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National Harm Reduction Coalition creates spaces 
for  dialogue and action  that help heal the harms caused 

by racialized drug policies.
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LANGUAGE   MATTERS 

The words we use to talk 
about people change our 

ability to connect, 
humanize, and collaborate 

with them. We would like 
you to offer you some 
words/phrases that 

center and respect the 
communities we serve. 



Language plays a crucial role in establishing rapport with participants. By using 
person-first language in our intake forms & conversations, we separate the individual 

from their behavior/health status and create a more welcoming environment.

Drug addict                                                    Person who uses drugs
Prostitute                                                       Person who does sex work or Sex Worker
Drug problem                                                Substance use (disorder if diagnosis)
Clean/Sober                                                  Abstinence     
Crazy                                                               Person living w/ mental health issues
Infected w/ HIV                                            Person living w/ HIV

Stigmatizing Person-first 
Language

Important Note: People with lived experience/ living experience may 
self-identify with language that may not be appropriate to use as a 

service provider. Refrain from armchair diagnosing! 



WHAT DOES HARM 
REDUCTION MEAN TO 
YOU?



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x9f5rz75swE


THE HARM REDUCTION  APPROACH .        ..

Harm reduction utilizes a spectrum of strategies to reduce the negative 
consequences associated with drug use, sex work, and other behaviors.

SAFER 
TECHNIQUES

MANAGED 
USE ABSTINENCE



THE HARM REDUCTION  MOVEMENT .         ... 

Ending inequality and 
oppression, fostering 

health and liberation

Leadership of the most 
impacted is key to 

transformative change.

Public Health 
= 

Social Justice

Racism, stigma, and 
criminalization 

cause harm



Forms of Harm Reduction 

Physical 
Health 

Condoms

Birth Control

Daily exercise

Annual check-up with doctor

PrEP

Insulin

Blood pressure meds

Getting enough fruits & 
vegetables

Mental 
Health

Connection to community

Access to medication

Therapy/ counseling

Peer Support

Strategies for self harm

Substance 
Use
Using less

Changing route of 
administration (Smoking vs. 

injecting)

Naloxone

MAT (Medication Assisted 
Treatment) ex. Methadone, 

Suboxone, etc

Using sterile supplies

Public 
Health

Designated driver programs

Seatbelts

Masks

Supervised Consumption 
Sites

Hand sanitizer stations

911 Good Samaritan laws

Education, outreach, safety for 
indoor and outdoor sex workersAccess to mobility aids



.PRINCIPLES  OF HARM REDUCTION

Health and 
Dignity

Quality of individual and 
community life and 
well-being  

Participant 
Centered 
Non-judgmental, 
non-coercive  
provision of services 
and resources

Participant 
Involvement
Real voice in the 
creation of programs 
and policies

Participant 
Autonomy
Primary agents of change,  
and seeks to empower 

Sociocultural 
Factors

Social inequalities  affect 
both people’s  vulnerability 
to and capacity for  
effectively dealing with 
potential harm.

Pragmatism 
and Realism
Real and tragic harm 
and danger



CULTURAL SAFETY PRINCIPLES

Lifelong 
learning and 
critical self 
reflection

Recognize, 
change & 
challenge 

power 
imbalances

Develop 
mutually 
beneficial 

partnerships  

Seek 
institutional 

accountability





“I know what I need, 
when I need it, and in 
order in which I need it. 
Once you dictate my 
hierarchy of needs to 
me, I’m out”
-Orlando Chavez



WHY Meaningful Engagement

Defining Meaningful Involvement of PWUDs
Meaningful involvement of people who use drugs ensures the leadership and decision-making power of 
people with lived experience of drug use in the response to the intersecting crises of drug use, viral 
hepatitis, and HIV.  

Meaningful engagement of people who use drugs ensures the leadership and 
decision-making power of people with lived experience of drug use in the 
response to the intersecting crises of drug use, viral hepatitis, and HIV.  

People who use drugs are intimately familiar with their communities’ needs, 
cultures, and barriers to services and health. Their expertise is essential to 
building effective services and trusted spaces where people who use drugs 
can access services and be treated with respect and dignity.  



WHY Meaningful Engagement

Defining Meaningful Involvement of PWUDs
Meaningful involvement of people who use drugs ensures the leadership and decision-making power of 
people with lived experience of drug use in the response to the intersecting crises of drug use, viral 
hepatitis, and HIV.  

Meaningful engagement of people who use drugs can:

● Increase support for harm reduction policy and advocacy efforts.
● Challenge myths related to drug use, HIV, and viral hepatitis.
● Reframe the narrative supporting criminalization.
● Strengthen participants health and wellbeing.
● Support empowerment, voice and choice

***Opportunities for job training and employment are in themselves an important component of harm 
reduction in communities of people who use drugs. In fact, hiring people with prior convictions 
lowers rates of unemployment, crime, and recidivism.  

Aids United, 2018. Meaningful 
Involvement of PWUDS



Counseling  and Treatment
Do you:
Work in partnership with participants when developing treatment or 
case management plans?

Consider the client’s relationship with drugs [and sex…]- the positives 
and the negatives, rather than the judging the behavior itself? 

See the person for more than the sum of their behaviors?

Consider quality of life and well-being as the criteria for measuring 
success and not reduction in the consumption of drugs itself?



Counseling  and Treatment
Are you:

Mindful of the stages of change? 

Able to provide options and allow for real decision making on the participant’s 
end?

Showing up in a non-judgmental and non-coercive way? 

Validating that any reduction in harm is a step in the right direction?

Reinforcing instead of punishing? Using incentives when
available?



Input and Engagement

Do you compensate people who use drugs for their participation in meetings 
and advisory boards?

Do you offer training and support for people who use drugs?

How do you include people who use drugs in your services, consultative 
processes, advisory boards, and research?

Do you involve people who use drugs in program development and 
evaluation?



Workplace  practices
What policies exist around hiring and recruiting people who use drugs, 
sex workers and/or with an arrest or criminal record?

How are work-related problems for employees who use drugs 
resolved?

To what extent are job advancements made available to employees 
who use drugs?

How does organizational leadership reflect the communities you 
serve?



In the movement

Have you engaged in workshops to reduce drug-related stigma and 
discrimination? 

Do you share such resources with others?

Do you support organizations or coalitions of people who use drugs 
and harm reduction programs in your region?



What makes engagement of PWUD MEANINGFUL?

● A trusting relationship

● Willingness to disclose, ask 

questions, seek support

● Process of mutual learning

● Realistic goal setting

● Holistic

● No one size fits all

● Celebrating “any positive 

change” as success

● Baby steps are big deals

● Change defined and led by 

participants

● Honors personal experience, 

including impact of stigma



Meaningful Involvement is…

● Show participants unconditional regard and caring. Acknowledge 
their intrinsic worth and dignity.

● Be a real person. Let participants see you as you really are. “Blank 
screens are for movie theaters”.

● Avoid the expert trap, especially if you aren’t one. View the 
participant as a consultant and collaborator. Act out of a place of 
humility.

● The agenda for change belongs to the participant; the worker 
facilitates – rather than implements – the agenda.



Meaningful Involvement MEANS …

We are not responsible for rescuing the participant 
who is responsible for their own life. 

We are responsible for a participatory intervention 
process where participants are responsible for the 
outcome. 

Trust their strength and ability.



Meaningful Involvement is...

Hiring people who use drugs.

Inviting several people who use drugs to the table not just one - avoid 
tokenization.

Learning about harm reduction policies in the workplace.

Focusing on workforce development by providing training and 
employment opportunities or partner with an organization that does.

Sharing resources and compensating organizations run and staffed by 
people who use drugs.



Meaningful Involvement is...

Sharing who will be attending meetings - especially if law enforcement or 
other representatives from that system will be present and how people 
who use drugs are expected to contribute. Transparency to setup folks for 
success!

Designating a minimum # of seats in your board or other advisory bodies of 
leadership for PWUD

Providing financial support for participating in meetings: honoraria, travel 
stipends and per diems. Pay people well and pay them in CASH.



Meaningful Involvement is...

Flexibility about meeting times, location, agenda and level of participation.

Preparing new attendees with training and a support person/meeting 
buddy.

LEARNING from PWUDs how to make is more inclusive. Practicing caring 
curiosity & humility.

Acknowledging gaps in your own experience and address any discomfort 
or unfamiliarity openly and respectfully.



 THANK YOU   FOR ATTENDING 
THIS WORKSHOP
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