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BACKGROUND

 Reducing substance use stigma is one of the five priorities of the FPT PSUH Committee.

 “Creating a lexicon of stigmatizing language” was an early deliverable for the FPT Substance 

Use Stigma Working Group.

 As many tools exist, the FPT Stigma WG has compiled a collection of lexicons that FPT 

governments can use to identify, change and avoid stigmatizing language in reports, 

communications, etc.. These lexicons can also be shared with stakeholders and partner 

organizations.

 This presentation is meant to give a snap shot of these tools with links to the tools themselves. 

We will also be sending an email with these links for you to more easily share with colleagues. 



WHY LANGUAGE MATTERS 

 The majority of overdose deaths occur at home alone and stigma plays a significant role.   

 Widespread stigma causes many to hide their substance use and to avoid or leave treatment 

due to fear of judgment.  Many also report discrimination within health and social systems.

 Negative public perception of drug use can also impact support for and success of evidence-

based policies and programs put in place by government and civil society organizations to 

curb overdose deaths.

 Addiction is not a choice but stigmatizing language like “drug abuse” places blame

 CHANGING the way we communicate about substance is an important start. It can 

help shift the public mindset.. with a ripple effect to reframe addiction as the complex but 

treatable medical condition it is. 

“Shifting language to more accurately reflect the nature of the health condition can lead to wider 

support of life-saving interventions.” CCSA/CAPSA language primer



OVERVIEW OF LEXICONS

# Title Published By Intended Audience

1 Stigma: Why Words Matter Health Canada General Population

2 Overcoming Stigma Through Language Canadian Centre for Substance Use and 

Addiction (CCSA) and the Community 

Addictions Peer Support Association (CAPSA)

General Population,

Friends and family of those who use substances

3 Changing the Language of Addiction Fact Sheet CCSA General Population

4 When it Comes to Substance Use Disorders Words Matter CCSA General Population

5 Communicating about substance use in compassionate, safe, 

and non-stigmatizing ways 

Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) Healthcare Professionals,

Healthcare Professional Organizations and their 

membership,

Organizations looking for detailed lexicon to change 

stigmatizing language

6 A Primer to Reduce Substance Use Stigma in the Canadian 

Health System

PHAC Healthcare Professionals

Healthcare Professional Organizations and their 

membership

7 Language Matters Using Respectful language in relation to 

sexual health, substance use, STBBIs and intersecting sources of 

stigma 

Canadian Public Health Association General Population

Healthcare Professionals 

8 Language Matters Poster British Columbia Centre for Disease Control 

(BCCDC)

General Population

9 Respectful Language and Stigma BCCDC Healthcare Workers,

Media

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/stigma-why-words-matter-fact-sheet.html
https://www.ccsa.ca/overcoming-stigma-through-language-primer
https://www.ccsa.ca/changing-language-addiction-fact-sheet
https://www.ccsa.ca/when-it-comes-substance-use-disorders-words-matter-infographic
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/communicating-about-substance-use-compassionate-safe-non-stigmatizing-ways-2019.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/primer-reduce-substance-use-stigma-health-system.html
https://www.cpha.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/resources/stbbi/language-tool-e.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/update/language-matters
http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/respectful-language-and-stigma-final_244.pdf


1. CHANGING HOW WE TALK ABOUT SUBSTANCE USE - HC

 Link: https://www.canada.ca/en/health-
canada/services/publications/healthy-living/stigma-why-
words-matter-fact-sheet.html

 From: Health Canada

 Key takeaways: 

 Changing our language around substance use can reduce stigma 

 Two key principles to stigma reducing language

 Examples of ways people can change their language

 Intended audience: 

 General population

 Suggested use: 

 Share online (via email or social media) 

 Promote sharing of printed hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & 
medical clinics) 

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/stigma-why-words-matter-fact-sheet.html


2. OVERCOMING STIGMA THOUGH LANGUAGE A PRIMER –

CCSA AND CAPSA



2. OVERCOMING STIGMA THOUGH LANGUAGE A PRIMER -

CCSA

 Link: https://www.ccsa.ca/overcoming-stigma-through-language-primer

 From: Canadian Centre for Substance Use and Addiction and the Community Addictions Peer 
Support Association

 Key takeaways: 
 What is substance use 

 What is stigma

 How you can change your language around stigma 

 How you can speak out about stigma 

 Intended audience: 
 General population 

 Friends and family of those who use substances

 Suggested use: 
 Fantastic knowledge translation piece for all audiences

 Great format to share/promote internally/externally and via government social media (including using the hashtag #StigmaEndsWithMe) 

https://www.ccsa.ca/overcoming-stigma-through-language-primer


3. CHANGING THE LANGUAGE OF ADDICTION FACT SHEET -

CCSA

 Link: https://www.ccsa.ca/changing-language-addiction-fact-sheet

 From: Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction

 Key takeaways: 

 Stigma is one of the greatest barriers to substance use treatment and recovery 

 Examples of what substance users hear when stigmatizing language is used

 Examples of ways people can change the language they use 

 Intended audience: 

 General population

 Suggested use: 

 Share online (i.e. via email or social media) 

 Share hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & medical clinics) 

https://www.ccsa.ca/changing-language-addiction-fact-sheet


4. WHEN IT COMES TO SUBSTANCE USE DISORDER WORDS 

MATTER - CCSA

 Link: https://www.ccsa.ca/when-it-comes-substance-
use-disorders-words-matter-infographic

 From: Canadian Centre on Substance Use and 
Addiction

 Key takeaways: 
 Words matter when it comes to substance use

 Addiction is not a choice 

 Intended audience: 
 General population 

 Suggested use: 
 Would share with other lexicons such as Changing the Language of Addiction or 

Changing the Way we Talk About Substance Use) 

 Share hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & medical 
clinics) 

 Share online (i.e. via email or social media) 

https://www.ccsa.ca/when-it-comes-substance-use-disorders-words-matter-infographic


5. COMMUNICATING ABOUT SUBSTANCE USE IN 

COMPASSIONATE, SAFE, AND NON-STIGMATIZING WAYS - PHAC



5. COMMUNICATING ABOUT SUBSTANCE USE IN 

COMPASSIONATE, SAFE, AND NON-STIGMATIZING WAYS - PHAC

 Link to lexicon: https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-
living/communicating-about-substance-use-compassionate-safe-non-stigmatizing-ways-2019.html

 From: Public Health Agency of Canada 

 Key takeaways: 
 6 guiding principles to help with communicating about substance use in compassionate and non-stigmatizing ways, along with comprehensive lexicon.

 Intended audience: 
 Healthcare Professionals 

 Healthcare Professional Organizations & their membership

 Any organization looking for more detailed lexicon to change stigmatizing language

 Suggested use: 
 Lexicon is detailed and useful when scanning for stigmatizing language in communications/reports etc, therefore sharing with internal comms colleagues would be 

beneficial

 Share with healthcare professionals 

 Share online (via email or social media) 

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/communicating-about-substance-use-compassionate-safe-non-stigmatizing-ways-2019.html


6. A PRIMER TO REDUCE SUBSTANCE USE STIGMA IN THE 

CANADIAN HEALTH SYSTEM - PHAC



6. A PRIMER TO REDUCE SUBSTANCE USE STIGMA IN THE 

CANADIAN HEALTH SYSTEM - PHAC

 Link to Primer: https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/primer-
reduce-substance-use-stigma-health-system.html

 From: Public Health Agency of Canada 

 Key takeaways: 

 Substance use stigma is prevalent throughout the health system and contributes to poorer quality of care and negative health outcomes 

 Creating a stigma-free health system will require collaborative action and sustained commitment of key players across the health system. 

 Efforts to reduce substance use stigma within the health system must also acknowledge and address intersecting stigmas, including through initiatives not traditionally 
labelled as “anti-stigma interventions

 Intended audience: 

 Healthcare Professionals 

 Healthcare Professional Organizations & their membership

 Suggested use: 

 Support health professionals and other stakeholders to advocate within their professional communities 

 To demonstrate the need for system level change within the health system to mitigate substance use and wellbeing of patients 

 Direct health system leaders and decision makers to evidence informed interventions that can help reduce substance use stigma within the system 

 Note: this primer is not an implementation guide. Although the “communicating about substance use” tool on slide 8-9 can be a stand along tool, it should be included 
when sharing this guide.

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/primer-reduce-substance-use-stigma-health-system.html


7. LANGUAGE MATTERS USING RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE IN RELATION TO SEXUAL HEALTH, 

SUBSTANCE USE, STBBIS AND INTERSECTING SOURCES OF STIGMA

 Link: https://www.cpha.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/resources/stbbi/language-tool-

e.pdf

 From: Canadian Public Health Association

 Key takeaways: 

 Guidance for using non-stigmatizing language in relation to sexual health, substance use, 

STBBIs, and intersection sources of stigma 

 Intended audience: 

 General population 

 Healthcare professionals

 Suggested use: 

 Share hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & medical clinics) 

 Share online (i.e. via email or social media) 

https://www.cpha.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/resources/stbbi/language-tool-e.pdf


8. LANGUAGE MATTERS POSTER - BC

 Link: https://towardtheheart.com/update/language-matters

 From: British Colombia CDC

 Key takeaways: 

 4 guidelines for using non-stigmatizing language 

 Intended audience: 

 General population 

 Suggested use: 

 Share hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & medical clinics) 

 Share online (i.e. via email or social media) 

https://towardtheheart.com/update/language-matters


9. RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE AND STIGMA - BC



9. RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE AND STIGMA - BC

 Link: http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/respectful-language-and-stigma-
final_244.pdf

 From: British Columbia CDC

 Key takeaways: 

 Healthcare providers and the media have a responsibility to use appropriate language when talking about substance use 

 It is in everyone’s best interest to reduce stigma around substance use 

 We cannot ignore the problem if we are contributing to it

 Recommendations for change 

 Intended audience: 

 Healthcare workers

 Media

 Suggested use: 

 Share hard copies (i.e. on campuses, in workplaces, in doctors offices & medical clinics) 

 Share online (i.e. emails, news articles, media broadcasts) 

http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/respectful-language-and-stigma-final_244.pdf


KEY TAKEAWAYS AND NEXT STEPS

Key Takeaways

 Many of the lexicons and resources point to similar principles such as “person first language”, 

“avoidance of slang terms”, and “language the promotes recovery”.

 Different lexicons are available to support different purposes and populations. For example, 

resources like #4 and #7 are glanceable posters for the general population and others such 

resource #6 specifically target healthcare professionals.


