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SciPol Summary
The First Step Act of 2018 [8] (Pub. Law No. 115-391) establishes reforms targeting many aspects of the
criminal justice system, including two sections relevant to neuroscience: evidence-based treatment for
opioid and heroin use and juvenile solitary confinement.
As mandated by section 609 of the Act, the Director of the Bureau of Prisons will submit a report assessing
and outlining a plan to increase the availability of treatment options for heroin and opioid abuse through
evidence-based programs, including medication-assisted treatment (MAT). The act requires that MAT be
used in conjunction with, instead of replacing, holistic and drug-free approaches to treatment.
Opioids [9], one type of drug that has the potential for high levels of abuse, include strong prescription pain
relievers like oxycodone, hydrocodone, and fentanyl. Heroin [10] is an illegal opioid. Although opioids are
commonly prescribed for pain management, opioid use can lead to dependence and addiction when abused,
ultimately progressing to opioid use disorder (OUD) [11] in some individuals. A 2016 national survey [12]
found that an estimated 2.1 million people in the US have an OUD due to prescription opioid use but that
only 17.5% of those individuals are receiving treatment for it. MAT has been shown [13] to reduce opioid
use, opioid-related overdose deaths and criminal activity, and to increase social functioning and retention in
treatment.
Section 613 of the First Step Act prohibits the use of solitary room confinement at juvenile facilities for any
purpose other than protecting the juvenile from serious and immediate risk of physical harm to themselves
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or others. One study found that justice-involved youth have unusually high rates [14] of mental disorder,
and that these conditions are best addressed through psychosocial interventions. The study reports that
while medication and seclusion may also be appropriate in certain cases, disciplinary interventions (i.e.
isolation and solitary confinement) are considered generally inappropriate. As such, the act explicitly states
that solitary confinement is to be used only as a last measure after less restrictive techniques (i.e. a
discussion with a staff member or mental health professional). Confinement should last no more than three
hours if the juvenile poses a threat to others and no longer than 30 minutes if the juvenile poses a threat to
themselves. If the juvenile continues to pose risk of harm after this time, he or she will be transferred to a
facility that can meet his or her needs.
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Related News
FDA’s Gottlieb calls for greater use of medication-assisted treatment to fight opioid epidemic [16]

The Washington Post [17] – Scott Gottlieb, commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration, called
Wednesday for the expanded use of medication-assisted treatments for opioid addiction, saying they
could reduce overdoses and deaths.
READ MORE [16]

Aging And Addicted: The Opioid Epidemic Affects Older Adults, Too [18]

Kaiser Health News [19] – As the nation grapples with a devastating opioid epidemic, concerns have
primarily focused on young people buying drugs on the street. But America’s elderly also have a problem.
READ MORE [18]

F.D.A. to Expand Medication-Assisted Therapy for Opioid Addicts [20]

The New York Times [21] – In an effort to encourage new treatments for opioid addiction, the Food
and Drug Administration plans to begin permitting pharmaceutical companies to sell medications that
help temper cravings, even if they don’t fully stop addiction.
READ MORE [20]
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Related Engagements
Write for SciPol.org [22]

SciPol.org invites faculty, researchers, policymakers, and students to consider how they can communicate
how scientific research is integrated into the policymaking process. One way is by contributing to
SciPol.org as a volunteer author or editor of our original policy development briefs and other related
content.
READ MORE [22]

Organize A Citizens Group [23]

Many philanthropic or community science organizations around the country have made it their mission to
improve their local community through science and science advocacy. By joining or starting a local
science community group, you can find a way to extend your impact beyond the bench.
READ MORE [23]

Consult with NGOs [24]

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and nonprofit organizations (NPOs) are public organizations
whose primary function is to serve the public good over the pursuit of profits.
READ MORE [24]
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