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STIGMA
a mark of disgrace associated with a particular 

circumstance, quality, or person.
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1 person every 

5 minutes











Even less 

receive 

medication 

for their 

substance 

use disorder!
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• Discuss different examples of the types of stigma 
above. 

• Which stigma do you think is most harmful for 
those with substance use disorders? 



NIH Words Matter
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IMPACT

• Feeling stigmatized can reduce the 
willingness of individuals with SUD to seek 
treatment.

• Stigmatizing views of people with SUD are 
common
⚬ this stereotyping can lead others to feel pity, fear, anger, 

and a desire for social distance from people with an SUD.

• Stigmatizing language can negatively 
influence health care provider perceptions 
of people with SUD --> impacts the care 
they provide.



L A N G U A G E

S C I E N C E E M P A T H Y

KELLY DUNN, MD



NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
• addict 
• drug abuser
• junkie
• alcoholic

• Person with a substance 
use disorder

• Person in active use

Why?

Person-first language

Change suggests person "Has" a problem, instead of "is" the Problem
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NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
Abuse • Use

• Misuse or used other 
than prescribed

Why?

The term "abuse" was found to have a high association with engative judgements ant punishment
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NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
• Opioid substitution 

replacement therapy
• Medication Assisted 

Treatment (MAT)

• Opioid agonist therapy
• Pharmacotherapy
• Addiction medication
• Medication for a SUD
• Medication for OUD (MOUD)

Why?

The term MAT implies that medication should have a supplemental or temporary role in treatment. Using 

“MOUD” aligns with the way other psychiatric medications are understood (e.g., antidepressants, 

antipsychotics), as critical tools that are central to a patient’s treatment plan.
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NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
• Clean

• Testing negative
• Being in remission or recovery
• Abstinent from drugs
• Not drinking/not taking drugs
• Not actively using

Why?

Use terminology the same way it would be used for other medical conditions

Use of such terms may evoke negative and punitive implicit cognitions
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NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
• Dirty

• Testing positive
• Person who use drugs
• Person actively using

Why?

Use terminology the same way it would be used for other medical conditions

Use of such terms may evoke negative and punitive implicit cognitions
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NOT THIS: DO THIS: 
• Addicted baby

• Baby born to mother who 
used drugs while pregnant

• Baby with NAS
• Newborn exposed to 

substances

Why?

babies cannot be born with addiction because addiction is a behavioral disorder - they are 

simply born manifesting a withdrawal syndrome
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Think of a time a label was used 
for you you did not care for.



"Language is power, life 
and the instrument of 
culture, the instrument of 
domination and liberation. 

-Angela Carter
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"
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IS THIS SOMETHING I NEED OR WOULD 
LIKE IN MY LIFE?

T o  f e e l  l e s s  o r  n o  a n x i e t y

t o  n o t  f e e l  d e p r e s s e d

T o  f e e l  g o o d / h a p p y

T o  f e e l  e n g a g e d / l e s s  b o r e d

s u f f e r  l e s s  f r o m  p a i n

t o  h a v e  f r i e n d s

T o  g e t  s l e e p I m p r o v e  e n e r g y t o  h a v e  s a t i s f y i n g  s e x

T o  l o s e  w e i g h tT o  u n w i n d  a f t e r  a  b r u t a l  w e e k T o  b e  s e e n  a s  f u n n y



THE WHY

Understand that substances 

are great reinforcers

• Reliable

• immediate

• in a person's control

Just because someone 

experiences consequences 

does not erase all these things
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BEHAVIORS MAKE SENSE
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People do not use substances because they are 
crazy, bad, morally bankrupt...

They use because they get something they like or 
need



THIS

You see a man running 
into traffic...
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https://youtu.be/bwZcPwlRRcc


SAVES LIVES



PSYCHOTHERAPY
M o d a l i t y E f f i c a c y f i t
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Does not 

appear to be a 

superior 

modality 
(CBT, MET, CM, DBT...)

Not more 

effective than 

medication 

alone

One size does 

not fit all



How does this 
information change 
our approach to 
patients with 
addiction? 
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THIS
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