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Reduced Emergency Department Visits and Hospitalisation
with Use of an Unsanctioned Safe Consumption Site
for Injection Drug Use in the United States
Barrot H. Lambdin, PhD1,2,3 , Peter J. Davidson, PhD4, Erica N. Browne, MS1,
Leslie W. Suen, MD2, Lynn D. Wenger, MSW, MPH1, and Alex H. Kral, PhD1

1RTI International, 2150 Shattuck Avenue, Suite 800, Berkeley, CA, USA; 2University of California San Francisco, 550 16th St, San Francisco, CA, USA;
3University of Washington, 1959 NE Pacific Street, Seattle, WA, USA; 4University of California San Diego, 9500 Gillman Drive, La Jolla, CA, USA.

BACKGROUND: Safe consumption sites (SCS) are an
evidence-based intervention to prevent drug use–related
harm. In late 2014, an organisation in an undisclosed
location in the USA opened an unsanctioned SCS.
OBJECTIVE: To evaluate whether use of the unsanc-
tioned SCS affected medical outcomes.
DESIGN: A prospective cohort study.
SETTING: Neighbourhoods surrounding the SCS.
PARTICIPANTS: People who injected drugs were recruit-
ed and interviewed at baseline and 6 and 12months from
2018 to 2020.
INTERVENTION: People using the SCS could bring pre-
obtained drugs to consume via injection, which were
monitored by trained staff with naloxone.
MAIN MEASURES: Any overdose, number of non-fatal
overdoses, skin and soft tissue infections, emergency de-
partment utilisation, number of emergency department
visits, hospitalisation and number of nights spent in
hospital.
KEY RESULTS: A total of 494 participants enrolled in the
study; 59 (12%) used the SCS at least once. We used
propensity score weighting to analyse the association be-
tween SCS utilisation and measures. People using the
SCS were 27% (95% CI: 12–46%) less likely to visit the
emergency department, had 54% (95% CI: 33–71%) fewer
emergency department visits, were 32% (95% CI: 4–57%)
less likely to be hospitalised, and spent 50% (95% CI: 1–
85%) fewer nights in hospital. Though not significant,
people using the SCS had a lower likelihood of
overdosing and slightly higher likelihood of skin and soft
tissue infections.
CONCLUSIONS: Our findings support the use of SCS in
the USA to reduce the growing burden of acute care ser-
vice utilisation related to injection drug use.

J Gen Intern Med 37(15):3853–60

DOI: 10.1007/s11606-021-07312-4

INTRODUCTION

The USA has faced an epidemic of drug overdose deaths for
decades.(1) The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
estimates that nearly 841,000 Americans have died of a drug
overdose since 2009, and since the COVID-19 pandemic,
overdose death rates have increased 30% compared to the
prior year.(1, 2) Since 2015, increases in opioid overdose
mortality rates have been particularly pronounced among ra-
cial and ethnic minorities, rising by 114% and 97% among
Black and Latinx Americans, respectively, compared with
32% among White Americans.(2)
Similarly, medical complications from injection drug use

have increased in the USA.(3) Rates of new hepatitis C infec-
tions tripled from 2009 to 2018,(4) and new HIV diagnoses
increased by 9% from 2014 to 2018 among people who inject
drugs (PWID).(5) Cases of skin and soft tissue infections
(SSTIs) from injection drug use and associated
complications—abscesses, infective endocarditis and
osteomyelitis—are also rising and are often life-threatening,
requiring prolonged hospitalisation and complex surgeries for
treatment.(3) As a result, the US health system is facing a
growing burden of acute care service utilisation, including
rising use of emergency response services, emergency depart-
ment (ED) visits and hospitalisations to address complications
stemming from injection drug use.(6, 7) Public health leaders
are urgently exploring ways to reduce harm related to drug use.
Many instances of harm associated with drug use are pre-

ventable. For example, opioid overdose fatalities can be
prevented with the timely administration of naloxone, an
opioid antagonist.(8) Infectious disease transmission related
to injection drug use can be prevented with use of sterile
needles and syringes.(9) When SSTIs occur, early diagnosis
and treatment can prevent serious complications and
hospitalisations.(10) However, many PWID have limited
access to these interventions, such as naloxone, or to sterile
equipment that can prevent medical harm, and they often do
not receive appropriate medical care until they have developed
complications that require ED visits and hospitalisation.(11)
Safe consumption sites (SCS), also known as supervised

injection facilities or overdose prevention sites, are an evidence-
based intervention to prevent harm related to drug use, existing in
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13 countries worldwide.(12) SCS offer sterile drug use equip-
ment and a space for people to use pre-obtained drugs under the
supervision of trained staff. These staff are available to counsel
PWID, administer naloxone to reverse overdoses, and refer
people to primary care or substance use treatment as
needed.(12) Over the past 30 years, research has shown that
SCS reduce overdose mortality, prevent the spread of infectious
diseases, and facilitate access to substance use treatment.(12)
However, many US legislators have been hesitant to rely on

international evidence to support SCS implementation. On No-
vember 30, 2021, New York City opened the first sanctioned
SCS, and Rhode Island other recently became the first US state
to allow SCS https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/30/nyregion/
supervised-injection-sites-nyc.html; https://www.wsj.com/arti-
cles/rhode-island-set-to-be-first-state-to-pilot-safe-injection-
sites-for-drug-users-11635067801.While several states are pur-
suing legislation to authorise implementation of SCS,(11, 13)
the pace of such efforts has been slow, in part because of a lack
of US-based evidence for their effectiveness. In late 2014, an
organisation in an undisclosed US urban area opened an un-
sanctioned SCS to address the rising medical harm from drug
use in the surrounding community.(14) Using longitudinal sur-
vey data gathered from 2018 to 2020, this study evaluated the
effects of SCS use on medical outcomes, including fatal and
non-fatal overdose, SSTIs, ED visits and hospitalisation.

METHODS

SCS Intervention

A description of the unsanctioned SCS has been published
previously.(14, 15) Briefly, one unsanctioned supervised con-
sumption site opened in September 2014, offering access by
invitation only. Staff invited an initial group of people to use
the SCS with the understanding that they would not disclose
the site’s existence to any other individuals. The number of
individuals with invitations was capped at approximately 60
people due to their interest in reducing the risk of disclosure
and the limited number of injection stations. If an individual
stopped using the SCS, individuals who continued to use the
SCS recommended new people to be invited.(14, 15)
The SCS included six stainless steel tables (i.e. stations),

operating 6–8 h per day for 5 days a week. At given time,
approximately 50 people had invitations to the site, which were
purposely limited to avoid drawing attention to the site among
people in the neighbourhood and law enforcement. People who
had been invited could bring pre-obtained drugs including opi-
oids and/or stimulants to the SCS to consume via injection. All
drug injection events were monitored by trained staff and con-
ducted with provided sterile equipment at stations disinfected
before each use. Syringes were used only once, after which they
were discarded in on-site biohazardous waste containers. Staff
were trained to attend to overdoses; naloxone, a pulse oximeter
and supplemental oxygen were located on-site to help staff
reverse opioid-involved overdoses. Although formal linkages

with health and social service agencies were not feasible, given
that the site was unsanctioned, staff provided referrals to those
agencies as needed. Staff also reminded PWID about health
appointments, encouraged them to seek care when needed, and
in some cases accompanied them to health care visits. SCS staff
were community health workers with lived experience of sub-
stance usewhowere trained to identify and respond to overdoses.

Data Sources

We conducted a prospective cohort study of people who inject
drugs to understand the impact of the unsanctioned SCS among
those who used the SCS as compared to those who did not use
the SCS. In the neighbourhoods surrounding the unsanctioned
SCS, we recruited PWID (N = 493) from 2018 to 2019 using
targeted sampling methods.(16–18) Targeted sampling involved
using secondary data from health and social service agencies to
identify the geographic and demographic distribution of PWID
in the study area. Outreach workers walked through specified
recruitment areas; engaged potential study participants in con-
versation; and briefly described the study procedures to poten-
tially eligible participants. Individuals interested in participating
will be given a card with the hours and location of the local
community field site. Upon arrival at the community field site,
potential study participants were taken to a private space to meet
briefly with the study coordinator, who asked a series of ques-
tions evaluating age, drug use and ability to provide informed
consent to determine eligibility for the study. Eligible study
participants were given an appointment, either immediately or
shortly thereafter, for the informed consent process.
To be included in the study, participants had to have

injected illicit drugs in the past 30 days, be 18 years of age
or older, and be willing and able to provide informed consent.
Drug injection was verified by visual inspection for signs of
recent venepuncture (i.e. track marks). If eligible, study par-
ticipants completed an informed consent process. For the
informed consent, potential participants met one on one in a
private room with study staff to discuss the study procedures,
potential risks and benefits and the procedures the study team
would employ to protect their confidentiality. Study staff also
described our certificate of confidentiality, certificate # CC-
DA-19-006, which protected the privacy of research subjects
by prohibiting disclosure of identifiable, sensitive research
information outside of the study team. If participants
consented to be in the study, they were asked to provide
contact information to receive upcoming visit reminders and
then were administered a survey. All surveys were adminis-
tered by a trained interviewer who posed questions verbally
and documented participants’ answers in a computer-assisted
personal interviewing programme (Blaise; Statistics Nether-
lands, The Hague, Netherlands). Participants were surveyed at
baseline and 6 and 12 months after their baseline survey. Each
survey included questions regarding sociodemographic char-
acteristics, substance use and injection practices, SCS use,
overdose, HIV, hepatitis C, health care utilisation, substance
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use treatment and law enforcement interactions. Participants
were remunerated $20 for baseline and $30 for follow-up
surveys. To promote retention, we also scheduled monthly
visits to the field site between participants’ survey visits, for
which they were remunerated $10.
We received data about frequency and timing of SCS

utilisation for anyone who used the site within the study time
period from the unsanctioned SCS. Each time an individual
used drugs at the unsanctioned SCS, staff recorded the date of
use and a unique identifier based on non-identifying but easily
reproducible information about the individual. Those unique
identifiers were also collected from participants as part of the
community-based cohort study. We matched participants’
information from the cohort study to SCS utilisation data to
determine if and when study participants had utilised the SCS
in the 6 months prior to each survey.
For cohort study participants who were lost to follow-up

during the 12-month follow-up period (N = 111), we provided
identifiers and last date seen by our study to the medical
examiner’s office to determine whether any of these individ-
uals were deceased, and if so, the cause and date of death. For
individuals whose identifiers matched those of a decedent, the
medical examiner provided the case number, date of death,
manner of death (accident, suicide, homicide, natural, unde-
termined) and, for all those whose manner of death was not
classified as natural, a one-line cause of death. The cause was
in most cases ‘Acute toxicity of...’ or ‘Combined toxicity of...’
followed by substances the medical examiner had determined
to be involved in the death. If the substances listed included
any type of opioid, we considered it an opioid overdose death.
Types of opioids and synthetic opioids listed included fenta-
nyl, methadone, morphine-type alkaloid and/or heroin. Natu-
ral deaths are not usually investigated by the medical examin-
er. For our study participants, the cause of death was not
available for one decedent who was determined to have died
of natural causes.
All study procedures were approved by the Institutional

Review Board at the University of California San Diego. As
part of this, we have agreed to take strong measures to protect
the confidentiality of those involved in the study. This in-
cludes not reporting certain information that could uninten-
tionally disclose the location of the SCS.

Measures

Outcomes. Our outcome variables were non-fatal or fatal
overdose (yes/no), number of non-fatal overdoses, SSTI
(yes/no), ED utilisation (yes/no), number of ED visits,
hospitalisation (yes/no) and number of nights spent in hospital.
To assess these outcomes, we asked about participants’ expe-
riences over the prior 6 months, such that the three semi-
annual surveys covered an 18-month evaluation period.
Non-fatal overdose was measured as an affirmative response
to ‘In the last 6 months, have you had an opioid-related

overdose? By overdose we mean a time when you lost con-
sciousness, and someone had to do something to bring you
back’. Fatal overdose in the past 6 months was determined
with medical examiner data. For the number of non-fatal
overdoses, we asked, ‘In the last 6 months, how many times
have you had an opioid-related overdose?’ For SSTIs, partic-
ipants were asked, ‘In the last 6 months, have you had an
abscess or other soft tissue infection related to injection drug
use?’ For ED utilisation, participants were asked, ‘In the last 6
months, how many times have you gone to the emergency
room to access health care?’ For hospitalisation, participants
were asked, ‘In the last 6 months, how many nights have you
spent in the hospital?’ ED utilisation and hospitalisation were
used as both dichotomous and continuous variables.

Exposure. We determined participants’ SCS exposure
using SCS service utilisation data. If there was at least
one record of a participant having used the SCS in the 6
months (182 days) prior to a survey, the participant was
considered to have been exposed to SCS during that time
period. We considered the effects of any SCS use (a
binary response) as opposed to a dose-response relation-
ship, given limitations in the number of people who used
the SCS and the number of times they used it. In addition,
SCS use relative to drug use during the 6 months was
unknown; therefore, interpretation of a continuous or cat-
egorical number of visits was unclear. Furthermore, a
binary exposure mimics an intent-to-treat effect estimate
typically reported in a randomised trial.

Confounders. The following measures were hypothesised a
priori to be associated with SCS use. Age at enrolment was
determined by date of birth and categorised as 20–29, 30–39,
40–49, 50–59 and ≥ 60 years of age. Gender was based on
self-report at enrolment and dichotomised as female (yes/no).
Race and ethnicity were dichotomised based on whether par-
ticipants identified asWhite non-Latinx (yes/no). Diagnosis of
psychiatric illness (major depression, anxiety or bipolar disor-
der) was measured at enrolment and dichotomised (yes/no).
Income from illegal activities in the past 6 months and housing
stability in the past 6 months were measured at every visit and
dichotomised (yes/no).We also assessed at every visit whether
a participant had lived outdoors (in a tent, in a car or outside) in
the past 30 days. Extensive data on participants’ frequency and
type of drug use, as well as alcohol use, in the past 30 days
were collected during each survey. Injected opioid use, non-
injected opioid use and daily alcohol use were dichotomised
(yes/no). Participants were also asked during each survey
whether they had used drugs in a bathroom of a social service
agency in the past 6 months (yes/no); this variable was includ-
ed to capture whether an individual is more trusting of or
familiar with social service agencies. Finally, each survey
assessed whether participants had ever participated in a sub-
stance use treatment programme (methadone, buprenorphine,
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or naltrexone; yes/no) and if they were currently enrolled in
treatment (yes/no).

Analytic Approach

Because a randomised controlled trial was not a feasible ap-
proach to assess the impact of an unsanctioned SCS, we em-
ployed a quasi-experimental, longitudinal design using propen-
sity scores. Propensity score methods such as inverse probabil-
ity of treatment weighting (IPTW) have been shown to be an
effective strategy for removing selection bias and simulating the
results of randomised controlled trials.(19) Weights based on
variables hypothesised to be associated with exposure are ap-
plied so that participants who did not use the SCS have approx-
imately similar characteristics to those who did (i.e. balancing
covariates as we would expect under randomisation).
IPTWwas also used to account for time-varying confound-

ing.(20) Weights were created from covariate balancing pro-
pensity scores (CBPS),(21) which optimise covariate balance
as well as prediction of exposure. The probability of SCS use
in the prior 6 months (yes/no) was estimated using a pooled
logistic regression model. This approach created weights for
each participant at each interview, ensuring balance across all
hypothesised a priori confounding variables at every time
point. Time-fixed confounders (assessed at baseline) included
age category, female gender, White non-Latinx race/ethnicity
and psychiatric illness diagnosis. Time-varying confounders
were determined from each visit and included being unstably
housed; currently living outdoors; any use of injected opioids,
any use of non-injected opioids or alcohol use every day in the
past month; currently enrolled or ever enrolled in a
medication-assisted treatment programme; income from ille-
gal activities; and ever having used drugs in a social service
agency bathroom. Those who had used the SCS in the prior 6
months were assigned a weight of 1, and those who had not
were given a weight based on their CBPS. Thus, effect esti-
mates represent the average treatment effect on the treated.
Because the SCS is unsanctioned, we cannot report the

prevalence of variables used in our study, which might indi-
rectly disclose the location of the SCS. Instead, we provide
information regarding the differences in potential confounding
variables between those who did and did not use the SCS,
before and after weighting.

To compare outcomes between those who did and did not
use the SCS, we used Poisson models with a log link function
to estimate risk ratios for binary outcomes and incident rate
ratios for count outcomes. Regarding SCS exposure, we
hypothesised that SCS use would be concurrently associated
with our outcomes within the same 6-month timeframe. Gen-
eralised estimating equations with an unstructured correlation
matrix were used to account for repeated measures over the
study period. Bootstrap confidence intervals were calculated
using percentiles from 1000 replicate samples (with replace-
ment) from the observed data.(22) Our interpretation of effect
estimates focuses on the point estimate and 95% confidence
interval rather than statistical significance at a designated p
value threshold. CBPS were estimated using the WeightIt
package in R;(23) all analyses were conducted using R version
4.0.2.

Role of the Funding Source

Arnold Ventures supported this work. Arnold Ventures had no
role in the design or conduct of the study; collection, manage-
ment, analysis or interpretation of the data; preparation, review
or approval of the manuscript; or decision to submit the
manuscript for publication.

RESULTS

A total of 494 participants enrolled in the study; of those, 405
(82%) completed their 6-month visit and 385 (78%) complet-
ed their 12-month visit. Of the 111 participants lost to follow-
up, 13 died, including 11 who died from an opioid-involved
overdose during the study. No one died at the SCS.
Fifty-nine (12%) of the 494 participants used the SCS

at least once during the three 6-month observation pe-
riods. Across each 6-month period, those who used the
SCS visited a median of 18 times (IQR 6–43 visits,
range 1–199 visits) (Table 1). Most people who used
the SCS did so inconsistently. Although we were unable
to assess how many of a participant’s drug injection
events occurred at the SCS during each 6-month period,
we could estimate the proportion based on reported
injections in the prior month. Among those who used
the SCS in the month before each interview, on average

Table 1 Summary of Safe Consumption Site Use in the 6 Months Prior to Each Survey

Summary statistic Study visit

Baseline
(N = 493)

6-month
(N = 404)

12-month
(N = 382)

Visited site at least once—N (%) 50 (10%) 49 (12%) 45 (12%)
Among those who used the site, number of visits
Mean (standard deviation) 25.9 (27.4) 34.4 (38.1) 29.9 (28.5)
Median (interquartile range) 15.5 (6–43) 22 (4–49) 26 (6–38)
Range 1–105 1–199 1–130
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8% of drug injection events were at the SCS (median
4%, IQR 2–10%).
Before we applied CBPSweights, participants who used the

SCS differed on hypothesised confounding variables includ-
ing age, gender, race, income and medication-assisted treat-
ment experience. After weighting, people who used the SCS
and who did not use the SCS were well balanced, with ≤ 5%
difference between the two groups for all included measures
(Table 2).
People using the SCS had a 24% lower risk of any overdose

(fatal or non-fatal) within the same 6-month period, although
the estimated relative risk was not statistically significant
(relative risk [RR] 0.76, 95% CI: 0.52–1.22; Table 3). Though
the differences were not statistically significant, people using
the SCS had a 13% lower incident rate of non-fatal overdose
(incident rate ratio [IRR]: 0.87, 95% CI 0.49–1.69) and a 14%
higher risk of SSTIs compared with those who were not using
the SCS (RR 1.14, 95% CI: 0.82–1.41).
Health care utilisation differed by SCS use (Table 4). Com-

pared with participants who were not using the SCS, those
who were using the SCS were 27% less likely to visit the ED
(95% CI 12–46%), had 54% fewer ED visits (95% CI 33–
71%), were 32% less likely to be hospitalised (95% CI 4–
57%), and spent 50% fewer nights hospitalised (95% CI 1–
85%).

DISCUSSION

We report on the first community-based, quasi-experimental
cohort study evaluating the impact of an unsanctioned SCS in
the USA. We found that the likelihood of visiting the ED,
frequency of ED visits, likelihood of hospitalisation and num-
ber of hospitalised nights were significantly lower among
people who were using the SCS than people who were not.
These findings support the use of SCS to reduce the growing
burden of acute care service utilisation related to injection drug
use in the USA.
There are two possible explanations for these findings.

First, participants who experienced opioid-involved overdoses
at the SCS could be treated with naloxone and monitored on-
site, preventing the need for overdose-related ED visits.(14)
Second, although no licensed, board-certified health profes-
sional was working on-site, staff at the SCS could have triaged
participants and referred those with SSTIs to primary care
before complications developed, thereby reducing the need
for ED visits and hospitalisations. In any case, participants’
use of the SCS may have reduced preventable medical ex-
penses, including overdose-related ED visits, overdose-related
hospitalisations and SSTI hospitalisations.(12, 24, 25) If the
SCS were sanctioned, we would expect more direct relation-
ships with primary care services, perhaps offering some on-

Table 2 Percentage Differences in Potential Confounders at Baseline and Before and After Weighting

Baseline characteristics Before weighting (% difference) After weighting (% difference)

Age at enrolment (years), category
20–29 1 5
30–39 18 − 1
40–49 − 5 − 3
50–59 − 9 2
≥ 60 − 6 − 2

Female − 10 3
White, non-Latinx 21 0
Unstable housing 5 0
Living outdoors 14 4
Injected opioids, past 30 days 8 0
Non-injection use of opioids, past 30 days − 3 0
Daily alcohol use, past 30 days − 6 − 3
Ever enrolled in a treatment programme 14 5
Currently enrolled in a treatment programme − 10 0
Income from illegal activities 22 − 2
Psychiatric illness diagnosis − 5 − 1
Ever used drugs in bathroom of service agency 15 − 3

% difference = those who used the safe consumption site in 6 months prior to enrolment − those who did not use the site in 6 months prior to enrolment.
Positive values indicate greater frequency of a covariate (or category) among people using the safe consumption site compared to those not using the
safe consumption site at enrolment

Table 3 Estimated Associations of Safe Consumption Site Use with Overdoses and Skin and Soft Tissue Infections

Outcome Effect estimate Bootstrap
(95% CI)

Overdose, non-fatal or fatal (any)—RR 0.76 (0.52–1.22)
Overdose, non-fatal (count)—IRR 0.87 (0.49–1.69)
Skin and soft tissue infection (any)—RR 1.14 (0.82–1.41)

Analysis covers the 18-month evaluation period and 1267 individual SCS visits
IRR incident rate ratio, RR relative risk
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site medical care, as is done in many SCS globally. These
findings align with results from a longitudinal, ecological
study from Australia that showed a reduction in emergency
service use at hospitals located near an SCS.(26) However, our
study is the first to document reductions in ED visits and
hospitalisations among people using an SCS.
Our results suggest that people using the SCS may be

somewhat less likely to experience a fatal or non-fatal
overdose and have fewer non-fatal overdoses, but results
were not statistically significant. Findings from research
in Vancouver, Canada, showed a 35% reduction in the
fatal overdose death rate in the area immediately sur-
rounding a sanctioned SIF as compared to other areas of
the city.(27) When considering these findings, it is im-
portant to keep in mind several structural factors. First,
most injection events occurred outside of the SCS; even
among participants who used the SCS, the proportion of
on-site drug injection events was relatively low. Of the
11 participants who died from an overdose during the
study, all occurred among people who had never used
or were currently not using the SCS. Furthermore, all
overdoses that occurred at the SCS were successfully
reversed.(14) If the SCS were sanctioned, more people
could have used it and a greater proportion of their
injections could have taken place there, further reducing
the likelihood of overdose deaths. However, increases in
overdoses and overdose deaths in the USA over the past
5–10 years have been due in part to fentanyl contami-
nation in the illicit drug supply.(28, 29) Although the
SCS provided a place for supervised, unrushed con-
sumption and staff who could treat an overdose if it
occurred, it could not prevent overdoses due to contam-
inated drugs. SCS can potentially reduce those overdose
risks by offering point-of-care drug-testing capabilities
that identify and quantify substances within a partici-
pant’s drug.(29)
We also found that people using the SCS had a

slightly elevated risk of SSTIs, but results were not
statistically significant. These findings are similar to
results from two studies in Germany and Canada that
did not show statistically significant SSTI changes with
SCS use in a sanctioned environment.(30, 31) However,
a recent review noted that an SCS could facilitate earlier
diagnosis and treatment of SSTIs because, as staff build

relationships with participants, they can carry out more
screenings for SSTIs, refer participants to community
health clinics for treatment, and support participants
through follow-up.(12) It follows that this could yield
earlier and more efficient movement through the contin-
uum of care for SSTIs, thereby preventing medical
complications and the subsequent need for ED visits
and hospitalisations.
Our results should be considered in light of potential

limitations. First, our study was a prospective cohort
study in which exposure to SCS was not randomised.
Our analytic approach—weighting based on CBPS—is a
robust, gold standard approach to minimise bias due to
self-selection when the intervention under study cannot
be randomised. However, a limitation with this approach
is that other unmeasured confounders that we did not
account for in our propensity score model could bias
our results. Second, only 12% of study participants used
the SCS, and most of those did so for a small propor-
tion of their injections. This prevented us from having
sufficient statistical power to assess a dose-response
effect. However, we anticipate that our approach (i.e.
considering someone as exposed to the SCS if they
visited at least once in the past 6 months) would bias
our results toward the null. Future studies of a sanc-
tioned SCS with higher levels of utilisation would be
able to estimate effects based on amount of utilisation.
Third, we could not determine the ordering of events
within each 6-month period, limiting our ability to make
causal associations. Fourth, most of our study variables
were self-reported and could reflect response biases at-
tributable to recall error or social desirability. Yet we
expect any resulting misclassification to be non-
differential with respect to SCS use, which would also
bias our results toward the null, on average. Moreover,
we did not have the resources to verify reported ED
visits and hospitalisations with administrative data from
hospitals, and we did not have information on whether
the participant went to a public or private hospital.
However, we were able to collect SCS use using ad-
ministrative data from the SCS and fatal overdose
events from the medical examiner.
In conclusion, we present the first community-based cohort

study evaluating the impact of an unsanctioned SCS on

Table 4. Estimated Associations of Safe Consumption Site Use with Emergency Department Visits and Hospitalisation

Outcome Effect estimate Bootstrap
(95% CI)

Emergency department visit (any)—RR 0.73 (0.54–0.88)
Emergency department visits (count)—IRR 0.46 (0.29–0.67)
Hospitalisation (any)—RR 0.68 (0.43–0.96)
Hospitalised nights (count)—IRR 0.50 (0.15–0.99)

Analysis covers the 18-month evaluation period and 1267 individual SCS visits
IRR incident rate ratio, RR relative risk
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medical outcomes in the USA. People using the SCSwere less
likely to visit the ED, visited the ED less often, were less likely
to be hospitalised, and spent fewer nights in hospital. These
findings are encouraging, given the low levels of SCS use
attributable to the SCS’s unsanctioned nature. Our results
suggest that SCS might be an important component of a
comprehensive approach to address the rising levels of med-
ical harm related to injection drug use and the resultant burden
on the medical system.
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