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Delivering Mothers—and Their 
Babies—From Addiction
When Jessica Crawford found out she was 
pregnant, she knew she needed to get off the 
drugs that she had been using for nearly two 
decades, including heroin.

She just didn’t know how.

“I was a mess,” she said. “I wanted to stop, but I didn’t 
know how to stop. I failed so many times, so many times.” 

Her desire to get clean, even for her baby, wasn’t enough. 
She needed help—but she didn’t welcome help. Ashli 
Samples, an Aetna case manager working with doctors on 
high-risk pregnancies in West Virginia, contacted Crawford 
after a drug screen during her checkup tested positive for a 
myriad of drugs—including heroin, as well as tranquilizers 
and antidepressants.

Crawford pushed her away.

“Let me alone,” she’d say. “I’m sick.”

Samples is part of an Aetna program to identify pregnant 
women who use opiates and steer them into treatment. 
The program aims to mitigate the damage that drugs can 
inflict on newborns, which can include addiction and lengthy 
stays in neonatal intensive care.

Since the program began in March 2014, it has enrolled 
1,176 mothers and babies. Samples was not optimistic that 
Crawford would become one of its success stories.

“I thought this is not going to work out for her,” Samples 
said. “She had tried and failed and tried and failed.” 

Crawford started using drugs in her late teens, with pain 
pills a boyfriend took from his grandfather. Over time, she 
used anything she could get her hands on. “You name it,” 
she said. “I was taking it.”

YO U R C O M M U N I T Y

Jessica Crawford with her daughter and case manager Ashli Samples, who helped her kick her opioid addiction. “She really stuck with me,” Crawford said
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Her continued use of drugs meant she was turned away 
from a program providing Subutex®, a drug to treat opiate 
addiction by reducing or eliminating craving. So she pur-
chased Subutex on the street. On her own, she eventually 
weaned off most of the drugs. But not the heroin.

Samples never gave up. “She stayed on my case,” 
Crawford said. “She was so good.”

They were racing against time: The longer an expectant 
mother takes drugs while pregnant, the greater the risk to 
the newborn. There were many stumbles along the way. 
Samples was able to get Crawford admitted to an outpatient 
treatment program to wean her off the drugs—but Crawford 
relapsed. Samples managed to enroll Crawford in Turning 
Point®, an inpatient treatment center in Beckley. Crawford 
lasted only 60 of the scheduled 90 days before being kicked 
out for smoking cigarettes.

More than 90 Americans 

die each day from an 

opioid overdose
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Samples persisted.

At Crawford’s request, Samples helped get her back into  
a program with her obstetrician, Dr. Ammar Shammaa in 
South Charleston, West Virginia, one she’d been kicked out 
of earlier.

But now there were only 30 days until she was due, and there 
was no guarantee her baby would be born free of addiction.

The Cesarean delivery went smoothly. Still, it would be five 
days before doctors could declare her baby drug-free. 
Crawford visited her daughter hour after hour in the neona-
tal intensive care unit.

“She was perfect. I couldn’t believe it,” Crawford said.  
“I begged God, pleaded, don’t make her sick. I promise 
to be the best mom ever.”

Her pleas were answered; her daughter suffered no with-
drawal symptoms.

Since the birth nearly three years ago, Crawford has remained 
clean, the longest she’s gone without using in two decades.

“I wasted a lot of years,” she said. “I am so thankful for 
Ashli. I think the sun rises and shines out of her. She 
really stuck with me. That’s what I needed. I usually 
can’t mention her name without crying. I am a totally 
different person.“

Crawford remains on Suboxone®, the version of the opioid 
treatment drug for women who are not pregnant. She’s 
working as a medical assistant and plans to get her nursing 
degree after her daughter starts school. Though she is no 
longer in the program—case managers follow mothers for a 
year after giving birth—she keeps in touch with Samples.

And she keeps in touch with Dr. Shammaa, whose parents 
are patients at the cardiology office where she works.

“He tells me, ‘You were so far gone,’ ”  she said. 
“ ‘ Look at you now.’ ”

News and information about Aetna’s fight against 

opioids: https://news.aetna.com/opioids/
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