
 

PRESS RELEASE 
  

 Overdose Lifeline and Venables Bell & Partners Announce the Launch of #ChooseEmpathy 
Movement Meant to Instill Greater Understanding and Empathy Around the Disease of Addiction 

  
September 16th, San Francisco, CA - Overdose Lifeline (ODL), a nonprofit organization dedicated to 
helping individuals, families, and communities affected by the disease of addiction and substance use 
disorder and leading creative advertising agency, Venables Bell & Partners, have announced today the 
launch of #ChooseEmpathy. This new movement aims to create a greater understanding of the truths 
around addiction as well as to remove the social stigmas that surround those affected by the disease. 
  
The #ChooseEmpathy movement will launch with a compelling online video and include grassroots 
efforts to educate communities and youth on addiction and substance use disorder. Additional 
communication efforts will aim to lessen stigmas and common misperceptions around addiction and 
recovery, promote positive cultural change, and, ultimately, help those on their roads to healing. 
  
“There are dangerous and harmful misconceptions about the disease of addiction, and the more than 20 
million Americans affected by it.” said Justin Phillips, Founder and Executive Director at Overdose 
Lifeline. “We all have the power to help and support those in active addiction and recovery by fostering 
greater understanding and simply using non-stigmatizing words to represent addiction. 
#ChooseEmpathy is an inspiring initiative that asks the media and general public to lessen the challenges 
of addiction for those affected and ease their journey towards recovery. We at Overdose Lifeline are 
proud to lead this charge with VB&P’s support and encourage everyone to join the #ChooseEmpathy 
movement.” 
  
A core component of this effort is a three-minute video created by VB&P Senior Copywriter Jake Reilly, 
who set out to better understand addiction and the hurdles that the over 20 million people in the US 
currently affected by substance use disorder and addiction must overcome. With the input and 
collaboration of close friends who are affected by addiction, others in recovery, addiction doctors and 
specialists, directors of rehab facilities, case workers at methadone clinics, and the support of VB&P, 
Heist Productions, and dozens of others who volunteered their time, Jake created an experiment aimed 
at uncovering the real story of addiction and the real challenges of recovery. Jake worked to pinpoint 
the most common physical feelings associated with opioid withdrawal, and created a video (hyperlink) 
which highlighted his own simulation of 12 brutal symptoms. Dialogue in the video was taken directly 
from Jake’s conversations with his friends and was reenacted by Jake and an actor. Simulations were 
recorded over the course of 48 hours in a studio in San Francisco with expert medical, fire, and insect 
supervision. 
  
 “Throughout my life, I have watched friends experiment with prescription pain pills, and subsequently 
become addicted to prescription opioids and/or heroin. Many of these friends are still in active 
addiction and substance use,” said Jake Reilly. “Over the years, I found myself wondering why my 
friends couldn’t just ‘kick the habit’. Now I know how naive this train of thought was. After spending a 
year researching addiction and the brain-chemistry-altering effects of opioids, I realized that most of us 
don’t have the faintest idea of what those affected by this disease are actually going through. What my 
friends, and so many like them, are dealing with is completely out of their control. This experiment was 
designed to encourage a greater understanding of their experience as well as to serve as an educational 
tool that can inspire people to #ChooseEmpathy when approaching those affected by substance use 
disorder.” 

https://youtu.be/Izsm_fcjbo8


 

  
In honor of National Recovery Month this September, Overdose Lifeline is asking individuals and the 
media to commit to more carefully choosing their words when describing addiction and those affected 
by substance use disorder. Stigmatizing language - which emphasizes the person, not the disease - can 
be a barrier to individuals seeking treatment and can even prejudice medical professionals.  
  
Such language shifts include avoiding terms that place blame, imply judgement, or sensationalize the 
disease, and, instead, embracing language that more accurately describes the person’s experiences. For 
example, we must avoid terms like “abuser,” “user,” “addict,” “junkie,” or “druggie,” and instead opt for 
language that describes a person with “substance use disorder,” and refers to the disease as such. These 
suggested language shifts and others are outlined for the media in the AP’s stylebook, and will also be 
promoted to the broader public in a social media campaign developed by VB&P & ODL. 
  
See the full #ChooseEmpathy movement at https://chooseempathy.me 
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Kempner Communications 
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About Overdose lifeline Inc 

Overdose Lifeline, is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization with a mission to eliminate the shame and stigma 
of substance use disorder and carry the message of hope to individuals, families, and communities 
affected by the chronic disease of addiction. The organization was founded in 2014 as a direct response 
to the opioid public health crisis. The nonprofit’s programs and initiatives focus on advocacy, education, 
harm reduction, prevention, providing resources, and support. For more info: www.overdose-
lifeline.org. Twitter @overdoselifeline Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/overdoselifeline 

Donation info: 

Please consider a donation to Overdose Lifeline in support of our core initiatives including the 
opportunity to contribute to learning scholarship funds that will provide free access to online training 
courses and trainer programs to help educate, raise awareness, and reduce the stigmatization 
associated with substance use disorder. More info: https://www.Overdose-lifeline.org/donate 

About Venables Bell & Partners 
Venables Bell & Partners is a San Francisco based advertising agency guided by core values of honesty, 
fearlessness and independence, and proud to work with clients including Audi, Chipotle, Westin and 
Renaissance Hotels, and 3M. VB&P has been included in Fast Company’s Most Innovative Companies 
List, named one of AdAge’s top ten A-List agencies and Best Places to Work, and Adweek’s Breakthrough 
Agency of the Year. For more info: www.venablesbell.com. Twitter @VenablesBell, Instagram 
VenablesBell and Facebook https://www.facebook.com/VenablesBell/  
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