
 

Combating Stigma  
Against People Who  
Use Substances

Stigma refers to various negative attitudes, values, and beliefs that manifest in prejudice and 
discrimination against people. Stigma often stems from stereotypes or lack of knowledge. People who 
misuse substances or have a substance use disorder (SUD) are frequently stigmatized.1 Experiencing 
stigma can cause many harms, leading to feelings of shame, fear, frustration, or anger. It can also 
worsen health outcomes.2 Stigma can reduce public support for prevention and SUD-related services. 
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Stigma toward people who misuse substances or have an SUD can negatively impact them in numerous 
ways, and it can diminish support for prevention, treatment, and recovery support services.3

PUBLIC: Negative values and beliefs we have 
about others 

SELF: Internalized negative values and beliefs 
we have about ourselves 
INSTITUTIONAL: Systemic, policy-driven 
actions that limit opportunities   

STIGMA COMES IN MANY FORMS3 

1
2 
3 

➡ INTENTIONAL: Knowingly making negative value 
judgments about people 

➡ INADVERTENT: Unknowingly spreading stigma, 
such as using careless or harmful language or 
supporting policies with unintended negative 
outcomes

THE EFFECTS OF STIGMA

MENTAL, 
EMOTIONAL,   

OR SPIRITUAL 
DISCONNECTIONS 

FROM SELF 

DISCRIMINATION 
IN COMMUNITY 
AND HEALTH 

CARE SETTINGS

• Family members 
feeling anger, 
disappointment, 
and helplessness 

• Feeling 
abandoned or 
that family is 
“better off 
without them” 

DISRUPTION OF 
FAMILY 

RELATIONSHIPS 
AND DYNAMICS 

Increased social isolation 
Increased likelihood of 
developing mental health 
conditions  
Increased risk of experiencing 
bullying or harassment 

Decreased likelihood of 
seeking services  
Decreased ability to 
access services  
Decreased hope and 
self-esteem 

• Public unease 
towards people 
with SUD and 
reduced support 
for SUD-related 
services 

• Denial of medical 
services due to 
an assumption 
that a person is 
substance 
seeking

• Feelings of 
vulnerability and 
being unable to 
ask for help 

• Self-association 
with adverse 
outcomes
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NOTES

HOW CAN WE ADDRESS STIGMA?3,5,6,7 

WHAT CAUSES STIGMA?4  
Stigma often stems from INCORRECT beliefs and stereotypes, such as: 

• All people who use substances are dangerous and unpredictable 
• People who use substances are never capable of making decisions for themselves 
• Prevention, treatment, and recovery services do not work 
• Substance use is a moral or character failing

AT ALL TIMES…
Use person-first language 

Show compassion and avoid 
judgment  

Treat everyone with dignity 
and respect 
Speak out against stigma 
when encountering it 

Share success stories from 
prevention, treatment, and 
recovery  
Educate ourselves and  
others about misperceptions 
Share coping strategies for 
dealing with stigma 
Protect the privacy of people 
in need of services

AS A PREVENTION 
PROFESSIONAL… 

AND ADVOCATE FOR…
Parity of care between physical  
and behavioral health  
Substance use education and anti- 
stigma training in the criminal justice 
system 

Employers to address  
stigma in the workplace 
Harm reduction programs 
Ending media perpetuation  
of stigma

Understand the science 
behind evidence-based 
services 
Educate the community on     
substance use issues and the 
science of addiction 
Raise community awareness 
of the importance of a public 
health approach to prevention 
Create a marketing strategy 
to address stigma 

Click on the links below to learn more. 

https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep12-recdef.pdf
https://www.nami.org/Advocacy/Advocate-for-Change
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Programs-and-Initiatives/Other-Insurance-Protections/mhpaea_factsheet
http://legislativeanalysis.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/The-Stigmatization-of-Justice-involved-Individuals-with-Substance-Use-Disorders.pdf
http://legislativeanalysis.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/The-Stigmatization-of-Justice-involved-Individuals-with-Substance-Use-Disorders.pdf
http://legislativeanalysis.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/The-Stigmatization-of-Justice-involved-Individuals-with-Substance-Use-Disorders.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/vision-future/time-for-a-change
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/vision-future/time-for-a-change
https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/vision-future/time-for-a-change
https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/pdf/10.1176/ps.62.8.pss6208_0824
https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/pdf/10.1176/ps.62.8.pss6208_0824
https://extension.usu.edu/heart/research/how-to-prevent-substance-use-disorder-stigma
https://extension.usu.edu/heart/research/how-to-prevent-substance-use-disorder-stigma
https://extension.usu.edu/heart/research/how-to-prevent-substance-use-disorder-stigma
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/rural-community-action-guide.pdf
https://pttcnetwork.org/centers/great-lakes-pttc/preventing-and-reducing-stigma-community-sectors
https://rm.facesandvoicesofrecovery.org/
https://rm.facesandvoicesofrecovery.org/
https://rm.facesandvoicesofrecovery.org/
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/drugfacts/understanding-drug-use-addiction
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/drugfacts/understanding-drug-use-addiction
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mental-illness/in-depth/mental-health/art-20046477
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mental-illness/in-depth/mental-health/art-20046477
https://www.samhsa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/laws-regulations/confidentiality-regulations-faqs
https://www.samhsa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/laws-regulations/confidentiality-regulations-faqs
https://www.nsc.org/stigma
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/harm-reduction
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8230035/
https://nida.nih.gov/drug-topics/addiction-science/words-matter-preferred-language-talking-about-addiction
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.616729/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.616729/full

