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Introducing this guide )

This guide aims to help people think about the words we use about drugs
and alcohol. It was first co-produced with the people we support in 2023,
for staff, peer mentors, and volunteers at Turning Point.

Now, we're sharing it wider in the hope that more people benefit from its
messages and use it to help further reduce stigma through the words we
use - and better support friends, family or people we work with.

The use of stigmatising language negatively impacts people who use drugs in a
variety of ways, affecting their self-worth, increasing their use of substances,
isolating them, and preventing them from seeking support. At Turning Point our
vision is to constantly find ways to support more people to discover new
possibilities in their lives. Working to remove barriers caused by stigma is essential.

Many of the people we support experience stigma daily. It is vitally important that
we provide them with a different experience when they come to us.

We at Turning Point are passionate about
challenging and reducing the stigma
experienced by the people we support.
One of the ways we can all participate in
effectively challenging this stigma is with
the language that we use, whether this be
when we are talking to the people who use
our services, speaking with colleagues,
when writing emails or reports, or in our
external facing communications such as
our website or social media channels.

This is not about telling people what they can and cannot say. It is about encouraging
people to think about the possible impact language can have.

We are starting a conversation.



There are some terms which we prefer not to
use at all but acknowledge that it's not always
straightforward. Some terminology can
depend on the specific circumstances in
which it is used. For example, addiction is a
medical term, but it becomes stigmatising
when used to label someone as an addict. On
the other hand, for some people identifying
as an addict is an important part of their
recovery. It's complex, and the thoughts,
feelings and beliefs of people that use our
services must always be considered.

What is important is that we acknowledge the role language can play in contributing to
stigma and the damage stigma can cause. We can work together to change that - one
conversation at a time.

Turning Point has collaborated with people we support to challenge stigmatising
language and has published this brief guide with suggested words and phrases that
put people first. A landmark report from the Global Commission on Drug Policy
Research highlighted how the prejudices and fears surrounding drugs are expressed
in stigmatising language, leading to social discrimination, repressive drug policy and
the creation of barriers preventing people from accessing the services they need.

Nat Travis, National Head of Service at Turning Point said:

“We know that stigma is a significant barrier in seeking support for
people with challenging drug and/or alcohol use. The negative
stereotypes associated with addiction can be a barrier to recovery.”


http://www.globalcommissionondrugs.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/GCDP-Report-2017_Perceptions-ENGLISH.pdf%22%20/t%20%22_blank
http://www.globalcommissionondrugs.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/GCDP-Report-2017_Perceptions-ENGLISH.pdf%22%20/t%20%22_blank

"The language we use can stigmatise people without us even
realising it which is why we want to encourage everyone to think
about the impact of the words we use. Our aim is to create a more
inclusive and destigmatising culture within services and the sector.”

“As afirst step we have “Turning Point has worked with its
taken the decision to Service User Council, people who
change the title of the use a range of different Turning
business unit from Public Point drug and alcohol services, to
Health and Substance consider words and phrases that can
Misuse (PHSM) to Public feel stigmatising, and agree more
Health and Substance inclusive, supportive and up-to-date
Use (PHSU).” language.




Lukas Oppegaard, a member of Turning Point's Service User Council said:

“Language is so important to make sure people feel empowered and not
judged. Some words and phrases around drugs and alcohol can feel really
outdated and have an impact on how you feel about yourself - even if no
malice is intended.

It's been a really good exercise to work together to debate some of these
phrases - and come up with alternatives. Not everyone will agree on
language. What works for one person might not be right for someone else,
but to have an awareness about the impact of words is really important.”

Through engagement with the Council and
colleagues, Turning Point is committed to a
person- first language approach which
emphasizes the person before the
behaviour, condition or disability and
doesn't subsume a person’s identity into
their health or social care need. An example
would be describing someone as a person
who uses drugs rather than a drug user.

Turning Point has created this guidance for
staff, peer mentors and volunteers with
suggested terminology that will encourage
people across the organisation to think
about the impact of the language they use.




Person first language

Person-first language acknowledges that everyone,
regardless of disability, behaviour or illness, is a
person first.

Person-first language introduces a person before any
description of them.

Person-first language emphasises the whole person
and avoids defining them exclusively by any disability
or condition.

Examples of person-first language include person who
uses drugs instead of drug user or person with a
disability rather than disabled person.




Guiding Principles

1. Use person-first language

2. Reframe it - choose terms that are empowering and
don't blame or victimise

3.Consider the preferred language of the person you are
speaking to, but don't be afraid to challenge
stigmatising terminology

4.Use terminology that can be understood - avoid
jargon and acronyms

5.Consider what a phrase or word could mean and how it
might make someone feel before you use it

6.Use language that is non-judgemental - substance use

is neither good nor bad and our language should

reflect that.




Our recommended language

Language is always changing and evolving, and it would not be possible to include every
term in this document that people may find stigmatising. We have chosen a number of
words and phrases that demonstrate the principles and will help to begin the

conversation.

This guide is intended to be used as a starting point in encouraging us all to think about
the impact of the language we use and is part of a bigger piece of work across the
organisation to address the stigma experienced by the people we support.

Preferred
Phrase

Stigmatising Language

Reasons for this suggestion

Substance use

Drug
dependence

Person who
uses drugs
and/or alcohol

Person who
injects drugs

Person who is
dependent on
drugs

Replaces

Replaces

Replaces

Replaces

Replaces

Substance misuse or
substance abuse

Drug addiction, drug abuse

Drug user, drug abuser,
user, druggie, drinker, alky

Injecting drug user, injector

Drug addict, junkie

Misuse and abuse are loaded with
judgement and have negative
connotations. As a service we
promote a non-judgemental
approach towards people, and our
language should reflect that.

The term ‘dependence’ factually
describes the physical experience
of requiring drugs to prevent
withdrawal. There are negative
connotations around the terms
abuse and addiction.

We promote the use of person
first language. This recognises the
person as an individual and does
not define them by one activity or
behaviour alone.

By putting the person first, we
ensure we are not defining
someone solely by one behaviour
and acknowledge that their drug
use is just a small part of who they
are as whole.

We are committed to person first
language and avoid words like
addict. These words can feel
labelling, disempowering, and
judgemental.



Preferred Phrase

Stigmatising

Reasons for this suggestion

Positive or negative

drug screen Replaces

People who face
barriers to accessing
services they need
Replaces
People who services
find it difficult to
engage

Person who no
longer uses drugs or
alcohol

Replaces

Person who has
returned to using
drugs
Replaces
Person who is
currently using
drugs

Language

Clean or dirty drug
screen, Failing a
drug test

Hard to reach

Clean, sober, drug
free,
ex- user

Relapse, no longer
clean, fallen off
the wagon, using
again, had a
setback

We use neutral and accurate
terminology and avoid the
judgement implied in terms like
dirty or failing.

As service providers it is our
responsibility to find ways to
remove barriers that prevent
access to support - not the
responsibility of people who
need support - and our language
should reflect that.

This puts the person first
before describing their current
relationship with substances,
avoiding judgemental,
stigmatising terms.

When a person returns to drug
use after a break, we should
remain judgement free and use
language that reflects that.

This document has been developed collaboratively with people we support and
colleagues. Thanks particularly to members of Turning Point’s Service User Council for
their insight, and to the publications below which have informed this work:

Words Matter! INPUD & ANPUD Language Statement & Reference Guide

Exchange Supplies - Talking about drugs and those of us who take them

Scottish Drugs Forum - Moving Beyond People First Language, a glossary of contested terms in

substance use



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Finpud.net%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F01%2FWords-Matter-Language-Guide-1.pdf&data=05%7C01%7CCharlotte.Brand%40turning-point.co.uk%7C6a7f5d8356a24236568b08dbd91ff4ba%7C0e3b206e48d14e3ab5995e7daeec0bb0%7C0%7C0%7C638342503522297435%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iHSbMQrwTrP4WjSlldKDsa23B7rKEjcfE4aNzxWhRjI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.exchangesupplies.org%2Fshopdisp_talking_about_drugs_and_those_of_us_who_take_them.php&data=05%7C01%7CCharlotte.Brand%40turning-point.co.uk%7C6a7f5d8356a24236568b08dbd91ff4ba%7C0e3b206e48d14e3ab5995e7daeec0bb0%7C0%7C0%7C638342503522297435%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HueuWeGVIDpFj4A7CNAwTCW0aI3hdOm%2F8DFp%2BAEWqKY%3D&reserved=0
https://www.sdf.org.uk/resource/moving-beyond-people-first-language-a-glossary-of-contested-terms-in-substance-use/
https://www.sdf.org.uk/resource/moving-beyond-people-first-language-a-glossary-of-contested-terms-in-substance-use/
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