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Illinois Opioid Crisis Response Advisory Council   
Public Awareness & Education Committee Meeting 

April 15, 2020 
MEETING MINUTES 

 
Chair: Karel Homrig  
Committee Members on the Call: Becky Dornan, Cat Lewis, Trenda Hedges, Kim Zambole, 
Jennifer Leininger, Patricia Johnson, Luke Tomsha, Dawn Conerton, Brett Opie, Michelle Jones, 
Juliana Harms, Hannah Warren, Ankur Dave 
SUPR and AHP Representatives: Rafael Rivera, Kathleen Monahan, Sue Pickett, Diana 
Zawojska  
Welcome  
Karel Homrig welcomed the group. The goals for today’s call are: 1) discuss how public 
education and awareness messages about opioid use and treatment have changed due to 
COVID-19; and 2) brainstorm what public education goals should be included the next State 
Opioid Action Plan (SOAP). 
Discussion: COVID-19 related changes in public education and awareness messages 
about opioid use and treatment 
• The group discussed that, as a result of COVID-19 and social distancing requirements, 

people who use drugs may not have the same access to their substance use treatment 
services and recovery support groups. People may relapse to cope with anxiety, depression, 
and other stressors related to social distancing and COVID-19. Several group members 
have been notified of increased relapses and overdoses and fear that this trend will 
continue.   

• To deal with the new challenges of COVID-19, many agencies and providers have moved 
their services to phone and/or web-based platforms. For example, the web platform Zoom is 
being used to conduct support group meetings and one-on-one sessions. Facebook has 
been used to disseminate information and hold ‘live’ sessions using Facebook Live.  

• The Chicago Department of Public Health (CDPH) has been communicating with delegates 
about providing more telehealth work and trying to get people set up remotely so they can 
do individual and group counseling. CDPH is working on an action plan to provide resources 
to assist as much as possible during this difficult time. The department is also having weekly 
webinar briefings and community gatherings to help themselves stay connected. 

• Lurie Children’s Hospital in Chicago has a city-wide substance use coalition; meetings are 
convened now via Zoom. Clinical services have shifted to telehealth. MAT/MAR for people 
under age 25 continues to be available.  

Discussion: Public education goals for the next SOAP 
• The group discussed the need to highlight the message that people who misuse opioids can 

recover and are able to be contributing members of society. People in recovery can bring 
hope to others and need to be empowered and encouraged to share their stories. These 
messages from people in recovery can be used to help reduce stigma. 

• Public education messaging should include trauma’s role and intersection with substance 
use as a coping mechanism. Such messaging could also provide support for people who 
have experienced trauma. 
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• There are nearly 9,000 library systems and public buildings that host support groups and do 
naloxone training. The group discussed how these places could be leveraged and integrated 
into public education and awareness efforts.  

o Lurie Children’s Hospital has worked with libraries such as the Chicago Public 
Library on disseminating public messaging, education, and support activities. Jen 
Leininger, Associate Director for Community Programs at Lurie Children’s Hospital 
offered to reach out to the library association to share information that could then 
potentially be provided at a more local level. 

o Emergent BioSolutions provides free naloxone to libraries and YMCAs across the 
US. 

• The general public, and service providers, particularly in rural areas, need more information 
about harm reduction. Many people do not know what harm reduction is and may view it as 
condoning criminal behavior rather than treating people with compassion.   

• Current data should be used to inform public education messaging at the local and state 
levels. This includes data about health disparities. Example: data show the link between 
social inequities, health disparities and overdose rates. We are seeing similar patterns with 
COVID-19. Efforts need to be made to reach out and include these target populations in 
developing messaging that resonates with these data.   

• Resources and efforts should be coordinated and disseminated more effectively to various 
public and private sector members. For example: employers would like to be educated 
about resources and ways of supporting their employees impacted by OUD; school nurses 
are working on public health awareness initiatives and providing Narcan in schools. All of 
these sectors (and more) hold a piece of the opioid epidemic pie, and we should coordinate 
better internally to disseminate public education and awareness information that will support 
them the best way possible. 

• Education and risk mitigation strategies should be in place to address the needs of people 
who have chronic pain. Strategies should be in place to create a safety net including co-
prescribing naloxone for people who are prescribed opioids, and educating patients, 
prescribers and pharmacists about naloxone co-prescribing. 

• The group agreed that potential messaging/public education goals for the next SOAP should 
include: harm reduction, messages of hope that people can and do recover, data-driven 
health disparity messaging, collaborative education across sectors (with perhaps an 
emphasis on employers), the role of trauma in opioid misuse, and the importance of 
naloxone.  

• Next Steps: The committee will “drill down” on the specific topics listed above. Information 
on how to develop public education messages also would be useful to the work of this 
committee. 


