
A  C o n v e r s a t i o n  G u i d e

STIGMA IS ANY ATTITUDE, BELIEF OR
BEHAVIOUR THAT DISCRIMINATES
AGAINST PEOPLE. 

S t i g m a  o f t e n  e m e r g e s  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f
    d e r o g a t o r y  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  s h a m e s
    a n d  b e l i t t l e s  p e o p l e .  S u c h  l a n g u a g e
    c a n  l e a d  t o  a  c y c l e  o f  b e h a v i o u r s  a n d
    a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  i s o l a t e  a n d  m a r g i n a l i z e
    p e o p l e  w h o  u s e  s u b s t a n c e s .

S t i g m a t i z i n g  l a n g u a g e  a n d  d i s r e s p e c t f u l
b e h a v i o u r  a f f e c t  t h e  w a y  p e o p l e  s e e
t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  h o w  t h e y  a r e  t r e a t e d
b y  s o c i e t y  a s  a  w h o l e .  I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t
t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a  s u b s t a n c e  u s e
d i s o r d e r  s h o u l d  b e  t r e a t e d  a s  a  m e d i c a l
c o n d i t i o n .  S h i f t i n g  l a n g u a g e  t o  m o r e
a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e
h e a l t h  c o n d i t i o n  c a n  l e a d  t o  w i d e r
s u p p o r t  o f  l i f e - s a v i n g  i n t e r v e n t i o n s .

S o m e  p e o p l e  i n t e r n a l i z e  t h e
s t i g m a  s u r r o u n d i n g  s u b s t a n c e
u s e ,  c a u s i n g  t h e m  t o  f e e l
a s h a m e d  a n d  t o  s t r u g g l e  w i t h
f e e l i n g s  o f  w o r t h l e s s n e s s .  O t h e r
p e o p l e ’ s  n e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e s
t o w a r d s  t h e m  c a n  a m p l i f y  a n d
f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e  t h e s e  f e e l i n g s .

I n t e r n a t i o n a l  s t u d i e s  b y  t h e
W o r l d  H e a l t h  O r g a n i z a t i o n  s h o w
h a z a r d o u s  a l c o h o l  a n d  d r u g  u s e
d i s o r d e r s  a r e  a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
s t i g m a t i z e d  c o n d i t i o n s



SAY THIS, NOT THAT!
BY CHANGING THE WORDS YOU USE, YOU CAN
HELP BREAK DOWN NEGATIVE STEREOTYPES
ONE CONVERSATION AT A TIME.

AVOID USING LANGUAGE LIKE ASKING SOMEONE IF THEY
ARE “CLEAN”  OR “DIRTY .” THESE TERMS CAN DECREASE
SELF ESTEEM AND EFFECTIVENESS OF TREATMENT FOR
SOMEONE SUFFERING FROM A SUBSTANCE USE DISORDER.

INSTEAD OF THIS.. . SAY THIS.. .



YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE.
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