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Objectives

• Discuss background of stigmatizing 
language in substance use

• Recognize three stigmatizing assumptions 
related to treatment for persons with 
substance use disorders

• Review steps we can make to reduce use of 
stigmatizing language 



Stigma Through Language

• Text



Why do we have so 
many stigmatizing terms

• Historical context
• Professional medical organizations
• Policy



Stigmatizing Assumption: 
Ambivalence about change

• “treatment resistance”
• “drop out”



Stigmatizing assumption: 
Treatment is always necessary

• “treatment nonadherence”
• Treatment focused on empathy leads to 

more change than treatment focused on 
confrontation 



Stigmatizing assumption: 
Abstinence only

• “relapse”
• “falling off the wagon”



What can we do?

• Check our stigmatizing assumptions
• Learn new language

• Recovery-oriented language
• People-first language
• Health-focused language



From https://www.healthynh.org



Conclusions

• Remember our history
• Check out assumptions
• Focus on recovery and health
• Put people first
• Convey hope 
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