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HARM REDUCTION 
… is a range of policies, programs and practices directed 
towards decreasing the adverse health, social and economic 
consequences of drug use and drug laws.  Harm reduction 
benefits people who use drugs and their families and 
communities as well as the community at large. Its "pillars" 
are individual and public health (notably the health 
determinants), human rights and social justice. 
Abstinence from drug use is not required as a ticket for 
service.  

 
Harm reduction – for me – combines Social Work and Health 
Promotion.  And they are done full out.  Without restraint.   
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The themes of this webinar are  

• A foundational overview of harm reduction 

• Understanding the evidence for harm 
reduction 

• How harm reduction approaches can be 
applied in a practical setting 
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Foundational Overview  
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The roots of harm reduction are deep into 
everyday life. 

Harm reduction is what we do / what we MUST 
do, to address the dangers and challenges of 
living.  



Harm Reduction & Substance Use - What You Need to Know 

Harm reduction is:  
• Completely natural / second nature 
• Often done out of habit 
• Intuitive - we do it without thinking - or seeming to think. 
• Largely nameless 
• Often invisible 
• Probably goes further back in our history than “first do no 

harm” 
– Is it genetically part of who we are? 
– What is its relationship to "the survival of the fittest"? 

• It keeps us evolving and reproducing 
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We are sometimes legislated to do harm reduction 
 motor cycle and bicycle helmets 
 seat belts 
 distracted driving, e.g., cell phones 
  and we sometimes complain and defy the law 

 
Harm reduction can be "built" into our environment 
 banisters on stairways 
 bars and straps to hold onto in public transit 

 
We teach harm reduction to children 
 cross walk safety 
            not speaking with strangers 
 fire safety – not playing with matches 

 
We impose harm reduction on elderly people 
 clean up the clutter  
 remove scatter rugs, etc.  
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DRUGS 
 

Well, some drugs 
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Alcohol 

 

Nicotine 
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Origins of drug-related harm reduction… 

– It was developed by people using drugs … for 
safety, convenience, to end suffering and to save 
lives … 

– It is what people who use drugs do to protect 
themselves and their friends and community, and 
it is taken seriously, insofar as possible, in the face 
of major obstacles. 
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Virtually everything that we now know as harm reduction had its roots in 
the home-grown, life-saving practices of people who use drugs.   

 
• Needle distribution  
• Safe places to inject and smoke drugs 
• Crack outreach – safer materials / kits 
• Satellite programs / secondary distribution 
• Outreach at youth parties 
• Overdose prevention programs 
• Opiate maintenance treatment 
• Detox 
• Peer outreach 
• Etc. 
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Enter Public Health  

 

(kicking and screaming) 
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• Harm reduction is more than handing out 
equipment.  Much more.  

 

• It is not just about veins.  It is about people.  
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In the field of drugs ...  

Harm reduction is about: 

Meeting the client where she/he is at 
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In the field of drugs ...  

Harm reduction is about: 

Any Positive Change 
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In the field of drugs ...  

Harm reduction is about: 

Taking small steps 
 

Tiny, little changes can help people begin to feel more 
empowered, more in charge, more in control, build a sense 
of self-efficacy, a sense of hopefulness.  These tiny changes 
can begin the process that leads to quantum change.  

Dr.  Andrew Tatarsky 
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In the field of drugs ...   

Harm reduction is about: 

Ending suffering & saving lives 
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If harm reduction is so good, what’s stopping it? 
• It has never been without its enemies, who attempt to 

undercut it with    
– Morality … often false morality or selective morality 
– The belief that pleasure is always the reason people use drugs, 

hence the term, “recreational drugs”, and pleasure is suspect  

• “Morality” vs. moral courage 
• Lack of introspection / self awareness 
• Lack of understanding of drugs  
• Judging and dismissing people who use drugs as worthless 

and/or disposable ... not really people (othering them) 
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Understand the evidence for  

harm reduction 
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Some of the countries in which harm reduction 
becoming an entrenched, comprehensive practice 

• Portugal  

• Switzerland 

• Czech Republic 

• Germany 

• Holland 

• Ireland  

• Numerous South American countries 
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Evidence:   

 
InSite … has succeeded in   

– Reducing the number of drug overdoses and deaths 
– Reducing risk factors leading to infectious diseases such 

 as HIV and hepatitis  
– Increasing the use of detox and drug treatment services 
– Connecting people with other health and social services 
– Reducing the amount of publicly discarded needles 
– Being cost-effective 
– Not contributing to crime or increased drug use in the 

 local community 
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Needle Exchange Programs & AIDS prevention 

 

The importance of doing it right 
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Other harm reduction programs 

• Opiate Substitution Treatment 

 

 

• Naloxone and fatal opiate overdose prevention 

 

 

• Crack Kits 
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Applying harm reduction approaches in a 
practice setting 

 



 

Carrying coal to Newcastle 
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Cornerstones of harm reduction in my social work practice 
 Reciprocal Learning 
 Ethics 
 Client-centred 
 Not judging 
 Respecting the client 
 Dealing with the whole person, not just the “problem” 
 Acknowledging systemic impositions and inequities 
 Activism 
 Doing social work full out 
 … and acknowledging that what I’m doing is “harm
 reduction” 
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Cornerstones of harm reduction in nursing practice 

 Reciprocal Learning 
 Ethics 
 Patient centred 
 Not judging 
 Respecting the patient 
 Dealing with the whole person, not just the “problem” 
 Acknowledging systemic impositions and inequities 
 Activism 
 Doing nursing full out 
 … and acknowledging that what you’re doing is 
 “harm reduction” 
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Nursing harm reduction in action: two examples 

 

• Dr. Peter Centre 

 

 

 

• Bevel Up 
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Harm reduction and person- and family-centred 
care 

 In harm reduction, the relationship is 
 paramount 

 Empowering relationships start with equity 

 Harm reduction is not just about veins ... it 
 is about the whole person 

 Document assiduously 



Harm Reduction & Substance Use - What You Need to Know 

Harm reduction and person- and family-centred 
care, cont’d 

 Develop a plan together with your client,  and 
 keep it flexible 

 Harm reduction is collaborative  

 Share information  

  The client is the expert on her/his life or 
 condition 
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Harm reduction and person- and family-centred 
care, cont’d 

 You are not in charge: One size does not fit all 

 Deal with your client where she is at / One 
 size definitely doesn’t fit all 

 Check with your client to see if what you are 
 doing is working / incorporate feedback 

 Bring harm reduction into the whole 
 organisational structure 
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Tools for good relationship building 
 Respect  
 Warmth and caring (unconditional positive regard) 
 Being open and genuine (congruence) 

 Empathy (empathetic understanding) 
 Honest and gentle curiosity 
 Being specific and concrete  
 Maintaining good and sensible boundaries 
 Using appropriate self-disclosure 
 Judge not ... 
 Good listening skills / active listening 

 

BE REAL  
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HARM REDUCTION PROGRAM MAINTENANCE 
To keep its integrity, harm reduction must maintain these special qualities: 

• It leads from the bottom up, not the top down  

• It partners with clients as equals, sharing expertise in both directions, is 
willing to be wrong, to be corrected by clients, to learn from them 

• It resists over-generalising and standardising practices, which place people 
into arbitrary categories. One size definitely does not fit all.  

• It acts "in the flow", at an automatic, even intuitive level, politically and 
creatively fashioning solutions as the situation calls for them, so that clients 
can get the help they need rather than be processed according to pre-set 
plans 

• It emphasizes learning by doing ... sometimes the "knowledge" of what to 
do is not yet available ... and postponing theorizing until later 
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Thank you 

walter@canadianharmreduction.com 



Questions and Answers 
 

            

                                                    

 

 

 

Please type in the chat pod! 

 

 

 

Questions? 

 

Please type them into the chat pod! 


