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MADISON, Wis. – To build upon existing research and develop new strategies in
harm reduction, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) has established a national
research network to evaluate harm reduction services. The network will include a
coordinating center and nine research studies at institutions across the country,
including at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. 

Harm reduction is an evidence-based, often life-saving approach that directly
engages people who use drugs to prevent overdose, disease transmission and other
harms.

Dr. Ryan Westergaard,professor of medicine, UW School of Medicine and Public
Health, will lead a team of researchers who will test the effectiveness of remote
intervention tools such as overdose prevention hotlines and support via secure
smartphone applications designed to improve access to harm reduction services for
underserved people, enrolling participants in both urban and rural regions of
Wisconsin.

“Harm reduction services are widely viewed as life-saving,” Westergaard said.
“There are important unanswered questions about how they can best be
implemented, and whether novel and emerging strategies are feasible and
acceptable to the diverse communities affected by drug addiction in the United
States.”

The award for the study is expected to total $3.5 million over five years, and is
funded by the Helping to End Addiction Long-term Initiative, or NIH HEAL Initiative,
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through the National Institute on Drug Abuse. HEAL-funded research is seeking
scientific solutions to the national opioid crisis, which took over 107,000 lives in the
United States in 2021.

The study at UW–Madison will leverage a 10-year partnership with Vivent Health, a
Wisconsin non-profit that provides HIV/AIDS resources in Colorado, Missouri, Texas
and Wisconsin. Westergaard and David Seal, professor of global community health
and behavioral sciences at Tulane University, have previously partnered with Vivent
Health to identify ways to improve access to harm reduction services such as
syringe service programs and HIV and hepatitis C testing in rural communities.

“Vivent Health’s prevention services staff have built trusted relationships with
people who use drugs in numerous Wisconsin communities, many of whom have
severe substance use disorders and aren’t connected to services through any other
means,” Westergaard said.

Trust-based relationships are key for both community engagement and participant
recruitment, said Westergaard, who also serves as chief medical officer and state
epidemiologist for communicable diseases for the Wisconsin Department of Health
Services.

Researchers intend to collect survey data on participants’ drug use habits, risk
factors, substance use disorder symptoms, life circumstances and mental health
during the study. Insights gained from the research will be shared with the NIH
harm reduction research network, Wisconsin DHS and local and tribal health
organizations, to inform future research and public health campaigns.

“The foremost goal is to keep people alive, safe and healthy, regardless of where
they are in their journey of treatment, relapse or recovery,” Westergaard said.
“Community members who need harm reduction services must be our partners in
the research process, not merely subjects, because the greatest sources of insight
into how to improve services for people who use drugs are the people themselves.”

While the study is meant to identify better ways to connect individuals with harm
reduction services – and, in time, with other health care resources – its long-term
goal is one of education and systems change, he said.

“It’s not just about treatment, but about offering services in a person-centered,
nonjudgmental and stigma-free environment,” Westergaard said. “We hope to

https://u7061146.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=4tNED-2FM8iDZJQyQ53jATUVFzuePLNuTn0T7eRXaTDj-2FeVixYCPU15CjpqlmiH8x5NzIT_6-2BOayirWiMnL4NNJ9ivl6bxpsweHyo3BJo8FT8kOn4ztXlpF9BECQPa9REE2Cs0Tt-2BvZ3moQMu-2FE0E87VdiPU9boUbbZdVMH4KCS-2BKjQqjmSuhsZ7QMZ1MAsdvfpV-2B9oXByhlhSmgbIs5BkZGehSGSXc04m28s6JmjIVPSvUKg9H-2B0gfvyON4L2uo-2F-2FZICfCsWaYOX5l-2F6yAAw58olGSihlWBeJ5WJpVtMJ3TMQfMb67VTTF1ozCsUyB4-2BoYkhWRBoYL9osq2q3vrADJfRTPaRAqx2tb-2FUSB4JhJaGonIjOsG7hDYNf0jsYk745KRvm6eNN-2F3uhZDlpXMJ38s9rCNw-3D-3D


expand the tools and values of harm reduction into all areas of health and human
services.”

The research reported in this press release is supported by the National Institute on
Drug Abuse of the National Institutes of Health under award 1R01DA057645-01.

The Helping to End Addiction Long-term® Initiative, or NIH HEAL Initiative®, is an
aggressive, trans-NIH effort to speed scientific solutions to stem the national opioid
public health crisis. Launched in April 2018, the initiative is focused on improving
prevention and treatment strategies for opioid misuse and addiction, and enhancing
pain management. For more information, visit: https://heal.nih.gov.
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