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NOVA INVESTIGATES THE SCIENCE OF ADDICTION AND NEW DISCOVERIES ABOUT THE BRAIN THAT SHOW HOW TO TREAT AMERICA’S DEADLY OPIOID EPIDEMIC
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BOSTON, MA – We are in the midst of the deadliest drug epidemic in U.S. history. It’s estimated that in 2017 alone, more than 70,000 Americans died from drug overdoses, driven by a dramatic rise in the abuse of opioids like OxyContin, heroin, and fentanyl. Drugs are now the leading cause of death for people under the age of 50, and a key reason that life expectancy in the U.S. is falling after decades of gains. It’s a slow-motion disaster that is destroying families and entire communities, with no end in sight. But what causes addiction, and why is it so challenging to treat? 

NOVA, a production of WGBH Boston, takes an unflinching look at the science of addiction and how it works—traveling across the country to hear firsthand from individuals and families struggling with addiction and meet with researchers on the frontlines of the opioid crisis. While addiction has long been viewed as a moral failing, leading scientists will help viewers understand why addiction is a disorder that occurs as drugs profoundly alter the brain. As researchers gather scientific and clinical evidence, ADDICTION will explore how we might best address our drug problem, from advances in neuroscience, to the development of evidence-based treatments, to the rethinking of laws and public policies. 

NOVA ADDICTION, narrated by Joe Morton, premieres Wednesday, October 17, 2018 at 9pm ET/8C on PBS (check local listings), and will simulcast on NOVA’s Facebook page where viewers can join the conversation online (#AddictionCrisisPBS).

”Nearly every family in America has been affected by addiction—the biggest public health crisis facing us today; yet it remains poorly understood, largely stigmatized, and finding treatment can be a daunting process,” said Paula S. Apsell, Senior Executive Producer, NOVA. “NOVA helps cut through the confusion by presenting the latest science on what we now know is a treatable brain disorder, and not a hopeless diagnosis.” 

In ADDICTION, NOVA brings viewers on both a scientific investigation and an emotional personal journey—looking at the epidemic through the eyes of those living through it. In West Virginia, we meet Jasen and Mark Edwards, brothers from a rural coal mining community whose entire family has been devastated by the opioid crisis. NOVA also travels to California to meet “opioid refugee” Casey Greer, a young woman with a genetic vulnerability who inadvertently became addicted to prescription painkillers as a teenager following surgery to remove a benign tumor. In Vancouver, we’re introduced to Daniel, who turned to drugs to cope with the stress of prison. NOVA also spends time with a young mother striving to stay in recovery and reconnect with her young children in the foster care system, and takes viewers inside a neo-natal ward to see one of the most heartbreaking results of the epidemic. Every 22 minutes, a baby is born dependent on drugs. Dr. Stefan Maxwell, of Charleston Area Medical Center, cares for newborns with Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome and shares what the babies endure while going through the long and costly withdrawal process.

Some families are coping with a loved one’s fatal descent into the spiral of addiction. In Virginia, NOVA meets with Former Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral James “Sandy” Winnefeld (USN, Ret.), and his wife, Mary, who recently lost their 19-year-old son Jonathan to an accidental overdose of heroin and fentanyl—just after he had completed 15 months of costly and extensive in-patient rehabilitation and had appeared to be on solid ground. The couple has co-founded S.A.F.E. Project U.S., a nonprofit organization devoted to ending our country’s opioid epidemic.

Many think addiction is a choice and that stopping is simply a matter of willpower, but it’s much more complicated. ADDICTION shows what it is and what it’s not through a series of experiments and the latest in brain imaging research. Our brains are exquisitely tuned to seek rewards, explains Robert Malenka of Stanford University, so individuals struggling with addiction are battling millions of years of evolution. Scientists discovered we have a “reward pathway,” which regulates emotions, movement, motivation, and memory, primarily controlled by a chemical messenger called dopamine. Dopamine is released when we eat, fall in love, or encounter anything exciting. Addictive drugs can cause an unnatural rise in dopamine levels, generating one of the most powerful experiences our brains can have. Dr. Nora Volkow, Director of the National Institute of Drug Abuse, is investigating individuals addicted to different classes of drugs, and her brain imaging studies have found that one common change in brains exposed to drugs is a reduction in the levels of dopamine D2 receptors. Fewer receptors means the brain is less responsive to dopamine. Dopamine is essential for motivation, and there is no way to magically produce dopamine in our brains in order to replace depleted levels. 

For doctors like Dr. Corey Waller, of the National Center for Complex Health, the problem is that addiction is not handled like other diseases. He is a proponent of building a stabilized, evidence-based treatment system for addiction to intervene on the front end, rather than trying to fix everything that’s broken on the back end. He maintains that this will bring down the number of overdose fatalities and could also serve to bring down the high cost of medicine associated with drug, alcohol, nicotine addiction, and eating disorders—all of which account for a large portion of annual healthcare costs. 

Currently, abstinence-based methods modeled on the Alcoholics Anonymous 12-step recovery program are prevalent in about 80% of American treatment centers. These can be effective tools for breaking isolation, providing peer support, and tackling addictions like alcoholism. However, this approach has been shown to be unsuccessful in treating people with an opioid use disorder. Growing evidence suggests that a more effective strategy for combatting opioid addiction is medically assisted treatment, which serves to normalize brain functions altered by opioids, including dopamine levels. Drugs like Methadone and Suboxone (a less potent medication that only partially activates the body’s opioid receptors) block the effects of heroin and pain pills, and decrease cravings. 

In Boston, Dr. Laura Kehoe says that programs that do not use these medications have an 80 to 90% failure rate in treating opioid addiction. Studies also show that medications also cut the risk of overdose death by half. Tragically, evidence based treatments are not widely available in the United States and patients and their families have to navigate a very broken system of care.  At Massachusetts General Hospital, Dr. Kehoe runs one of the few programs in the U.S. that immediately offers overdose patients medications to control cravings. Kehoe says this strategy works: “We're seeing people come that day and engage in care, and the vast majority of them, 75 to 80% are returning.” Dr. James Berry, of WV University School of Medicine, also believes it’s time to take a new approach toward the treatment of opioid addiction. He initially prescribed Suboxone for short periods, but noticed that patients soon relapsed when they stopped. By keeping them on the medication for longer periods, he has seen patients stabilize, start to work again, and rebuild their lives.

Harm reduction clinics are also helping to prevent the spread of infectious diseases and improve access to essential resources for those suffering from opioid addiction. NOVA travels with Dr. Rahul Gupta, Commissioner & State Health Officer of the West Virginia Department of Health & Human Resources, to rural coal counties hit hard by the crisis. Poverty and addiction in this region have brought a cascade of public health challenges. Gupta is trying to reverse the state’s soaring number of overdose deaths and hepatitis infections—among the nation’s highest—and prevent new outbreaks of HIV. Traveling with a mobile clinic, Gupta and volunteer medical professionals with the non-profit Health Right, offer clean needles, Hepatitis C testing, drug counseling, and free naloxone, a drug which can stop an overdose. According to Gupta’s analysis, every dollar spent on harm reduction saves up to seven dollars in medical costs and steers people towards treatment. But Dr. Gupta also sees the big picture benefits: “The costs are unsustainable. We are losing over half a trillion dollars each year in our economy. We've got to be smart about addressing addiction and find ways to prevent it from happening in the first place.”

Vancouver, Canada is taking an even more radical approach. In 2003, it sanctioned the first legal, supervised injection program, where people can take illegal drugs in a safe environment monitored by healthcare professionals. Called Insite, the program also provides clean needles, and its staff can reverse an overdose if one occurs. Insite also helps people test their drugs for fentanyl, as well as access services like treatment. Highly controversial and still illegal in the United States, studies show that since Insite has opened, overdose deaths have plummeted 35%, and the number of HIV cases has declined dramatically in Vancouver. Harm Reduction Manager Darwin Fisher says: “The most important things about supervised injection sites is that it implicitly says that these lives are worth saving, these people are valuable to us. People recover from addiction. Nobody is un-reclaimable. The only thing you can’t recover from is death.”

For Stanford psychiatrist Anna Lembke, the way is clear. To tackle an issue of this magnitude, there is not one path to the top of the mountain. We now have several treatment options and must make all of them available in order for people to thrive. “The solution is for us to embrace addiction as a disease and bring it within the house of medicine, so anybody struggling with addiction can walk into an emergency room or pediatrician’s office, and say, ‘I’m having a problem with drugs or alcohol, will you help me?’ And the answer is an enthusiastic, ‘YES!’” 

NOVA ADDICTION INTERACTIVE, ONLINE MULTIMEDIA CONTENT
In addition to the broadcast of ADDICTION, NOVA will present an interactive, online piece of multimedia content related to the topics presented in the film. This interactive will be published on NOVA’s website near the film’s broadcast premiere (October 17, 2018), and will weave together video, text, audio, imagery, and data journalism to tell a compelling and actionable story about addiction, prevention, and recovery. Users will scroll past looped videos featuring scenery from relevant locations in the Buffalo area; watch video interviews with police officers, medical experts, public health officials, and "peers" in recovery; and read about how the situation in Buffalo compares to the national crisis data-wise.  NOVA’s interactive will also showcase Buffalo’s efforts in linking data from the High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area (HIDTA) OD Map to various aspects of the recovery process—from law enforcement to medication-assisted treatment to peer counseling.  In addition, users will learn about the science of addiction and how medications can act on the brain to curb cravings, and will be able to link to the full program within the experience. 
 
NOVA ADDICTION EDUCATION AND OUTREACH CAMPAIGN
NOVA will engage in an extensive education and outreach campaign in support of the release of ADDICTION.  To help teachers use the film for classroom learning, NOVA will collaborate with WGBH Education to produce video resources for PBS LearningMedia that will use clips from the film contextualized with teaching tips and discussion questions about the science of addiction and the history of the opioid epidemic. In addition, to create opportunities for communities across the nation to engage in informed discussions about addiction and the opioid crisis, NOVA will create a community screening toolkit that will be made publicly available and include strategies for hosting a screening event and raising public awareness about the impact of the opioid epidemic on local communities. Finally, NOVA will leverage the reach of the NOVA Next platform and our digital short-form video content to produce two “NOVA Next” articles and two short-form videos targeted to educators and students that will use the lens of science to examine the complex crisis and explore what it means for young people. 

ADDICTION is a NOVA production for WGBH Boston. Written, directed, and produced by Sarah Holt. Deputy Executive Producer for NOVA is Julia Cort. Senior Executive Producer for NOVA is Paula S. Apsell. 

National Corporate funding for NOVA is provided by Draper.  Major funding for NOVA is provided by the David H. Koch Fund for Science, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and PBS viewers.  Additional funding for this program is provided by Marjie and Robert Kargman.  Additional outreach funding is provided by the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation and The Lynch Foundation.  The ADDICTION interactive is made possible in part by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.
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About NOVA
Now in its 45th season, NOVA is the most-watched primetime science series on American television, reaching an average of five million viewers weekly. The series remains committed to producing in-depth science programming in the form of hour-long (and occasionally longer) documentaries, from the latest breakthroughs in technology to the deepest mysteries of the natural world. NOVA is a production of WGBH Boston. NOVA airs Wednesdays at 9pm ET/PT on WGBH Boston and most PBS stations. The Director of the WGBH Science Unit and Senior Executive Producer of NOVA is Paula S. Apsell.

About PBS
PBS, with nearly 350 member stations, offers all Americans the opportunity to explore new ideas and new worlds through television and digital content. Each month, PBS reaches nearly 100 million people through television and nearly 28 million people online, inviting them to experience the worlds of science, history, nature and public affairs; to hear diverse viewpoints; and to take front row seats to world-class drama and performances. PBS’ broad array of programs has been consistently honored by the industry’s most coveted award competitions. Teachers of children from pre-K through 12th grade turn to PBS for digital content and services that help bring classroom lessons to life. Decades of research confirms that PBS’ premier children’s media service, PBS KIDS, helps children build critical literacy, math and social-emotional skills, enabling them to find success in school and life. Delivered through member stations, PBS KIDS offers high-quality educational content on TV – including a new 24/7 channel, online at pbskids.org, via an array of mobile apps and in communities across America. More information about PBS is available at www.pbs.org, one of the leading dot-org websites on the internet, or by following PBS on Twitter, Facebook or through our apps for mobile and connected devices. Specific program information and updates for press are available at pbs.org/pressroom or by following PBS Pressroom on Twitter.

About WGBH
WGBH Boston is America’s pre-eminent public broadcaster and the largest producer of PBS content for TV and the web, including Frontline, Nova, American Experience, Masterpiece, Antiques Roadshow, Arthur, Curious George and more than a dozen other primetime, lifestyle, and children’s series. WGBH also is a major supplier of programming for public radio, and oversees Public Radio International (PRI). As a leader in educational multimedia for the classroom, WGBH supplies content to PBS LearningMedia, a national broadband service for teachers and students. WGBH also is a pioneer in technologies and services that make media accessible to those with hearing or visual impairments. WGBH has been recognized with hundreds of honors. More info at www.wgbh.org.
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