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Let's Talk About Stigma
What is stigma?

a mark of disgrace associated with a particular circumstance,
quality, or person.

noun /ˈstiɡmə/

Are there different types of stigma associated
with substance use disorders? 

Social Stigma: Society's negative attitudes towards a
group of people, creating an environment where those
with substance use disorders are discredited, feared,
and isolated; also called public stigma (ex: avoidance
from others, hard to get a job, etc.)
Self Stigma: Happens when a person internalizes the
negative stereotypes (low self-esteem, shame,
hopelessness)
Courtesy Stigma: Happens when family members
become stigmatized by having a relative with substance
use disorders 

Yes. There are three types of stigma associated with
substance use disorders. 

1.

2.

3.

Source: www.bap.uk.org

What is stigmatizing language? 
Stigmatizing language assigns negative labels, stereotypes, and
judgment to certain groups of people. Such language can
contribute to negative outcomes such as social isolation,
reduced self-esteem, and less likelihood to seek medical help.
Stigmatizing language can perpetuate isolation and
misunderstanding between people with substance use disorder
and their communities. Terms like "drunk," "addict," and "junkie"
imply an affected individual causes their own illness and can
lead to less sympathetic responses. 
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What is Person-First Language?
Person-first language places emphasis on people rather than
their diagnosis or condition (ex. "person with schizophrenia" vs.
"schizophrenic" or "person with a substance use disorder" vs.
"addict"). This type of language can shift the way people with
substance use disorders are viewed. 

For example, describing someone as an "addict" frames the
disease of substance use disorder as a negative characteristic
of the individual and brings moral judgment. By utilizing person-
first language, an individual is no longer defined by their
condition. The person is placed first with the condition being
secondary, which helps to eliminate stereotypes or biases. 

Stigma acts as a barrier to treatment and has clear impacts. It
prevents people who meet the criteria for a substance use
disorder from seeking and accessing the treatment they need. 

The first step to better
supporting people with

substance use disorders is
changing our language.
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Who should change their language?
information from Shatterproof's National Movement to End Addiction Stigma

Most Critical Systems to Reducing Addiction Stigma

Employers Healthcare Government

Criminal Justice Media &
Entertainment

Local
Communities

Every organization has a role to play in changing their
language and how people discuss substance use

disorders in their communities. 
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Recommended Person-First Language
All information is from The Recovery Research Institute's 'Addiction-ary'. The

words they flagged with a 'stigma alert' are included here.

Stigmatizing Language Recommended Language

Abuse, Drug problem,
Habit/Drug Habit, Dependence

Substance use disorder, used
other than prescribed (for

prescription medications), risky
use, addiction (if clinically

accurate)

Abuser, Addict, Druggie, User,
Junkie

Person with a substance use
disorder

Addicted to _________ Has a _________ use disorder

Alcoholic, Drunk Person with alcohol use disorder

Clean Substance-free; no longer
using ____ substance

Clean (toxicology screen) Testing negative for substance
use

Compliant Adherent
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Recommended Person-First Language
All information is from The Recovery Research Institute's 'Addiction-ary'. The

words they flagged with a 'stigma alert' are included here.

Stigmatizing Language Recommended Language

Detox Withdrawal management

Dirty (toxicology screen) Testing positive for substance
use

Drug addicted infant, born
addicted

Baby with neonatal abstinence
syndrome

Drug of choice or abuse Use of ____________

Drug offender Person arrested for drug
violation

Ex-addict, former/reformed
addict

Person in recovery or person
in long-term recovery

Medication as a crutch for
recovery

Medication as a tool for
treatment

Dirty Person who tests positive for
substance use
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Recommended Person-First Language
All information is from The Recovery Research Institute's 'Addiction-ary'. The

words they flagged with a 'stigma alert' are included here.

Stigmatizing Language Recommended Language

Non-compliant Non-adherent

Relapse, lapse, slip Resumed or experienced a
recurrence of substance use or

substance use disorder
symptoms

Relapse prevention Recovery Management

Sober Well, healthy, in recovery

Stayed clean Maintained recovery

Opioid replacement/substitution;
maintenance therapy

Medication Assisted
Treatment; Medication for

Opioid Use Disorder;
Medication for Alcohol Use

Disorder

Untreated addict Person who is using __________
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