
Search Peabody Weekly

Shrivastava: The opioid and fentanyl epidemic:
addressing the crisis through collective action
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Aditya Shrivastava, The Governor’s Academy

One of the most urgent societal issues facing the US today is the fentanyl opioid crisis. The fentanyl

crisis, wreaking havoc on families and communities nationwide, has severely impacted Northeastern

states like New Hampshire and Maine. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) report

that, between 1999 and 2023, over 500,000 Americans lost their lives to opioid overdoses in the US.

Overdoses claimed the lives of 70,000 individuals in 2023, surpassing the combined deaths from the

Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan conflicts. When pharmaceutical firms like Purdue Pharma obtained

and promoted excessively prescribed opioids like OxyContin to treat chronic pain, the problem

started in the 1990s. As a result, these medications have been widely misused. Overprescription led to

widespread misuse of these medications, which in turn led to an increase in heroin and, more

recently, the deadly synthetic opioid fentanyl. Wide-ranging effects of the epidemic include increased

mortality rates and overstretched healthcare systems. Overcoming an epidemic like this requires

more than just one person’s efforts. To implement solutions, the government, healthcare providers,

communities, and families must work together.
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Collective action is the cooperative effort of several people or groups to address an issue that has an

impact on society. Because of the problem’s complexity, which includes everything from addiction to

overdose deaths, no one organization can address the opioid and fentanyl pandemic on its own.

Policymakers for health care providers, law enforcement, and the general public must work together

to solve this issue. There have been numerous programs and initiatives throughout the previous few

years. Several initiatives and programs have emerged as effective instances of group action in the

past several years, demonstrating that collaboration is the only way to advance in this battle.

The implementation of a naloxone (Narcan) distribution program is a notable example of concerted

action and has been instrumental in reducing the number of opioid overdose deaths. If given in time,

the life-saving medication naloxone can reverse an opioid overdose. Programs for Naloxone, such as

the one in Massachusetts, are available. To guarantee that the medications are widely accessible,

collaboration between local governments, healthcare practitioners, pharmacies, and community

organizations is required. These initiatives seek to provide first responders, medical professionals, and

even members of the general public with naloxone. For instance, the naloxone access statute in

Massachusetts increases access to high-risk populations by allowing pharmacists to give the

medication without a prescription. This campaign has saved numerous lives, demonstrating the

effectiveness of coordinated efforts by communities, local government, and healthcare professionals.

In response to the opioid and fentanyl crisis, some states, including Massachusetts, are investigating

the possibility of setting up safe injection locations. In order to reduce the risk of deadly overdoses,

safe injection sites offer a supervised area where people can consume narcotics. Although there have

been legal challenges and much controversy surrounding this endeavor, there have also been

encouraging signs of development. A coalition of lawmakers, advocates, and healthcare experts has

come together to support the creation of safe injection sites because they understand that traditional

law enforcement measures are insufficient to address this crisis. These websites show a collective

attempt to address addiction from a public health standpoint, despite ongoing legal hurdles.

Another illustration of large stakeholders working together is the telehealth services expansion that

occurred during the COVID-19 epidemic, including insurance firms and healthcare providers. People

who use opioids now find it simpler to get counseling and medication-assisted therapy, especially in

underserved or rural locations, thanks to telehealth. Collaborations between federal officials, state

governments, and healthcare providers who modified regulations to make telehealth more accessible

made this strategy possible. Telehealth services have eliminated obstacles to treatment by

coordinating efforts and providing a lifeline to those who are battling with addiction during trying

times. The telehealth program demonstrates how several sectors may truly assist those in need when

they collaborate.

Every August 31st, International Overdose Awareness Day is a further instance of a group effort to

decrease the stigma associated with addiction and increase public awareness of the opioid crisis.

Governments, health organizations, advocates, and those impacted by addiction come together for

this worldwide event to work together to inform the public about the risks associated with opioid
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usage and the significance of prevention. Communities around the world, including the United States,

organize local gatherings to provide educational programs, memorial services, and Naloxone training

sessions. This initiative’s global reach highlights the effectiveness of group effort since it unites

disparate organizations to work toward a shared objective: avoiding overdose fatalities and providing

help to individuals impacted by the issue.

Despite the encouraging outcomes in these examples, difficulties still exist. Legal disputes, a lack of

finance, and opposition to some programs, such as safe injection locations, all continue to impede

development. Nonetheless, initiatives such as telehealth growth and the provision of Naloxone

highlight the importance of persistent group action. These programs show that many sectors, each

with a crucial role to play, must work together to solve the opioid and fentanyl pandemic rather than

putting the blame on a single organization. 

In conclusion, while the fentanyl and opiate pandemic poses a formidable problem, it is not

insurmountable. Communities, governments, medical professionals, and individuals may all work

together to put into practice strategies that lower the number of overdose deaths, treat addiction, and

stop the overuse of opioids in the future. The essay’s examples of collective action, which range from

telehealth services to Naloxone programs, highlight the effectiveness of concerted efforts to address

societal challenges. Remember, only by uniting in the fight against addiction can we successfully save

lives and aid those affected by this epidemic.

Aditya Shrivastava is a Lynnfield resident and junior at The Governor’s Academy in Byfield, MA. He is

doing research as part of his AP Stat course about correlation between self-advocacy and mental

health problems among teenagers. 
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