
person first language substance use

person first language substance use is an approach that prioritizes the
individual before their condition or behavior, emphasizing dignity and
respect in communication. This method is particularly important in
discussions about substance use, addiction, and recovery, as it reduces
stigma and promotes understanding. Using person first language in substance
use contexts helps to humanize individuals, shifting focus from labels to the
person’s experience and potential for recovery. This article explores the
principles of person first language, its significance in substance use
discourse, and practical examples for professionals and the general public.
Additionally, it addresses the impact of language on stigma, treatment
outcomes, and societal perceptions. The following sections provide an in-
depth examination of key concepts, challenges, and best practices related to
person first language substance use.

Understanding Person First Language in Substance Use

The Importance of Person First Language

Implementing Person First Language: Practical Guidelines

Common Misconceptions and Language Pitfalls

Impact of Language on Stigma and Recovery

Understanding Person First Language in
Substance Use

Person first language is a communication style that emphasizes the
individuality and humanity of people by placing the person before any
diagnosis or behavior. In the context of substance use, this means referring
to someone as a "person with substance use disorder" rather than labeling
them as an "addict" or "user." This approach acknowledges the complexity of
substance use issues and respects the person’s dignity. It counters
dehumanizing language that can perpetuate stereotypes and bias, which are
common challenges in addiction discourse.

Definition and Principles

Person first language involves structuring sentences to highlight the person
first and the condition second. The primary principles include respect,
dignity, and reducing stigma. For example, instead of saying "drug addict,"
one would say "individual experiencing substance use disorder." This subtle
shift in wording fosters empathy and supports a more compassionate
understanding of substance use challenges.



Historical Context

The adoption of person first language has evolved alongside changing
attitudes toward mental health and addiction. Historically, individuals with
substance use issues were often marginalized and labeled in ways that
reinforced negative stereotypes. The movement toward person first language
emerged as part of broader efforts to humanize and destigmatize behavioral
health conditions, promoting recovery-oriented care and social inclusion.

The Importance of Person First Language

Using person first language in substance use discussions is crucial for
promoting respectful, nonjudgmental communication. Language shapes
perceptions, influences attitudes, and can either reinforce or dismantle
stigma. By prioritizing the person, this communication approach supports
better engagement in treatment and fosters a supportive environment for
recovery.

Reducing Stigma and Discrimination

Stigmatizing language can create barriers to seeking help and accessing care.
Labels such as "addict" or "junkie" carry negative connotations that can lead
to discrimination in healthcare, employment, and social settings. Person
first language helps to counteract these effects by normalizing substance use
disorder as a health condition rather than a moral failing.

Enhancing Treatment Outcomes

Research indicates that respectful, person centered communication positively
affects treatment adherence and patient engagement. When individuals feel
valued and understood, they are more likely to participate actively in their
recovery process. Person first language thus plays an integral role in
creating therapeutic alliances between providers and clients.

Influencing Public Perception

Public discourse shapes societal attitudes toward substance use. Media,
policymakers, and healthcare professionals all contribute to the language
environment. Person first language promotes a more informed, compassionate
view that can influence policies, reduce societal bias, and encourage
inclusive support systems.

Implementing Person First Language: Practical
Guidelines

Adopting person first language requires intentionality and awareness in both
written and verbal communication. Professionals, advocates, and the general
public can incorporate this approach by applying specific strategies and
avoiding outdated terminology.



Recommended Language Practices

Refer to individuals as “person with a substance use disorder” rather
than “addict” or “user.”

Use clinical or neutral terms such as “substance use disorder” instead
of “drug habit” or “abuse.”

Emphasize recovery by using phrases like “person in recovery” or
“individual seeking treatment.”

Avoid defining people by their behavior; focus on the person’s whole
identity.

Be mindful of tone and context to ensure language remains respectful and
empathetic.

Examples of Person First Language in Substance Use

Transforming sentences to reflect person first language can be
straightforward when guided by clear examples. For instance:

Instead of “He is an alcoholic,” say “He is a person with alcohol use1.
disorder.”

Replace “She relapsed” with “She experienced a relapse during her2.
recovery journey.”

Rather than “Drug abuser,” use “Person with a history of substance use.”3.

Training and Organizational Policies

Many healthcare organizations and advocacy groups provide training on person
first language to ensure consistent use among staff. Implementing policies
that require respectful communication can help create an inclusive
environment. These initiatives typically include educational materials,
workshops, and ongoing monitoring to reinforce best practices.

Common Misconceptions and Language Pitfalls

Despite the benefits of person first language, misunderstandings and
challenges remain. Some individuals may view this approach as overly
politically correct or confusing. Clarifying misconceptions and identifying
common pitfalls helps improve adoption and effectiveness.

Misconception: Language Does Not Affect Outcomes

Some argue that terminology is secondary to treatment quality. However,
evidence shows that language influences stigma, self-esteem, and willingness



to seek help. Person first language contributes to a therapeutic climate that
supports positive outcomes, making it a critical component of comprehensive
care.

Pitfall: Inconsistent Usage

Inconsistent application of person first language can undermine its
effectiveness. Mixing person first and stigmatizing terms within the same
conversation or document creates confusion and may perpetuate stereotypes.
Consistency is essential for reinforcing respect and reducing bias.

Overuse or Awkward Phrasing

While person first language promotes respect, overly complex or cumbersome
phrasing can hinder communication. Striking a balance between clarity and
sensitivity is important. Language should be accessible and natural while
maintaining a person centered focus.

Impact of Language on Stigma and Recovery

The words used to describe substance use and those affected by it have
profound implications for stigma reduction and recovery support. Person first
language contributes to shaping a culture that values recovery and human
dignity.

Stigma Reduction Through Language

Using person first language directly challenges negative stereotypes by
reframing substance use as a health condition rather than a character flaw.
This reframing reduces blame and judgment, fostering more supportive social
and clinical environments.

Empowering Individuals in Recovery

Language that respects the person can empower individuals by affirming their
identity beyond substance use. This empowerment enhances self-worth and
motivation, which are critical factors in sustaining long-term recovery.

Broader Societal Benefits

Adopting person first language in public health campaigns, media, education,
and policy helps to create a more inclusive society. It encourages
compassion, reduces discrimination, and promotes equitable access to
resources and opportunities for individuals affected by substance use
disorders.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is person-first language in the context of
substance use?

Person-first language in substance use emphasizes referring to individuals as
people first, rather than defining them by their substance use. For example,
saying 'person with a substance use disorder' instead of 'addict' or 'drug
abuser' to promote dignity and reduce stigma.

Why is person-first language important when
discussing substance use?

Person-first language is important because it helps reduce stigma, promotes
empathy, and acknowledges the individual's humanity beyond their condition,
which can improve communication, support, and treatment outcomes.

Can you give examples of person-first language versus
non-person-first language in substance use?

Yes. Person-first: 'person with a substance use disorder' or 'individual in
recovery.' Non-person-first: 'addict,' 'junkie,' or 'drug abuser.' The former
focuses on the person, while the latter labels them by their substance use.

How does person-first language affect recovery from
substance use disorders?

Using person-first language fosters a respectful and supportive environment
that can encourage individuals to seek help, engage in treatment, and
maintain recovery by reducing feelings of shame and isolation.

What terms should be avoided when using person-first
language related to substance use?

Terms like 'addict,' 'junkie,' 'drug abuser,' and 'clean/dirty' to describe
urine tests should be avoided because they are stigmatizing and do not
recognize the person beyond their substance use.

Is person-first language universally accepted in the
substance use field?

While person-first language is widely supported by many health organizations
and advocates, some individuals and communities prefer identity-first
language. It's important to respect personal preferences while promoting
respectful communication.

How can organizations implement person-first language
in their substance use programs?

Organizations can train staff on person-first language, update written
materials and policies, avoid stigmatizing terms, and foster a culture of
respect to ensure communication reflects person-centered values.



Does person-first language extend to all types of
substance use disorders?

Yes, person-first language applies to all substance use disorders, whether
involving alcohol, opioids, stimulants, or other substances, to ensure
respectful and non-stigmatizing communication.

Are there any resources available for learning more
about person-first language in substance use?

Yes, resources include the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA), the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), and
various advocacy groups that provide guidelines and training on person-first
language.

Additional Resources
1. Person-First Language in Addiction Recovery: Respectful Communication for
Lasting Change
This book explores the importance of using person-first language when
discussing substance use and addiction. It emphasizes how language shapes
perceptions and promotes dignity and respect for individuals in recovery.
Through practical examples and guidelines, readers learn to communicate in
ways that reduce stigma and foster empathy.

2. Words Matter: Embracing Person-First Language in Substance Use Treatment
A comprehensive guide for healthcare professionals and counselors, this book
highlights the impact of person-first language on treatment outcomes. It
provides strategies for integrating respectful terminology into clinical
practice and public discourse. The author discusses the role of language in
reducing stigma and supporting recovery journeys.

3. Changing the Narrative: Person-First Language and Substance Use Stigma
Focusing on societal attitudes toward substance use, this book examines how
language influences stigma and discrimination. It advocates for person-first
language as a tool to change harmful narratives surrounding addiction. The
book includes case studies and personal stories that illustrate the
transformative power of respectful communication.

4. Respectful Language, Respectful Care: Person-First Approaches in Addiction
Services
Targeted at addiction service providers, this resource underscores the
critical role of language in delivering compassionate care. It offers
practical advice on adopting person-first terminology to improve client
engagement and support. The book also addresses common misconceptions and
challenges in shifting language habits.

5. Language of Healing: Person-First Communication in Substance Use Recovery
This work delves into the healing potential of language in addiction recovery
settings. It discusses how person-first communication fosters hope,
empowerment, and self-worth among individuals with substance use disorders.
Readers are guided through techniques to implement respectful language in
peer support and professional environments.

6. Stigma and Substance Use: The Role of Person-First Language in Public
Health



Exploring public health perspectives, this book analyzes the relationship
between stigma, language, and substance use outcomes. It presents evidence
supporting person-first language as a means to improve public attitudes and
policy. The author offers recommendations for media, policymakers, and
community programs.

7. Breaking Barriers: Person-First Language and Inclusion in Addiction
Recovery
This book highlights how person-first language promotes inclusion and equity
within addiction recovery communities. It addresses issues of marginalization
and advocates for respectful communication as a foundation for supportive
environments. The text includes frameworks for training and organizational
change.

8. From Labels to Lives: Understanding Person-First Language in Substance Use
Discourse
A scholarly examination of language use in substance use discourse, this book
traces the evolution from labeling to person-first terminology. It critiques
traditional terms and offers alternatives that honor individual identity
beyond substance use. The book is suited for academics, clinicians, and
advocates seeking deeper understanding.

9. Empathy Through Language: Person-First Communication for Families and
Caregivers
Designed for families and caregivers, this guide explains how adopting
person-first language can improve relationships and support for loved ones
with substance use challenges. It provides practical tips for everyday
conversations and addresses emotional barriers to respectful communication.
The book fosters empathy and reduces blame in caregiving contexts.
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