Shatterproof

Stronger than addiction

Shatterproof SUD Language Recommendations

Who should use this? Just about anyone who communicates about substance use can benefit from using the
Shatterproof Substance Use Disorder (SUD) Language Recommendations. These recommendations are particularly
important for people who interact with people and families impacted by SUD.

Why? Using person-first language backed by research reduces stigma, promotes respectful communication, and
recognizes SUD as a treatable health condition. These recommendations are intended to guide discussion, while
recognizing that people should share their experiences in whatever language or manner they feel most comfortable.

Avoid stigmatizing addiction language by using the terms below.

v Use these terms...

X Instead of these...

Rationale

Substance use disorder (SUD),
Opioid use disorder (OUD),
Opioid addiction, Alcohol use
disorder (AUD), Alcohol addiction

Substance abuse, Substance abuse
disorder, Drug abuse/habit/
problem/dependence, Choice to use

Avoids blame and
recognizes SUD as a
medical condition

Person with SUD, Person with
OUD, Person with AUD

Addict, Druggie,
Junkie, User, Alcoholic

Emphasizes humanity over a
health condition through
person-first language

Recurrence of substance use,
Return to use

Relapse, Lapse, Slip

Normalizes the often
nonlinear journey of
recovery

Our friends/family/neighbors
/community

Them, Those people

Fosters empathy and
connection through
inclusive language

Person in recovery/long-term
recovery, Person who is
substance-free, Person with lived
experience

Clean, Ex-addict

Avoids language that is not
person-first and avoids
moral judgment implied by
“clean” or “healthy”

Person with SUD,
Friend/family/neighbor/
community member with SUD

Person struggling with substance use
disorder, Person suffering from
substance use disorder

Prioritizes connection
instead of exclusion or
marginalization

In addition to using the chart above, a general rule is to ask if your words position topics related to addiction or

SUD as neutral or stigmatizing.

Have any questions? Reach out at endstigma@shatterproof.org.
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