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ü Welcome & introductions
ü Participant questions and interests
ü What is harm reduction?
ü Harm reduction strategy examples
ü What harm reduction is NOT
ü Harm reduction and substance use treatment
ü Questions



What comes to mind 
when you hear 
harm reduction?
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• Harm reduction is a set of practical 
strategies and ideas aimed at 
reducing negative consequences of 
drug use. 

• Harm reduction is also a movement for 
social justice built on a belief in and 
respect for the rights of people who 
use drugs. 

 Source: Harm Reduction Coalition

• Embracing Positive Change video with 
Dan Bigg
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http://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/
https://youtu.be/b4wbYWpnX9c


Principles Central to Harm Reduction

Substance use is 
complex

Understands drug use as 
a complex, multi-
faceted phenomenon 
that encompasses a 
continuum of behaviors 
from severe use to total 
abstinence, and 
acknowledges that 
some ways of using 
drugs are clearly safer 
than others.

Substance use is 
here to stay 

Accepts, for better or 
worse, that licit and illicit 
drug use is part of our 
world and chooses to 
work to minimize its 
harmful effects rather 
than simply ignore or 
condemn them

Focus on quality of 
life

Establishes quality of 
individual and 
community life and 
well-being — not 
necessarily cessation of 
all drug use — as the 
criteria for successful 
interventions and 
policies

Services are 
nonjudgmental and 
non-coercive

Calls for the non-judgmental, 
non-coercive provision of 
services and resources to 
people who use drugs and 
the communities in which 
they live in order to assist 
them in reducing attendant 
harm

Sources: National Harm Reduction Coalition
 The HaRRT Center

https://harmreduction.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHRC-PDF-Principles_Of_Harm_Reduction.pdf
https://depts.washington.edu/harrtlab/


Principles Central to Harm Reduction 

Participant 
centered
Affirms people who use 
drugs (PWUD) themselves 
as the primary agents of 
reducing the harms of 
their drug use and seeks 
to empower PWUD to 
share information and 
support each other in 
strategies which meet 
their actual conditions of 
use

Participant driven
Ensures that people who 
use drugs and those with 
a history of drug use 
routinely have a real 
voice in the creation of 
programs and policies 
designed to serve them

Advocates for 
social justice and 
racial equity
Recognizes that the 
realities of poverty, class, 
racism, social isolation, 
past trauma, sex-based 
discrimination, and other 
social inequalities affect 
both people’s 
vulnerability to and 
capacity for effectively 
dealing with drug-related 
harm

Does not minimize 
tragic harms and 
dangers
Does not attempt to 
minimize or ignore the 
real and tragic harm and 
danger that can be 
associated with illicit drug 
use



The Harm Reduction Gap

Primary Drug 
Prevention

Substance Use 
Treatment 

The Harm 
Reduction Gap

The Harm Reduction Gap is the void in our current continuum of care between 
abstinence-based prevention programs and abstinence-only treatment 

programs, where people who currently use drugs are left without access to the 
knowledge, skills and tools to stay safe. 
Source: The Harm Reduction Gap by ~Sheila P. Vakharia  
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Harm reduction and 
substance use treatment

Harm Reduction Basics| Save Lives Oregon Learning Collaborative | June 20, 2024



Substance Use Spectrum

Non-use

Avoiding use of 
substances

Example: no 
drugs, tobacco 

or alcohol

Beneficial Use

Use that an 
have a positive 
health, social or 
spiritual effect. 

Example: Taking 
medication as 

prescribed, 
ceremonial or 
religious use of 

tobacco

Lower risk use

Use that has 
minimal impact 

to a person, 
their family, 

friends or others.

Example: 
Drinking 

following low risk 
alcohol drinking 

guidelines

Higher Risk 
Use

Use that has a 
harmful and 

negative 
impact to a 
person, their 

family, friends 
and others.

Example: 
Impaired 

driving, binge 
drinking, 

increasing 
frequency and 

quantity

Substance Use 
Disorder 

(Addiction)

A treatable medical 
condition that affects 
the brain and involves 

compulsive and 
continuous use despite 
negative impacts to a 

person, their family, 
friends and others.

Example: When 
someone cannot stop 
using alcohol or other 
drugs even when they 

want to.

A person may move back and forth between stages over time
Source: BC Centre on Substance Use

https://www.bccsu.ca/families-and-caregivers/about-substance-use/


Interventions
Drug, Set and Setting 
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Set

Setting

Drug

Drug, Set and Setting Model

• Drug (and associated risk)
What is the drug or drugs? How is the drug 
taken?  What is known about how the drug 
works? What are the risks of overdose? What 
other harms may exist? Is the drug what the 
person thinks it is? 

• Set  or “mindset” (of the person who uses the 
drug) For example, how are they feeling? Are 
they in physical pain or hurt? Do they need to 
“get well”? What is their age, health situation, 
prior experiences etc.?

• Social setting and environment where the 
drug use occurs. 
Where is the person? Is the person at home? 
At work? On the street? Who is around the 
person? Family, bystanders, police, partners? 
What are the norms and legality of use? 

Sources: Drug Set and Setting, N. Zinberg 1984  
 The Harm Reduction Gap, S. Vakharia
 National Harm Reduction Coalition
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https://www.southwestrecoveryalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Drug-Set-and-Setting-Zinberg-N-1.pdf
https://harmreduction.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHRC-PDF-Principles_Of_Harm_Reduction.pdf


• Safer use supplies: syringe access 
and smoking supplies

• Naloxone “Leave Behind” kits
• Naloxone distribution to people 

who are currently using drugs
• Accurate drug education
• Other examples?

Harm Reduction Intervention 
and Strategy Examples 



What harm reduction is 
NOT
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Harm Reduction is NOT the same as Use Reduction

Heavy use Moderate use Lower-risk use Abstinence

Use reduction can be one goal.

Harm reduction is the true goal.

High risk Moderate risk Lower-risk Lowest risk

HOWEVER

Source: UW HaRRT Center



Questions?

Presentation Title | Save Lives Oregon Learning Collaborative | Date

Closing: The National Harm Reduction 
Coalition Video Harm Reduction Truth 

https://youtu.be/x9f5rz75swE


For more information

Presentation Title | Save Lives Oregon Learning Collaborative | Date

Website
• National Harm Reduction Coalition
• UW Harm Reduction Research & Treatment Center
• NIDA Harm Reduction Approaches to Reduce Overdose Deaths
• Health and Human Services  (HHS) Harm Reduction
• SAMHSA Harm Reduction Framework

Books 
• The Harm Reduction Gap: Helping individuals left behind by conventional drug prevention and 

abstinence-only addiction treatment by Sheila P. Vakharia
• Undoing Drugs by Maia Szalavitz
• Harm Reduction Treatment for Substance Use by Susan Collins
• Saving Our Own Lives: A Liberatory Practice of Harm Reduction by Shira Hassan
• Fighting for Space by Travis Lupick
• Light Up the Night by Travis Lupick
• OD: The Politics of Overdose by Nancy D. Campbell

https://harmreduction.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHRC-PDF-Principles_Of_Harm_Reduction.pdf
https://depts.washington.edu/harrtlab/
https://heal.nih.gov/research/research-to-practice/harm-reduction-approaches-reduce-overdose-deaths
https://www.hhs.gov/overdose-prevention/harm-reduction
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/harm-reduction-framework.pdf
https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/SearchResults?cm_sp=SearchF-_-topnav-_-Results&kn=The%20Harm%20Reduction%20Gap%3A%20Helping%20individuals%20left%20behind%20by%20conventional%20drug%20prevention%20and%20abstinence-only%20addiction%20treatment&sts=t
https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/SearchResults?cm_sp=SearchF-_-topnav-_-Results&kn=The%20Harm%20Reduction%20Gap%3A%20Helping%20individuals%20left%20behind%20by%20conventional%20drug%20prevention%20and%20abstinence-only%20addiction%20treatment&sts=t
https://bookshop.org/p/books/undoing-drugs-the-untold-story-of-harm-reduction-and-the-future-of-addiction-maia-szalavitz/16899439?ean=9780738285764
https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/BookDetailsPL?bi=31595212404&dest=usa&ref_=ps_ms_370718797&cm_mmc=msn-_-comus_shopp_textbook-_-naa-_-naa&msclkid=f9b917ded6f81db95e4c71aabcb1d880
https://bookshop.org/p/books/saving-our-own-lives-a-liberatory-practice-of-harm-reduction-shira-hassan/18307379?ean=9781642598414
https://bookshop.org/p/books/fighting-for-space-how-a-group-of-drug-users-transformed-one-city-s-struggle-with-addiction-travis-lupick/9987135?ean=9781551527123
https://bookshop.org/p/books/light-up-the-night-america-s-overdose-crisis-and-the-drug-users-fighting-for-survival-travis-lupick/15997827?ean=9781620976388
https://bookshop.org/p/books/od-naloxone-and-the-politics-of-overdose-nancy-d-campbell/13201285?ean=9780262043663


Thank you


