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Stigma and Substance Use Disorders

 What is stigma and how is it relevant to substance use disorders?
 What evidence is there regarding how stigma impacts care for people 

with substance use disorders?
 How can we as stakeholders avoid perpetuating stigma when 

providing services to people with substance use disorder?
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There is wide recognition that the stigma of 
substance use disorders is a problem

 Substance use disorders are among the most stigmatized health 
conditions (Schomerus, et al., 2010)

 U.S. Surgeon General reports have recognized the “long and 
continuing history of discrimination against people with substance use 
disorders” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016)

 Numerous recovery organizations acknowledge the problem of 
stigma and are actively working to address it
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What is stigma and how is it relevant 
to substance use disorders?
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Stigma

 When a mark, attribute, or condition that society views unfavorably 
(e.g., substance use disorder) leads society to reject that person 
(Goffman, 1963)

 Negative stereotypes about, and attitudes towards, people with 
substance use disorders (Link et al., 1999; Crisp et al, 2000)

 Labeling, devaluation, and discrimination towards persons with 
substance use disorders (Link et al., 1997; Glass et al., 2013a, 
2013b)
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Stigma in society

 Why people stigmatize others (Phelan et al., 2008; Allport, 1954)
– Keeping people “down”, keeping people “in”, and keeping people “away”

 Six “dimensions” of a stigmatized condition (Jones, 1984)
– Origin, concealability, course, disruptiveness, aesthetics/disgust, peril
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How stigma affects individuals

 The stigma “process” and its components (Link & Phelan, 2001)
– Distinguishing and labeling differences (labeling)
– Associating differences with negative attributes (stereotyping)
– Separating “Us” from “Them”
– Status loss and discrimination

 This stigma process is dependent on a power differential
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How stigma affects individuals: Key 
concepts

 Enacted stigma (external experiences)
 Occurrences of stigma experienced by people with substance use disorders 

(e.g., rejection, discrimination, stereotyping)
 “My counselor started ignoring my concerns once I admitted I used drugs”

 Internalized stigma (internal experiences)
 Feeling ashamed or inferior because of one’s substance use disorder
 “Why can’t I just quit using… I’m such a failure.”

 Anticipated stigma (expected future experiences)
– Concerns among people with substance use disorders about being stigmatized 

in the future
– “My counselor wouldn’t listen to my concerns if s/he knew I use drugs.”
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What evidence is there regarding how 
stigma impacts care for people with 
substance use disorders?

13



Kelly et al., 2010a, 2010b

How might exposure to stigmatizing labels 
impact health care professionals?
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Subscales comparing “Substance Abuser”
and “Substance Use Disorder” labels

Kelly et al., 2010a, 2010b
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Goddu et al., 
2018;

Robinson, 
2017



Impact of stigma on collaborative relationships

 Study goal: To investigate the concept of empowerment and 
collaboration from the perspective of patients and clinicians in alcohol 
and drug treatment settings

 Stigmatizing beliefs were carried into the treatment setting, impacting 
empowerment and collaboration

– Multiple manifestations of power differentials, e.g., “dividing practices”
– Attempts to provide structure were felt as being at odds with autonomy 
– Both staff and patients expressed feelings of disempowerment
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Peckover et al., 2007; Curtis 
et al., 2001; Brener et al., 

2010; van Boekel et al., 2013; 
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Stigma and provision of high-quality care

 Pharmacotherapy provision among patients with alcohol use disorder
 Alcohol screening among patients with hypertension
 Population-based screening for substance use
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Williams et al., 2018; Hanschmidt et al., 2017; McNeely et al., 2018



Stigma and help seeking for substance use 
disorders

 Are people with alcohol use disorders less likely to utilize treatment 
services if they perceive more stigmatizing attitudes towards this 
condition?

 Study design: Nationally-representative sample of persons in the U.S. 
with lifetime alcohol use disorders

 Survey assessed:
– Perceptions of stigma towards persons with alcohol use disorders
– Whether or not survey respondents ever received treatment, including 

professional services and 12-step groups
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Keyes et al., 2010



Stigma and help seeking for substance use 
disorders (study findings)
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Keyes et al., 2010; also see Brener et al, 2010; Grant et al., 1997; Kroska & Harkness, 2006; and Ober et al., 2018



How can we as stakeholders avoid 
perpetuating stigma when providing 
services to people with substance 
use disorder?
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Use accurate and non-stigmatizing language
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http://thestigmaproject.org
http://www.thewellproject.org/hiv-information/why-language-matters-facing-hiv-stigma-our-own-words

http://thestigmaproject.org/
http://www.thewellproject.org/hiv-information/why-language-matters-facing-hiv-stigma-our-own-words


The right way to say it

 Two simple guidelines: 
– Use language that is medically accurate and current

 Say substance use disorder instead of substance abuse

– Use person-first language (person with ____)
 Say person with a substance use disorder instead of addict

 Common things to avoid:
– Negative labels (e.g., alcoholic)
– Pejorative language (e.g., smells like an ashtray)
– Loaded attributions such as blame for the cause or controllability (e.g., they 

could quit if they wanted to)
– Negative sentiment or tone in verbal and non-verbal communications (including 

clinical documentation)
24



25

Ashford, 2018



26

Stigmatizing (“try not to use”) Preferred language (“use this instead”)
Substance abuse
Alcoholism

Substance use disorder (note severity and 
specifiers); Addiction

Addict/alcoholic/drunk
Substance abuser

Person with a drug/alcohol use disorder

Clean/dirty urine Urine test negative/positive for __
Abuses/abusing drugs
Alcohol/drug user
Pot smoker
Drinker

Unhealthy use
At-risk drinking
Drug/alcohol use or consumption
Using __ not as directed/more than prescribed
Smokes cannabis, uses edible cannabis

Substitution Opioid agonist treatment
High
Strung out

Intoxicated

Relapse Recurrence of use
Recovering alcoholic/addict Person in (long-term) recovery

Acknowledgement: Joe Glass, PhD, Kaiser Permanente; Emily C. Williams, PhD, University of Washington; Amy K. Lee, MPH, 
Kaiser Permanente; Richard Saitz, MD, MPH, Boston University

Broyls et al., 2014



Strive for patient-centered care

 Respect
 Empathy
 Autonomy
 Transparency
 Empowerment and collaboration
 Evidence-based
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northwest@attcnetwork.org |  http://attcnetwork.org/northwest  |  phone. 206-685-4419

Look for our surveys in your 
inbox!

We greatly appreciate your feedback! Every survey we receive helps us 
to improve and develop our programming.

We’ll send two short surveys:
one now, and 

one in a month.
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northwest@attcnetwork.org |  http://attcnetwork.org/northwest  |  phone. 206-685-4419

Questions? Please type them in 
the chat box!

?
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Thank you for coming!

Addressing Youth Substance Abuse in the Juvenile 
Justice System: Reconciling Treatment Court and 

Clinical Intervention Approaches
Joshua Leblang, Ed.S, LMHC, LCPC

Jacqueline van Wormer, PhD
August 29, 2018, 12-1pm

Join us for our next webinar:
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