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To get this job, a former life as an
addict is required

KIERAN KESNER FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Efrain Lozada, right, met with Brian O'Neill at Mass General Hospital in
Charlestown to see how O’Neil is doing. Lozada, a former addict, now is recovery
coach who works with people seeking treatment and help.

By Liz Kowalczyk G L O B E S T A F F O C T O B E R 1 1 , 2 0 1 6

She was in her early 20s, homeless and in heroin’s grip, when Nicole
Bourgeois moved in underneath the Longfellow Bridge, with a view of
Massachusetts General Hospital.
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For a few months,
she slept on a mattress hidden on grates below the
Comments
subway stop there. When she was hungry or cold, she took food from the
Mass. General cafeteria or warm blankets from the emergency room. She
lifted Vera Bradley bags in the gift shop to sell later.
Hospital security officers soon ordered her not to return.
But eventually she did.
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Last week, Bourgeois, her MGH employee badge around her neck,
attended meetings with doctors and other co-workers, assisted patients,
and co-led education groups with a hospital pharmacist. Bourgeois, 32,
is one of seven former drug users hired recently by the hospital to work
as “recovery coaches’’ — a profession poised to take off nationwide amid
the pressing need for more effective substance abuse treatment.
A struggle with addiction is not a red flag for employment but rather a
job requirement.
Mass. General is one of the first US hospitals to embed recovery coaches
on care teams. Drug treatment centers are increasingly hiring coaches as
well, and cities hit hard by the opioid epidemic are sending these
coaches out to the homes of residents who have overdosed and into
police station holding cells.
The irony of her employment is not lost on Bourgeois, who was banned
from Mass. General property during the worst years of her addiction.
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“The first dayComments
here I felt completely out of place,’’ said Bourgeois, who
said she has not used drugs since 2006 and has since graduated from
college and enrolled in a master’s degree program. “They have been very
supportive of me.’’
Bourgeois, who graduated from Boston Latin School despite her drug
use as a teenager, said at first she felt a twinge of regret working with
Mass. General physicians younger than she is. “I get that feeling I could
have gone this far but I got involved in drugs and alcohol, ’’ she said.
That has fallen away, however, as she helps patients.
“I just tell them I am not a doctor or nurse. I am someone who is just
like you.’’
At MGH, the coach’s job is to build relationships with patients and
provide practical assistance; Bourgeois has sat with patients waiting
hours for state identification cards at the Registry of Motor Vehicles,
giving them someone to talk to rather than drift outside where drugs
could be a temptation.
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Readmission risks
Forty percent of patients hospitalized in Massachusetts for medical problems suffer from
mental illness, drug addiction, or both. These patients are 77 percent more likely to return
to the hospital within 30 days of discharge. Recovery coaches are part of a plan to
provide better treatment for drug addiction once patients are out of the hospital and to
reduce readmission.

Patients tend to trust coaches, who can then act as a liaison with
caregivers. “Patients feel inherently judged by medical team members,’’
said Dr. Sarah Wakeman, medical director of the hospital’s substance
use disorder initiative.
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Coaches alsoComments
educate staff and remind them, too, that there is hope in an
epidemic that can seem bleak and relentless. A survey of Mass. General
internists found that most do not feel competent to care for drugaddicted patients, and about 10 percent said drug abuse is a crime that
deserves punishment. The latter number has fallen sharply since the
hospital began its initiative, Wakeman said.
While promising, this new profession also has regulators and health care
providers grappling with how to ensure coaches are properly trained and
supervised — and far enough along in their own recovery.
“Seeing someone getting high can trigger a relapse,’’ said Martha Kane,
clinical director of Mass. General’s center for addiction medicine. “We
want to make sure they are not getting in over their heads. We monitor it
pretty closely.’’
A national nonprofit organization recently began to credential recovery
coaches to try to ensure standards in the industry. Coaches must have a
high school diploma, 60 hours of training, and have been drug free for
two years. Massachusetts started offering certification to coaches in
January, and 600 people so far have completed the state’s five-day
training program.
“My concern about the whole movement is having people in jobs they
are not ready for,’’ said Cynthia Moreno Tuohy, executive director of
NAADAC, the Association for Addiction Professionals, which provides
the national certification.
At Mass. General, coaches must have completed the state training
program and been off drugs for two years.
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Hospitals generally
focus on treating patients’ physical symptoms, even
Comments
though 15 percent of those admitted to Massachusetts hospitals also
have drug or alcohol abuse problems, according to a recent report from
the state Center for Health Information and Analysis.
A heart valve infection caused by injecting heroin can be cured with
high-powered antibiotics and surgery. But despite receiving “Cadillac
medical care,’’ the patient could end up right back in the hospital if he
takes drugs again, Wakeman said.
This is the type of scenario Mass. General is trying to address. The
hospital now screens every patient for drug and alcohol abuse and
provides interim treatment for patients waiting for a slot in a longer
term recovery program. Leaders are studying whether these measures
ultimately reduce emergency room visits and hospital admissions.
Recovery coaches, who earn $50,000 to $60,000 annually, are a key
part of the program. But there have been challenges.
Program leaders had to persuade hospital security officials to consider
mitigating factors when deciding whether to approve candidates, many
of whom have arrest records. A person who robbed a pharmacy might
have done so because his or her judgment was impaired by drugs, Kane
said.
When Mike Phillips applied for a job last fall, security officers were not
optimistic, Kane said.
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Phillips, 30, had
injured his ankle playing basketball in high school and
Comments
became addicted to prescription painkillers — an addiction that grew to
include heroin. He spent time in Middlesex County Jail for an
altercation over drug money back in the mid-2000s.
In 2010, he was stabbed during an argument and a nurse in the
emergency room said she would pray for him to repair his troubled life.
That inspired him to enter a recovery program at Teen Challenge in
Dorchester, where he eventually worked. When he heard about the
Mass. General job, he knew it was for him.
Phillips assured the head of security that he had made mistakes when he
was young and that he had turned things around. Still, he was shocked
when four months later the hospital made him an offer. He asked the
human resources person if the call was a prank.
“There isn’t anything more I want to do than help the next person who is
struggling,’’ said Phillips, who cofounded a program in Medford that
helps drug users pay for treatment. “I have helped patients talk to family
members about addiction. A couple stumble but they call me right away.
I say let’s come up with a plan to make it better.’’
Another recovery coach, Efrain Lozada, 49, said working with people
addicted to drugs does not tempt him. Just the opposite.
Lozada began smoking marijuana to fit in at high school in Chelsea. By
the time he turned 20, he was a full-blown cocaine addict. After years of
bouncing in and out of psychiatric hospitals and homeless shelters,
Lozada successfully completed a treatment program and has been drugfree for more than eight years.
1 of 5 free articles. Subscribe now

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/10/11/job-requirement-former-struggle-with-su...

11/3/2016

Job requirement: former struggle with substance abuse - The Boston Globe

Page 8 of 12

Brian O’Neil,Comments
one of roughly 50 patients assigned to Lozada, came to see
him recently at MGH’s Charlestown health center. When they first met,
Lozado’s role was to persuade O’Neil, when he walked in drunk, to
remain at the center until staff could locate an opening in a
detoxification program. When they found him a spot, Lozado would help
make sure O’Neil was safely strapped onto the gurney.
Now that O’Neil is in a residential treatment program, Lozado texts
regularly to ask how he is doing. “It’s sort of a bond, a friendship,’’
O’Neil said.
Liz Kowalczyk can be reached at kowalczyk@globe.com.
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Boston EMS chief details encounter before fatal shooting by
police
“It’s tragic things escalated and spun like this,” EMS Chief James
Hooley said during an 80-minute interview. “It was not anticipated. This wasn’t
anything we ever want to see happen.”

MORE...

At end of life in Mass., hospital care is big cost
When death approaches, most people want to spend their days at
home. But in Massachusetts, a remarkable number of dying patients
are in hospital beds instead. MORE...
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How many charter schools are too many?
A ballot question would allow 12 new or expanded charter schools per
year, opening the door to a major expansion of the state’s system.
MORE...

Activists, relatives call for Boston officers’ arrests
“Justice needs to be served,” said Terrence Coleman’s uncle. “They
killed my nephew in cold blood, right in front of his mother.”

MORE...

Trump, Clinton in virtual tie in N.H., WBUR poll finds
The survey of likely voters gives Republican nominee Donald Trump a
40 percent to 39 percent lead over Democratic nominee Hillary
Clinton.

MORE...

Law firm ‘bonuses’ tied to political donations
A small Boston law firm became a top funder of the national
Democratic Party by paying lawyers “bonuses” for their political
donations.

MORE...

Postcards for voters found in Cambridge trash can
The postcards direct voters to their polling locations but don’t affect a
person’s ability to vote.

MORE...

Progress on sexual assault is fading
For a while, we were having a national conversation on sexual assault.
But then, remarkably, the disgust faded.

MORE...
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The tragedy that Boston forgot
One hundred years ago, a horrific trolley accident on Summer Street
killed 46 people. Although it was dubbed the “worst tragedy in the
history of the city” at the time, it has now been all but erased from memory.

MORE...

More calls for a probe of Thornton law firm’s political donations
An election watchdog group accused Thornton Law Firm of illegally reimbursing
lawyers for their political donations.

MORE...

David Brooks; founded body armor firm, jailed for fraud
Mr. Brooks, the founder and former chief executive of DHB Industries, was
convicted in 2010 of securities fraud, conspiracy, and other charges.

MORE...

Edward Loughran; fought for better juvenile penal system
The former priest spent much of his second career working to make
juvenile corrections facilities and programs more effective.

MORE...

What you need to know about Question 4
Massachusetts voters will consider legalizing marijuana for
recreational use on Nov. 8.

MORE...

This contest was for children. In Newton, parents didn’t listen.
Apparently, some parents this year broke a golden rule during an annual event for
young artists.

MORE...
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Bernie
Sanders calls for defeat of charter school measure
Comments
Sanders faulted the question for relying on money from New York
backers.

MORE...

Legislators slam state transportation officials
Fourteen state lawmakers denounced the failure to disclose
forgiveness of Keolis’s fines as “indefensible.”

MORE...

A charter school success story, made possible by chance
Angelo Jones is thriving at Helen Y. Davis Leadership Academy, but
only because his family hit the (educational) jackpot.

MORE...

Boston sees record turnout Wednesday for early voting
Massachusetts residents are hitting the voting booths early to cast
their votes in the general election — and there are photos to prove it.
MORE...

And on the seventh day, many don’t rest at all
Our hectic schedules have some people looking longingly at religious
structures that once fostered time to relax and enjoy life.

MORE...

Part of Route 128 will be shut for two days in November
Consider yourself warned.

MORE...
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