
The Principles of Harm Reduction



Goals for today’s didactic:

• Gain a better understanding of what Harm Reduction (HR) IS
and what HR is NOT.

• Review the stages of change and explore why proper 
identification of an individual's readiness is crucial to treatment 
planning and success, when operating under a HR model.

• Open for comments, questions, concerns, and complaints. 



Harm Reduction, defined:
• The primary goal of Harm Reduction is to reduce harm 

stemming from health-related behaviors that are considered to 
put the affected individuals and/or their communities at risk for 
negative consequences.

• These approaches seek to improve quality of life for affected 
individuals and their communities.

• Harm Reduction is more of an attitude, rather than a fixed set of 
rules and regulations.



• Medication-assisted 
treatment



Compassionate Stance & Pragmatic Strategies
Compassionate Stance: 
Understanding and 
approaching high-risk 
behaviors in a way that is 
respectful and inclusive of 
the individuals affected by 
these behaviors and their 
communities.  

Pragmatic Strategies: 
To reduce the harms of high-
risk behaviors through a lens of 
public health, using accurate, 
fact-based drug education, 
drug-related illness and injury 
prevention, and effective drug 
treatment for problematic use.



What Harm Reduction IS:

• HR accepts that licit and illicit drug use, abuse, and 
dependence is part of our world and chooses to work to 
minimize its harmful effects rather than simply ignore or 
condemn them.

• HR understands drug use, abuse, and dependence is a 
complex, multi-faceted phenomenon that encompasses a 
continuum of behaviors from severe abuse to total abstinence, 
and acknowledges that some ways of using drugs are clearly 
safer than others.



What Harm Reduction IS:

• HR establishes the criteria for successful interventions and policies
as the quality of individual and community life and well-being, not 
necessarily cessation of all drug use.

• HR 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 harm.

• HR ensures that the individuals and communities impacted by drug 
use, abuse, and dependence have a real voice in the creation of 
programs and policies designed to serve them.



What Harm Reduction IS:

• HR affirms the individuals, themselves, as the primary agents of 
reducing the harms of their drug use, and seeks to empower users to 
share information and support one another in strategies which meet 
their actual needs.

• HR recognizes that the realities of poverty, class, racism, social 
isolation, past trauma, sex-based discrimination and other social 
inequalities affect peoples’ vulnerability to, and capacity for 
effectively dealing with substance-related harm.

• HR embraces and celebrates small, incremental change. 



What harm reduction is NOT:
• HR does NOT attempt to minimize or ignore the real and tragic harm and 

danger associated with licit and illicit drug use, abuse, and dependence.

• HR is NOT theory driven, but is rather, fundamentally pragmatic.

• HR is NOT an assigned set of rules, regulations, or policies.

• HR does NOT threaten abstinence-based goals.

• HR does NOT mean the client/patient is allowed to make all the decisions 
and/or “do whatever they want.”





…start where the patient is…
• Harm Reduction is an umbrella concept that must 

be linked with a full range of therapeutic 
interventions. 

• The onus is on providers to decide how to reach 
their patients. 

• Treatment goals must be developed between 
provider(s) and patients/clients that focus on 
decreasing risky behaviors. 

It is the therapeutic alliance that 
anchors patients in the 

treatment process.



Comments? Questions? Concerns? Complaints? 
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