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Stigma

Stand up to stigma.
Stigma is the disapproval of, or discrimination against, a person based on a negative stereotype. Stigma often
affects how people with opioid use disorder are treated, making it difficult for them to find jobs, places to live,
and medical care. Even if unintentional, the hurtful words and actions of others can keep people who are
struggling with addiction from getting help and staying in treatment for as long as they need it.

What should I know about opioid addiction in order to reduce stigma?

Opioid use disorder is not a choice. It’s a disease that can be treated.

Many Americans incorrectly view opioid use disorder as a moral weakness or character flaw. In fact, it is a brain
disease that can be treated.

Overcoming addiction takes more than willpower. Medicine can be a very effective part of the solution.

Stigma leads some people to believe that taking medicine for opioid use disorder is “replacing one drug for
another” and "not real recovery". In fact, people who take FDA-approved medicines like buprenorphine
(Suboxone®), naltrexone (Vivitrol®), and methadone are more likely to stay in recovery and enjoy healthy,
productive lives.

Why does stigma matter?

Stigma keeps people from getting the best possible care.

The myth that addiction is a lack of willpower stops people from seeing their doctors and getting treatment that
can help them rebuild their lives, relationships, and health.

Stigma harms well-being and quality of life.

As a result of harmful attitudes and stereotypes, people with addictions often face devastating consequences like
discrimination in employment, loss of housing, and poor treatment from health care professionals.

Stigma leads to overdose deaths.

Fear of being judged or discriminated against can keep people from getting the help they need and increase their
chances of dying from an overdose.

What can I do to end stigma?

You can make a difference by creating a stigma-free environment in your family, community, workplace, and/or
health care setting.

In your family

Learn how to talk to a loved one about their opioid use.
Understand options for treatment with medications for opioid use disorder and support your loved one’s
interest in going to and staying in treatment, which can be years long.

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/information-drug-class/information-about-medication-assisted-treatment-mat
https://www.samhsa.gov/families
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/sma16-4993.pdf
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Use person-first language (e.g., say “person with opioid use disorder” instead of “addict”) to put people
before their diagnosis and choose words that lessen blame and shame.

In your community

Learn how faith-based and community organizations can support people with opioid use disorder in
finding and staying in treatment with the aim of rebuilding their lives and getting back to work.
Create an action plan to change negative beliefs in your community about opioid use disorder and its
treatment with medications through education, grassroots organizing, and advocacy.

In your workplace

Discover how workplaces can create a recovery-friendly environment for employees.
Improve access to treatment with medications for opioid use disorder at your workplace.

In your health care setting

Use recommended language to reduce stigma in health care settings.
Participate in an “Understanding Addiction” training and earn 8 hours of continuing education credits.
Learn how you can start prescribing medications for opioid use.

https://www.shatterproof.org/about-addiction/stigma/stigma-reducing-language
https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opioid-epidemic-practical-toolkit-35001-dhhs.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/faith-community-roadmap-to-recovery-support-march2020.pdf
https://attcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/Anti-Stigma%20Toolkit.pdf
https://www.nsc.org/pages/prescription-drug-employer-kit
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/wp-solutions/2019-133/pdfs/2019-133.pdf
https://d14rmgtrwzf5a.cloudfront.net/sites/default/files/nidamed_wordsmatter3_508.pdf
https://cmeregistration.hms.harvard.edu/events/understanding-addiction/event-summary-7b87f40c56a44d139705a38f103f322b.aspx?dvce=1
https://www.samhsa.gov/medication-assisted-treatment/training-materials-resources/apply-for-practitioner-waiver

