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how language choice can reduce stigma when talking 
about addiction



Stigma and Addiction 

Stigma is a discrimination against an identifiable group of 
people, a place, or a nation. Stigma about people with 
substance use disorder (SUD) might include inaccurate or 
unfounded thoughts like they are dangerous, incapable of 
managing treatment, or at fault for their condition. 
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Where does stigma come from? 

For people with SUD, stigma may stem from antiquated and 
inaccurate beliefs that addictions is a moral failing, instead of 
what we know it to be—a chronic, treatable disease from 
which patients can recover and continue to lead healthy lives. 
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Addiction can happen to anyone 

1 in 14 Americans reports experiencing a substance use 
disorder. There is not one single driving factor that leads to 
addiction. Some people may use drugs to help cope with 
stress, trauma, or to help with mental health issues. Some 
may even develop opioid use disorder after misusing opioids 
they are prescribed by doctors. In any case, using drugs over 
time makes it easier to become addicted. 
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Getting informed: Understanding the 
impact of SUD stigma

Two main factors affect the burden of stigma placed on a 
particular disease or disorder: perceived control that a person 
has over the condition and perceived fault in acquiring the 
condition. 
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How does stigma affect people with SUD?

• 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 SUD
• Stigmatizing language can negatively influence health care 

provider perceptions of people with SUD, which can impact 
the care they provide. 
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How can we change stigmatizing behavior? 

• Take the first step by learning the terms to avoid and 
implementing the appropriate words to use. 
• Use person-first language. Person-first language maintains 

integrity of individuals as whole human beings—by removing 
language that equates people to their condition or has 
negative connotations. 
• When talking to people with SUD, their loved ones, and your 

colleagues, use non-stigmatizing language that reflects an 
accurate, evidence-based understanding of SUD.
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Terms to Avoid, Terms to Use and Why 
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Instead of:
*Addict
*User
*Substance or 
drug abuser
*Junkie
*Alcoholic
*Drunk

Use:
*Person with substance use 
disorder
*Person with opioid use 
disorder (OUD)
*Patient
*Person with alcohol use disorder
*Person who misuses alcohol/
engages in unhealthy alcohol use

Why: 
*Person-first language
*The change shows that a 
person “has” a problem, 
rather than “is” the 
problem
*The terms avoid eliciting 
negative associations, 
attitudes, and individual 
blame. 
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Terms to Avoid, Terms to Use and Why 
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Instead of:
*Habit
*Clean
*Dirty
*Addicted Baby

Use:
*Substance use disorder
*Abstinent from substances,
in recovery
*Testing positive on toxicology 
screen
*Baby with signs of withdrawal
from prenatal drug exposure, 
newborn exposed to substances, 
neonatal abstinence syndrome. 

Why: 
*Inaccurately implies that
a person is choosing to 
use substances or can 
choose to stop. 
*Use clinical accurate, 
non-stigmatizing terminology.
*Babies cannot be born with
addiction because addiction
is a behavioral disorder—they
are born manifesting a 
withdrawal syndrome. 
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National Library of Medicine, National Institute of Health
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5854406/

Resources:
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https://www.drugabuse.gov/
National Institute on Drug Abuse

https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/nidamed_wordsmatter3_508.pdf?sfvrsn=5cf550c2_2

American Association of Addiction Medicine

https://preventionsolutions.edc.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Words-Matter-How-Language-Choice-Can-Reduce-Stigma.pdf

Prevention Solutions 

https://preventionactionalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Words-Matter-for-People-with-Addictive-Disorders.pdf
Prevention Action Alliance

https://www.dartmouth-hitchcock.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/words-matter-handout.pdf

Dartmouth Medical School

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5854406/
https://www.drugabuse.gov/nidamed-medical-health-professionals/health-professions-education/
https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/nidamed_wordsmatter3_508.pdf?sfvrsn=5cf550c2_2
https://preventionsolutions.edc.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Words-Matter-How-Language-Choice-Can-Reduce-Stigma.pdf
https://preventionactionalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Words-Matter-for-People-with-Addictive-Disorders.pdf
https://www.dartmouth-hitchcock.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/words-matter-handout.pdf

