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Background

Following the the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, opioid-related deaths were
augmented, highlighting an area of concern for the state of New Jersey.
Although the state has taken steps to combat the number of opioid-related
deaths, this continues to be a problem highlighting the need for increased
interventions to decrease the number of opioid-related deaths and to improve
long-term healthcare outcomes.

New Jersey Overdose Death Rates Per Capita (2019)
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Image 1. Highlights overdose
death rate per capita (2019) in the
state of New Jersey.

Barrier to to ending the Opioid Epidemic? Stigma.

Rates of stigma surrounding addiction, and more specifically, opioid
addiction, are high within the general population and amongst healthcare
professionals, as well.>* A national survey conducted in 2016 revealed that
two-thirds of primary care physicians surveyed viewed people with opioid use
disorder as dangerous.”

With those experiencing substance abuse disorder, the anticipation and fear of
bias contributes to isolation, hiding high-risk activities, and prevents
individuals from seeking help or treatment, such as harm-reduction programs.”
In a healthcare setting, existing stigma prevents high-quality treatment
infrastructure and contributes to suboptimal care for individuals suffering with
addiction.”

Objective

For student doctors interested in completing an Area of Distinction
(AOD) in Addiction Medicine, it is beneficial to have early exposure to
the community that they want to serve. By implementing attendance at
Narcotics Anonymous meetings into the curriculum, students will be
able to engage with people suffering with addiction outside of a
healthcare setting, providing exposure to the differences in how
addiction affects members of our community. This intervention provides
an opportunity for medical students to listen to the experiences of
people dealing with substance abuse disorder, helping dispel stigmas
and implicit biases that may exist early in a students medical career.

Proposed Intervention and Methods

Step 1: Literature Reviews and Interviews. Conduct a literature
review to determine current trends regarding stigma surrounding
recovery. Interview local members of recovery community to
determine if they are willing to have more physicians and
healthcare providers attend NA meetings to listen to their
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Step 2: Partnering Rowan-Virtua SOM with local community

experience.

Narcotics Anonymous organizations, students will be required to
attend a certain number of open NA meetings in order to get their
Area of Distinction in Addiction Medicine. The idea behind this is
to provider exposure earlier in a physician’s training to reduce the
stigma surrounding addiction and treatment.

Step 3: After attending meetings, students will be required to write
a short reflection, discussing their experience, reflecting on bias

they may have/have previously had, and how they can use that
practical knowledge when treating patients in the future.
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- KNOW BEFORE

YOU GO
1. Be Open

Everyone has a unique journey, and the people you will
be surrounded by are there to get better. It's
important as a future physician that you are open to
listening to the stories shared in good confidence.

2. Be Observant

Notice any expression of uneasiness. What was being
discussed? There are some experiences that
recovering addicts could share that evoke
uncomfortable feelings. How can you support them?

3. Be Compassionate

You are fostering a relationship between yourself and
someone who is vulnerable and seeking help. Show
respect and compassion to encourage them in their
journey to recovery.

Image 2. Flyer created to prepare students prior to attending NA meetings.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the goal of this intervention is to expose medical students to the various
ways the addiction can present itself as. By allowing medical students to listen to the
experiences of members of the community who are in recovery, biases surrounding

addiction can slowly be dispelled. Along with this, patients may feel more
comfortable confiding in their healthcare providers and obtaining help, thereby
improving healthcare outcomes and patient retention.
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