
Needle exchange programs, 
also known as syringe exchange 
programs, provide people with 
access to sterile syringes and often 
provide other sterile injection 
equipment, referrals to treatment 
services, testing and vaccinations. 
There are currently more than 
50 such programs operating in 
Kentucky.1 These programs are 
effective at preventing the spread 
of diseases such as HIV.2 However, 
these programs are the subject of 
political debate in Kentucky.

A 2018 study led by researchers at 
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of 
Public Health found that about 4 in 
10 adults in the United States (39%) 
support legalizing syringe exchange 
programs in their communities.3 
Better understanding public opinion 
can help communities gauge 

local support before developing a 
needle exchange program.

The Kentucky Health Issues Poll 
(KHIP), which is sponsored by Interact 
for Health and the Foundation for a 
Healthy Kentucky, asked Kentucky 
adults about their familiarity with 
and opinions regarding needle 
exchange programs. 

More than half familiar 
with needle exchange 
programs

KHIP asked Kentucky adults, 
“How familiar are you with 
needle exchange programs 
which have been implemented 
in a number of cities across the 
Commonwealth?”4 More than 5 in 

10 Kentucky adults (54%) reported 
being familiar with such programs. 
This is higher than the more than 
4 in 10 Kentucky adults (45%) who 
said they were not familiar with 
needle exchanges. Similar results 
were found when KHIP asked the 
question in 2016. 

More adults favor rather 
than oppose needle 
exchange programs 

KHIP also asked, “Do you favor 
or oppose needle exchange 
programs?”5 About half of 
Kentucky adults (49%) said that 
they favor needle exchange 

These findings, unless otherwise noted, are from the Kentucky Health Issues Poll, funded by the Foundation for a Healthy Kentucky and Interact for Health. The 
Kentucky Health Issues Poll was conducted Aug. 26-Oct. 21, 2018, by the Institute for Policy Research at the University of Cincinnati. A random sample of 1,569 
adults from throughout Kentucky was interviewed by telephone. This included 697 landline interviews and 872 cell phone interviews with cell phone users. In 95 
of 100 cases, the statewide estimates will be accurate to ±2.5%. There are other sources of variation inherent in public opinion studies, such as nonresponse, 
question wording or context effects that can introduce error or bias. For more information about the Kentucky Health Issues Poll, please visit www.healthy-ky.org 
or www.interactforhealth.org/about-khip/.
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4 KHIP asked, “First, I’d like to ask you about needle 
exchange programs offering clean needles to IV 
drug users in exchange for used needles. How 
familiar are you with needle exchange programs 
which have been implemented in a number of 
cities across the Commonwealth…?”

5 KHIP asked, “Some people favor needle 
exchange programs because they feel these 
programs help reduce the spread of AIDS. Others 
oppose needle exchange programs because 
they feel these programs send the message 
that it’s okay to use illegal drugs. What about 
you… do you favor or oppose needle exchange 
programs?”
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programs. That compares with 4 in 
10 Kentucky adults who said that 
they oppose them (40%). About 1 
in 10 said they were not sure (10%). 
This is similar to when the question 
was asked in 2016. (See graph on 
first page).

Support varies by age, 
education, type of 
community 

Opinions about needle exchanges 
varied by age, education level and 
the type of community in which 
adults live. Kentucky adults ages 18 
to 29 (57%) were more likely than 
those older than 65 (39%) to favor 
needle exchange programs. About 
5 in 10 adults ages 30 to 64 favored 
such programs (51%).

Support for needle exchange 
programs increased with education 
levels. Kentucky adults with a 
college degree (65%) were more 
likely to favor such programs than 
those with a high school diploma 
(42%) or less (31%). 

Kentucky adults who live in urban 
areas (59%) were more likely than 

residents of suburban (49%) or rural 
communities (42%) to favor needle 
exchange programs. 

Kentucky adults familiar 
with needle exchange 
programs more likely    
to favor them 

More than 5 in 10 adults who 
were very or somewhat familiar 
with needle exchange programs 
favored them (55%). Four in 10 
were opposed (40%) and fewer 
than 1 in 10 were unsure (5%). 

By comparison, about 4 in 10 
adults who were not very or not at 
all familiar with needle exchange 
programs favored them (43%). Four 
in 10 were opposed (41%) and 
nearly 2 in 10 were unsure (16%). 

Support for needle exchange 
programs among adults who 
were more familiar with them did 
not change since 2016. However, 
among adults who were less 
familiar with needle exchanges, the 
percentage of adults who opposed 
them declined from 2016 to 2018.
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