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Why should we care 
about ending stigma 
towards people who 

use drugs?
🤔 
😕 🙋

Not (just) because people are dying!

Stigma:
Worsens health outcomes
Exacerbates health inequities
It’s morally wrong to dehumanize & exclude people!



Stigma
“A discrediting mark”

Negative

Different



Stigma
A person Who uses a substance

Marked as A bad person

Towards People Who Use Drugs



Self 
Stigma

Public 
Stigma

Structural 
Stigma

Criminalization of People Who Use Drugs

The 
Stigma 

System

POWER
Who benefits?

How does this 
marking work?X



But who 
or what 
are the 

markers?
Dr. Imogen Tyler, 2020Stigma Tattoo Machine



STIGMA MACHINES

https://stigmamachine.com/2020/04/15/stigma-the-machinery-of-inequality-a-short-animated-film/ 

https://stigmamachine.com/2020/04/15/stigma-the-machinery-of-inequality-a-short-animated-film/


How do our systems of “care” work 
to…

People Who Use Drugs?

Surveil
👀Mark

👇

Identify
🔍

Control
👮

Exclude
😫



Examples…
•Prescription Drug Monitoring Programs (Allen, et al., 2020)
•Flagging ER clients as “drug-seeking” automatically based on 
stereotypes
•Abstinence-only and punishment oriented policies (e.g. no 
smoking!)
•Redlining PWUD out of their neighborhoods
•NIMBY campaigns & neighborhood vigilantism
•Public perceptions prioritized over evidence, best practice, or 
public health goals (e.g. harm reduction site locations)



STIGMA
Is a tool used by the powerful to mark others as 
different, and worse in order to maintain social 
power and control marginalized communities



How we define stigma…

SHAPES
…how we address stigma



How we define stigma…

…how we address stigma

Wrong ideas inside the 
minds of individual 

members of the public?

Mass media anti-
stigma campaigns!

A tool used by those with power 
to enact social control over 
marginalized communities?

Organized resistance and strategically 
targeted policy change!



STIGMA MACHINES

https://stigmamachine.com/2020/04/15/stigma-the-machinery-of-inequality-a-short-animated-film/ 
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Stigma 
Machine 
Breaking



STIGMA MACHINES

https://stigmamachine.com/2020/04/15/stigma-the-machinery-of-inequality-a-short-animated-film/ 

Don’t call us names!

Person first!
Think nicer thoughts!

Be compassionate!We’re real people!

Upstream
Downstream

https://stigmamachine.com/2020/04/15/stigma-the-machinery-of-inequality-a-short-animated-film/


Political 
Campaigns



Media Reporting



Seeing the Stigma System

Schools?

Drug Prevention?
Policing?

Housing? Child 
Protection 
Services?

City 
Planning?

Treatment 
Industry?

Local 
BIAs?



Three Ways To Fight 
Structural Stigma



System Navigators
• Nat Kominski
• The lens of  lived 

experience to identify 
stigma in the system

• Drug user organizing



Mind Changers
• Christianne Blain
• Strategic stigma 

reduction with key 
community figures

• Targeted stigma 
change



Rule Breakers
• Seamus O’Murphy
• Breaking the rules to 

break the stigma 
machine

• Lead by example with 
bravery



What Should We Do?

🤔 🧐 😕
It really depends!



ocus your definition of the problem

https://open.library.ubc.ca/media/stream/pdf/52387/1.0417454/5 

nvestigate how stigma is showing up

each out to people who use(d) drugs

trategize collaboratively with PWUD

ailor your intervention(s) to your context

F
I
R
S
T

https://open.library.ubc.ca/media/stream/pdf/52387/1.0417454/5


One Last Point
Self-Reflection

• Stigma is not just “out 
there somewhere”

• Stigma systems with no 
stigmatizers? 

• Need for reflection on 
how our systems have 
stigma baked in

• Change begins with you!



Questions 
to Leave With

What is the shape 
of the “stigma 

system” targeting 
PWUD in our 

context?
How could we work 

collaboratively in 
partnership with PWUD 
to better understand and 
dismantle this system?

What would 
effective stigma 

RESISTANCE feel 
like for those worst 

affected? 
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