
UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

UW PACC
Psychiatry and Addictions Case Conference
UW Medicine | Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences

USING PERSON-FIRST LANGUAGE 
IN SUBSTANCE USE DISORDER 

TREATMENT

BRITTANY E. BLANCHARD, PHD (SHE/HER/THEY)
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHIATRY AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON SCHOOL OF MEDICINE
PSYCHIATRY AND ADDICTIONS CASE CONFERENCE

SEPTEMBER 15, 2022



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

OBJECTIVES

1. Identify Factors Influencing Stigmatization of Drug Use

2. Review Current Terminology Recommendations

3. Brainstorming Session: What can we do? 
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SPEAKER DISCLOSURES

I have no conflicts of interest to disclose. 

This work is informed by my educational, 
professional, and personal experiences, all of 
which are subject to bias.
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NATIVE PEOPLE AND LAND ACKNOWLEDGE

https://www.duwamishtribe.org/

https://www.indianz.com/News/2019/09/13/the-duwamish-
people-are-still-here-tribe.asp
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THE MESSAGE

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

• Silence is not the answer

• 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-first language
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INTENT AND IMPACT

Intent – what you mean

Impact – how it’s received

Recent personal example: “minoritized”

– Even with the best of intentions, sometimes our language has 
a negative impact
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INTENT AND IMPACT

What might influence intent and impact?

YOUR

– Experience 

– Beliefs

– Attitudes

– Knowledge 

THEIR

– Experience 

– Beliefs

– Attitudes

– Knowledge

OUR

SOCIAL CONDITIONING 
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SOCIAL CONDITIONING

• Influence of society on our thoughts, words, and behaviors
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WHAT MESSAGES DO WE RECEIVE ABOUT DRUG USE? 

It depends.
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TYPE OF DRUG



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

*Rectal administration (boofing)

ROUTE OF ADMINISTRATION



UW PACC
©2022 University of Washington

THE PROGRAMMING (PERSONAL EXAMPLES)
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WHO’S USING THE DRUG

• Based on intersections of identities, including 
• Race
• Ethnicity
• Gender
• Age
• Socioeconomic status

• Celebrity status
• Political affiliation
• Immigration status
• Country of residence
• Others….
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WHAT IS STIGMA?
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STIGMA ACCORDING TO NIDA
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WHERE DOES STIGMA ORIGINATE?

• Moral theory of addiction

• Racism

• Laws and policies

• Media/Propaganda
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MORAL THEORY OF ADDICTION

“Father of American Psychiatry”
-Believed people who are Black had a 

hereditary, curable skin disease

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

-mental illness characterized by desire 
for freedom among enslaved people 

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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1800S ADVERTISEMENTS FOR “MEDICINE”

Main ingredients: opium and alcohol
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RACISM & DRUG CRIMINALIZATION

• 1890s – ban on smoking opium in some states (CA)
– Targeting people who immigrated from China

• Opium Exclusion Act of 1909 & 1914 Harrison Narcotic Act
– Banned opium 

• But just smoking and importing for smoking

• Opium for medicine and medicinal use OK
– Foreshadowing current crisis?

• 18th Amendment (1919) – federal prohibition of alcohol 
– Abolished in 1933

– Harry Anslinger is Commissioner of Federal Bureau of Narcotics

• 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
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ASSOCIATED PROPAGANDA
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RACISM, POLITICAL ORIENTATION, & 
DRUG CRIMINALIZATION

Nixon’s War on Drugs
• Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970 

John Ehrlichman (Assistant to the President for Domestic Affairs) 
in Harper’s Magazine in 1994

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_drugs#cite_note-24

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_drugs#cite_note-24
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RACISM & DRUG CRIMINALIZATION

• Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 

– Imposed new criminal sentences for crack cocaine

– Inequities in penalties for power versus crack cocaine

• 100:1 weight ratio
– Penalties for crack cocaine equal to penalties of 100x powder cocaine

– 5-year mandatory minimum for 1st time simple possession

• The New Jim Crow

– Mass incarceration
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ASSOCIATED PROPAGANDA
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21ST CENTURY

– Fair Sentencing Act (2010)

• Eliminated mandatory minimum for simple possession

• Reduced the cocaine penalty disparity 
– to 18:1

» “Fairer” Sentencing Act might be more accurate

• Meanwhile….
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CANNABIS BECOMES LEGAL

• Washington and Colorado (2012)

https://usafacts.org/

2012 Census Data
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DESPITE THIS….

Drug Enforcement Agency Drug Schedule (2022)
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TERMINOLOGY SHIFTS

• Out

– Substance abuse

– Substance dependence

– Legal problems criterion

• In

– Substance use disorder

– Craving criterion

– 2/11 criteria 
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS

What about just “person”? 
Could “the patient” be a form of distancing language? 
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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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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS

What about drug detected/undetected? 
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CURRENT NIDA RECOMMENDATIONS
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ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

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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BRAINSTORMING TIME!

• How might we facilitate language changes in our systems? 
– Modeling
– Training

• What might we do when we hear colleagues use outdated 
terminology? 
– Intent v. impact
– Call in v. call out

• What else can we do to reduce stigma in clinical settings?
– Trauma-informed care

• Shift from “What’s wrong with you?” to “What happened to you?”

• https://www.traumainformedcare.chcs.org/what-is-trauma-informed-care/
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