
FAQs  WHAT YOU CAN DO 
ABOUT STIGMA

WHAT DOES STIGMA HAVE TO DO WITH 
SUBSTANCE USE?

Stigma is contributing to the crisis and the number of deaths 
because it: 
• prevents people from getting help,
• creates barriers to accessing important and sometimes life-

saving health and social services, and
• pushes people to hide their drug use, with nobody to help or 

call 911 if they experience an overdose.

For example, people who use drugs or have history of previous 
drug use regularly report that they are sent away from or ignored 
by hospitals despite being in medical distress because of their 
known history with substance use. When that behavior happens 
repeatedly, it is understandable that people stop accessing health 
services altogether.

Similarly, when people hear friends and family talk about “junkies” 
and “addicts” and the judgmental narrative that accompanies 
it, they may be less willing to reach out to those same people for 
support if they’re using substances. This further perpetuates the 
problem as people who use drugs internalize the discrimination 
and shame, further deepening the distress and isolation. This is 
how stigma plays out in daily life and is contributing to people not 
having access to the communities or care they need.



WHAT CAN I DO TO REDUCE STIGMA?
• Educate yourself and others about the overdose crisis and the 

factors contributing to it, especially stigma.
• Educate yourself about non-stigmatizing language and commit 

to using it. When talking about people who use drugs, use 
people first language, i.e. “person who uses substances” instead 
of “addict”. 

• At work or in a health care setting, use language that reflects 
the medical nature of substance use disorders like “substance 
use disorder” instead of “abuser”. 

• Speak up and dispel myths about substance use when you hear 
them—for example, there is no evidence or documented cases 
that a first responder has ever died from touching fentanyl.

• If someone comes to you for help, don’t judge them—listen and 
work with them to hear what they need.

• If you use opioids and/or are likely to witness an overdose, 
carry naloxone and get trained on how to use it to reverse an 
overdose.

• If you see someone you’re worried about but can’t tell if they’re 
sleeping or experiencing an overdose, respectfully check on 
them to see if they’re ok.

• Meet people where they’re at. If a person comes to you and 
identifies that they’re using illicit substances, ask them what 
they need. Listen and find out how you can work together to 
make sure they’re as safe as possible, and don’t try to force 
people to take a step they aren’t prepared for.


