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Learning Objectives

• To understand how stigma about Substance Use Disorders 
(SUDs) can influence patient engagement, assessment and 
treatment.

• To learn about the different theories on the etiology of SUDs to 
gain a broader understanding of this illness.



Our experiences with addiction shape how we…

View… Treat someone 
struggling with… Feel about…

Substance Use Disorders



Stigma – the stain of addiction

Factors influencing stigma:

• Cause – it is/is not their fault
• Controllability – They can/can’t help it
• Safety – They are/aren’t dangerous to 

me



The first casualty of mental illnesses and addictions is hope.

• Stigma has four distinct components: 
1. labeling someone with a condition 
2. stereotyping people who have that condition 
3. creating a division: a superior "us" group and a devalued 

"them" group, resulting in loss of status in the community 
4. discriminating against someone on the basis of their label(s) 

(Central LHIN Resource Manual, 2012)



Language matters
• Avoid using blaming statements.

• Avoid making generalizing statements about a person’s situation. Describe a 
situation uniquely to that person.

• Avoid defining people by their behaviors. Try to see the reasoning behind their 
behaviors.

• Put the person before the illness.

• Avoid sensationalizing the illness.

• Avoid condescending terms.

• Emphasize people’s abilities instead of their limitations.



Language matters:
Examples

• Instead of “Bob is a drug addict/alcoholic,” say, “Bob has a substance use 
disorder.”

• Instead of “Sally is a cutter,” say, “Sally expresses emotional pain through 
self‐harm.” 

• Instead of “Jennifer is manipulative,” say, “Jennifer is trying really hard to 
get her needs met.” 

• Instead of “Kathy is a victim of depression,” say, “Kathy has been diagnosed 
with depression.” 

• Instead of “Fred is noncompliant,” say, “Fred is choosing not to...”
• Instead of “Bill had a dirty urine,” say, Bill had a positive urine drug test.”





https://www.drugabuse.gov/nidamed‐medical‐health‐professionals/health‐
professions‐education/words‐matter‐terms‐to‐use‐avoid‐when‐talking‐about‐
addiction

https://www.drugabuse.gov/nidamed‐medical‐health‐professionals/health‐
professions‐education/words‐matter‐language‐showing‐compassion‐care‐
women‐infants‐families‐communities‐impacted‐substance‐use‐disorder

https://www.drugabuse.gov/nidamed-medical-health-professionals/health-professions-education/words-matter-terms-to-use-avoid-when-talking-about-addiction
https://www.drugabuse.gov/nidamed-medical-health-professionals/health-professions-education/words-matter-language-showing-compassion-care-women-infants-families-communities-impacted-substance-use-disorder


Other Resources About Stigma in SUDs

• The Impact of Stigma on Healthcare for People with Substance Use 
Disorders (Webinar): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rnlee1e1d9w

• Volkow, et.al. Commentary in Neuropsychopharmacology: 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41386‐021‐01069‐4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rnlee1e1d9w
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41386-021-01069-4


ELEMENTS OF ADDICTION

1. COMPULSION & CRAVING
A. BIOLOGICAL (WITHDRAWAL)
B. CONDITIONED RESPONSE

2. LOSS OF CONTROL OVER USE

3. CONTINUED USE DESPITE ADVERSE CONSEQUENCES

4. SALIENCE OF USE



Substance Use Disorder – DSM 5

• Tolerance*
• Withdrawal*
• More use than intended
• Craving for the substance
• Unsuccessful efforts to cut down
• Spends excessive time in acquisition
• Activities given up because of use
• Uses despite negative effects
• Failure to fulfill major role obligations
• Recurrent use in hazardous situations
• Continued use despite consistent social or interpersonal problems

*not counted if prescribed by a physician

Severity measured by 
number of symptoms:
2-3 mild
4-6 moderate
7-11 severe



What Does Addiction Feel Like?
Trigger-induced craving

+
Preoccupation ‐ with either staying away from the drug 

or thinking about getting it


Drug use because of failures of executive function, 
impulse control and judgment and misplaced 

motivation



 Addiction may occur with or without the presence of 
physical dependence.  
 Physical dependence results from the body’s 

adaptation to a drug or medication and is defined by 
the presence of 
Tolerance and/or
Withdrawal

Terminology
Dependence versus Addiction



THEORIES ON THE ETIOLOGY OF ADDICTION

• DRUG BASED (AGENT)

• USER BASED (HOST)

• PSYCHOLOGICAL

• BIOLOGICAL

• ENVIRONMENT BASED



Biology/Genes Environment

DRUG

Addiction

Addiction Involves Multiple Factors

Brain Mechanisms



Drug Dependence:
A Chronic Medical Illness

• Genetic Heritability – twin studies
• Hypertension – 25‐50%
• Diabetes – Type 1: 30‐55%; Type 2: 80%
• Asthma – 36‐70%
• Nicotine – 61% (both sexes)
• Alcohol – 55% (males)
• Marijuana – 52% (females)
• Heroin –34% (males)

• Voluntary Choice – shaped by personality and environment
• Pathophysiology – neurochemical adaptations
• Treatment Response

• Medications – effectiveness and compliance
• Behavioral interventions

McLellan, A.T., et.al., Drug Dependence, a Chronic Medical Illness Journal of the American 
Medical Association 284:1689-1695, 2000.



So?



If addiction is a chronic disease:
Addiction treatment doesn’t cure the disease.
The goal of treatment is to:
• Provide patients the tools to help them manage 

their addiction – and medications are among 
those tools.

• Teach them how to use those tools to achieve 
and maintain recovery.

Harm Reduction is treatment!
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