicles through official
ports of entry.
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The Myth: Fentanyl is a weapon of mass destruction.

The Truth: Fentanyl is not a weapon of mass
destruction.

In recent years, some policymakers have characterized fentanyl as a "weapon of mass
destruction" (WMD)   , invoking language typically reserved for chemical, biological,
and nuclear weapons. This framing is not only scientifically inaccurate—as fentanyl is
an essential health care tool that is deployed without incident across clinical settings
for routine surgery and other uses—but also dangerously misleading    :

Weapons of mass destruction are defined by their capacity to cause widespread
destruction or mass casualties through targeted deployment.    Fentanyl, while
potent, requires direct ingestion, targeted inhalation, or injection to cause harm.
The human body does not absorb fentanyl efficiently through the skin or from
airborne particles in amounts that would cause mass harm.    Incidental
environmental exposure to fentanyl (such as through airborne dispersion) is
unlikely to produce toxic effects because fentanyl powder does not easily become
airborne and is not efficiently absorbed through the skin.
Portraying fentanyl as a WMD creates unnecessary fear among first responders,
contributing to delayed or ineffective overdose interventions. The fear of
"secondary exposure" has already caused paramedics and law enforcement
officers to hesitate in providing life-saving aid during overdose situations,
increasing the likelihood of preventable deaths.
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The Myth: Harsher punishment can end the overdose crisis. We can treat
addiction through incarceration.

The Truth: Harsh sentencing laws and
incarceration do not reduce drug use or
overdose deaths, but they do cause harm.
Increasing access to naloxone and
evidence-based treatments for substance
use disorder are more effective responses.

Policymakers have long promoted increased criminal penalties as a solution to drug
crises, despite overwhelming evidence that punitive approaches do not reduce drug use
or overdose deaths.    Substance use disorders are complex medical conditions—
influenced by genetics, environment, trauma, and socioeconomic factors—that require
treatment and support, not incarceration. 

While proponents argue that ramping up the criminalization of drug use will curb
trafficking, research into decades of harsh penalties for drug offenses indicates:

Criminalization does not reduce drug availability—drug supply networks quickly
adapt to increased penalties.
Criminalizing drug use does not lead to lower rates of drug use, drug arrests, or
overdose deaths.
Drug-induced homicide prosecutions, which charge individuals with homicide when
they supply drugs that result in a fatal overdose, are ineffective and can exacerbate
the overdose epidemic by discouraging individuals from seeking help at a critical
moment. 
Harsh drug sentencing laws disproportionately impact people of color. Mandatory
minimums for fentanyl-related offenses mirror the racial injustices of past drug
policies, particularly the crack cocaine sentencing disparities of the 1980s and 1990s,
which disproportionately impacted Black Americans.
People with substance use disorders who are diverted to receive treatment are less
likely to engage in future crime than those sentenced to a term of incarceration. 

The likelihood of a fatal overdose increases after incarceration: formerly
incarcerated individuals are 129 times more likely to die of an overdose in the first
two weeks after release compared to the general population.
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The Truth: MAT significantly reduce
overdose deaths, support long-term
recovery, and improve overall health
outcomes.

People receiving MAT are more likely to
stay in treatment and less likely to
relapse.
MAT has been shown to reduce the risk of
opioid-related deaths significantly, with
some studies showing a 38% to 59%
decline. 
Medications for opioid use disorder are
effective for treating fentanyl use
disorder.
MAT improves employment outcomes,
family stability, and mental health, as well
as reducing healthcare costs and
decreasing crime, disorder, and recidivism.

The Myth: Medicines for Addiction Treatment (MAT) encourage drug use. 

Medicines for Addiction Treatment (MAT), which includes Medications for Opioid Use
Disorder (MOUD; primarily methadone and buprenorphine), are not substitutes for
addiction; they are evidence-based medical treatments using FDA-approved
medications to treat substance use or opioid use disorders (sometimes in combination
with behavioral therapies).    MOUDs help to reduce cravings and lessen withdrawal
symptoms while cutting opioid overdose risk in half.    However, access to MAT and
MOUD remains challenging, particularly for Black and Latino communities. 
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Conclusion
A Call for Justice, Equity, and Public
Health Solutions
The myths surrounding fentanyl have fueled fear-driven policies that do more
harm than good:

Misinformation about fentanyl exposure has led to unnecessary panic and
ineffective law enforcement training.
Misconceptions about overdose symptoms have prevented life-saving
interventions.
Harsh sentencing laws have harmed many—disproportionately affecting
Black, Latino, and low-income communities—without addressing the
underlying issues. 

If the U.S. is serious about addressing the fentanyl use and overdose crisis, it
must reject punitive approaches and embrace research-based solutions that
prioritize:

Expanding access to naloxone and overdose prevention programs.
Investing in medicines for addiction treatment rather than incarceration.
Providing training to law enforcement and emergency personnel to address
myths through an occupational safety lens. 
Legalizing and supporting harm reduction initiatives like overdose prevention
centers and fentanyl test strip distribution.
Addressing racial disparities in drug enforcement and sentencing.

Many states and localities are embracing these health-based approaches and,
for reasons that are not yet fully understood, deaths linked to fentanyl have seen
a significant decline in recent years, with a close to 31% reduction from 2023 to
2024.    While any death is one too many, the sustained decrease in all 50 states
provides cause for hope that community-based efforts, increased awareness of
the importance of substance use disorder treatment, and increased access to
naloxone – among other factors – may be having a positive impact. It is critical to
remain vigilant against myths that seek to push the strategy of criminalization,
and ensure continued progress in addressing fentanyl use and overdoses,
especially as key federal grants and funding in the public health space are cut. 
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