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OBJECTIVES

1. Review factors contributing to stigmatization of 

people who use (some) substances

2. Distinguish between person-first and identity-first 

language

3. Learn person-centered terminology and alternatives 

to stigmatizing language

4. Discuss ways to decrease stigma
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CONTENT WARNING

• This presentation contains potentially activating content. 

– Please take care of yourself

• Exploring our social programming can be uncomfortable.

Self-Compassion (Buddhism/Kristen Neff)

– Self-Kindness (v self-judgment)

– Mindfulness (v overidentification)

– Common Humanity (v isolation)

• We are all imperfect.

• We all struggle.

• We all suffer.
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INTENT AND IMPACT

Intent – what you mean

Impact – how it’s received
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STIGMA
“The term stigma dates back to the Greeks, who 
cut or burned marks into the skin of criminals, 
slaves, and traitors in order to identify them as 

tainted or immoral people who should be 
avoided (Goffman, 1963).”

(Bos et al., 2013)
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TYPES OF STIGMA

Bos et al., 2013
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WHAT NEGATIVE VIEWS DOES OUR SOCIETY 
HOLD ABOUT PEOPLE WHO USE SUBSTANCES?

https://app.sli.do/event/d5i5vGPDGtNoyvQquSXVBd

vote 

at Slido.com with 
the code

#3949313

https://www.slido.com/


What negative views does our 
society hold about people who 
use substances?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.
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OUTCOMES OF STIGMA

• Nonverbal expressions 
of discomfort
– Lack of eye contact

• Discounting

• Discrediting

• Avoidance

• Aversion to interaction

• Social rejection

• Depersonalization
– Stereotypes (caricatures)

• Dehumanization (Bos et al. 2013)
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DISTANCING LANGUAGE

• Creates a sense of “us” versus “them”

– Not using names when speaking to/about

• “them” (and not in a gender-affirming way)

• “those people”

• “you” v “we” 

• “that [insert label]”  

• Formal language is also used to create distance
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DISTANCING LANGUAGE

• Examples of dehumanizing/depersonalizing labels

– “criminals”

– “slaves” 

– “traitors”

– “addicts”

– “the homeless”

– “the mentally ill”

– “the elderly”

– “the patient” (?)

- every derogatory term stemming from 
racism, sexism, transphobia, xenophobia, 

ageism, ableism, classism, nationalism, etc.

Think about a time you used 
distancing language. What was the 
context? How were you feeling? 
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K. CRENSHAW ON INTERSECTIONALITY

“It’s basically a lens, a prism, for seeing the way in 

which various forms of inequality often operate 

together and exacerbate each other. We tend to 

talk about race inequality as separate from 

inequality based on gender, class, sexuality or 

immigrant status. What’s often missing is how 

some people are subject to all of these, and the 

experience is not just the sum of its parts.”
– Kimberlé Crenshaw, 2020 Times Interview
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SOME INTERSECTIONS TO CONSIDER 

– Age

– Racial identity

– Ethnic identity

– Gender identity

– Sexual orientation

– Nationality 

– Language

– Citizenship status

– Religion

– Current location

– Employment status

– Financial status 

– Celebrity status

– Housing status

– Mental health status

– Trauma

– Neurodiversity

– Physical health status

– (Dis)ability status

– and more...
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ORIGINS & PERPETUATION OF STIGMA

• Moral theory of addiction 

• Government/Politics

• Media/Propaganda 

• Medicine

– Psychiatry
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MORAL THEORY OF ADDICTION

“Father of American Psychiatry”
-Believed Black people had a hereditary, 

curable skin disease

-His apprentice, Samuel Cartwright, 
known for “drapetomania”

-mental illness characterized by desire 
for freedom among people who were 

enslaved 

A Moral and Physical Thermometer -
Digital Collections - National Library of 
Medicine (nih.gov)

Published 1812

https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-101449121-img
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MID-1800S PHARMA ADVERTISING
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RACISM & DRUG CRIMINALIZATION

• Opium Exclusion Act of 1909 & 1914 Harrison Narcotic Act
– Targeted people who immigrated from China

• But just smoking and importing for smoking

• Opium for medicine and medicinal use OK

• Marihuana Tax Act of 1937

– Targeted people who immigrated from Mexico
• Required tax stamp to possess or sell cannabis

– Marijuana is a Mexican slang term – first “official” use

• Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970

– Targeted Black people and people in anti-war left (“hippies”)
• Made cannabis, LSD, ecstasy Schedule I drugs 
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ASSOCIATED PROPAGANDA



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

RACISM & DRUG CRIMINALIZATION

• Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986
– Imposed new criminal sentences for crack cocaine
– Inequities in penalties for powder versus crack cocaine 

• 100:1 weight ratio
– 5-year mandatory min for 1st time simple possession

» Mass incarceration of Black men
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_drugs#cite_note-24

• Fair Sentencing Act (2010)
– Eliminated mandatory minimum for simple possession
– Reduced the cocaine penalty disparity 

• …but it’s still an 18:1 weight ratio

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_drugs#cite_note-24
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ASSOCIATED PROPAGANDA
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THE ROLE OF PSYCHIATRY: LABELS

• Original DSM (1952)

– Sociopathic Personality 
Disturbance

• Antisocial

• Dyssocial

• Sexual

• Addiction

– Alcoholism

– Drug Addiction

• Addiction considered secondary to PD
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Vignettes with “substance user” v. “having a substance use 
disorder”

– Participants in the “substance user” condition “agreed more 
with the notion that the character was personally culpable 
and that punitive measures should be taken”

– Participants: 325 clinicians attending a mental health conference



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

THE ROLE OF PSYCHIATRY: LABELS

• Out from DSM-IV-TR
– Substance abuse

– Substance dependence

– Legal problems criterion

• DSM-5 (2013)
– Substance use disorder

• Severity specifier

– Craving criterion added

– 2/11 criteria 
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NIDA: WORDS MATTER

Words Matter - Terms to Use and Avoid When Talking About 
Addiction | National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) (nih.gov)

https://nida.nih.gov/nidamed-medical-health-professionals/health-professions-education/words-matter-terms-to-use-avoid-when-talking-about-addiction
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• Survey of 361 PCPs

– From AMA Physician Masterfile

• <30% willing to have person taking MOUD as a neighbor 
or marry into their family

• Greater stigma associated with lower likelihood of 
prescribing MOUD and lower support for policies to 
increase MOUD access.
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS
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PERSON-FIRST LANGUAGE (PFL)

• Separates identity of person and a given status

– What a person has, not what a person is

• Person with schizophrenia 

– rather than “schizophrenic”

• Person with alcohol use disorder

– rather than “alcoholic”
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IDENTITY-FIRST LANGUAGE (IFL)

• Acknowledging aspects inseparable from self
– Can be way to show pride, identify as community 

member, increase visibility

– Black woman 
I’m black first, a woman second. – Compulsive Culture

– Autistic person
• survey of 11,000 people – 76% prefer autistic person to PFL

https://www.ameridisability.com/autistic-vs-person-with-autism-lets-talk-about-disability-language/

– Deaf community
https://nationaldeafcenter.org/resource-items/deaf-community-introduction/

– Which to use? 
• Just ask! This is what person-centered language is all about!

– Per NIH: Use person-first language if unsure

https://www.compulsiveculture.com/2019/02/20/im-black-first-a-woman-second/
https://www.ameridisability.com/autistic-vs-person-with-autism-lets-talk-about-disability-language/
https://nationaldeafcenter.org/resource-items/deaf-community-introduction/
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS

Drug detected/undetected Drug expected/unexpected 
(UW PACC 2022)
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS
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OTHER CLINICAL LANGUAGE

Common term Issue Alternative 

Treatment resistant Implies patients are intentionally not 
following through/not interested in 
change  

Describe patient decisions 
without judgmental language

Ex: Patient who discontinued 
prescribed medications/ 
behavioral treatment sessionsNoncompliance Assumes provider knows what’s best 

Treatment 
nonadherence

Implies treatment engagement 
necessary for positive change

Dropout Patient at fault, could not handle 
treatment; assumes patient needed 
more treatment

Treatment failure/
Relapse

Implies patient failure; often focuses 
on abstinence as necessary

Describe changes in 
substance use, consequences, 
and functioning / Focus on 
patient goals, rather than 
assume abstinence goals
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SOME RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR JEDI LANGUAGE
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CURRENT JEDI RECOMMENDATIONS

What I currently use: Latina/o/e 
A Brief Explainer on Latine and Latinx - Hispanic Executive

https://hispanicexecutive.com/latinx-latine-explainer/
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REPLACE CULTURALLY OFFENSIVE LANGUAGE
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2SLGBTQIA+ 

“transgendered”

Preferred pronouns pronouns
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LANGUAGE FOR DISABILITY STATUS

https://www.npr.org/2022/02/
18/1081713756/disability-
disabled-people-offensive-
better-word

https://www.npr.org/2022/02/18/1081713756/disability-disabled-people-offensive-better-word
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OTHER SUGGESTIONS
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REPLACE VIOLENT LANGUAGE

• “shoot an email” 
• “take a stab at it”
• Violent Phrases That Are Used In Everyday Speech | Violent Language | 

Learn More | Center for Hope & Safety (hopeandsafety.org)

https://hopeandsafety.org/learn-more/violent-language/
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OTHER SUGGESTIONS
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OTHER SUGGESTIONS
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OTHER SUGGESTIONS
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OTHER SUGGESTIONS
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LANGUAGE RESOURCES

• https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/addiction-science/words-
matter-preferred-language-talking-about-addiction

• https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-
language

• https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Preferred_Terms.html

• https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Resources.html

https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-language
https://www.nih.gov/nih-style-guide/person-first-destigmatizing-language
https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Preferred_Terms.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Resources.html
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THE MESSAGE

• People who use substances experience stigma
– Intentional, person-centered language can help reduce stigma

• Words are not enough
– Respectful language is necessary, not sufficient

• Communication is difficult
– Intent and impact may differ

• Listen to the people impacted

– Language is constantly evolving
• It can be hard to keep up, AND it’s important

• What we say and how we say it matters
– Person-centered language
– Person-empowering language
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BRAINSTORMING TIME!

• How can we address stigmatizing language?
– Call in v. call out

• Educate without lecturing

– Share research findings

– Share personal reactions

• Modeling

• How else can we address stigma?
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THANK YOU SO MUCH.

Questions? Comments? Feedback?

I am here for it! Please reach out @ 
bblancha@uw.edu

Thank you again for helping to create this safe 
and brave space for us to learn together. 

mailto:bblancha@uw.edu
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