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Harm reduction is a philosophy and set of policies and practices centered on any positive change for a 
person using drugs, as expressed and defined by them. It meets people where they are and empowers 
them to address the reasons for their use as well as the use itself. Harm reduction is a mindset, human rights 
issue, and framework for action to reduce the harmful effects of drug use and any risky behavior, and does 
not promote these activities in and of themselves. 

Harm reduction practices
you already know

Seatbelts reduce 
the risk of harm 
from a car crash. 

Sunblock reduces 
the risk of harm 
from sun exposure.

Harm reduction does… Harm reduction does not…
ⅹ enable drug use or ignore the harm it can 

cause. 
ⅹ require abstinence.
ⅹ mandate a specific treatment.
ⅹ threaten incarceration, monitoring, or 

other punitive measures.

✓ save lives.
✓ address drug use and the reasons people 

use drugs.
✓ increase the possibility for positive 

outcomes.
✓ make communities safer.

Harm reduction addresses the broader health and social issues that 
impact individuals in society, increasing the likelihood of positive 
outcomes for the individual and making the wider community safer. 
Punitive and carceral responses to illicit substances and people who use 
them have not worked—the War on Drugs, incarceration, Drug Abuse 
Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.), and anti-drug public service 
announcements have not decreased drug use or the harm it causes. 
Rather, deaths and injuries have increased over the last 40 years. Public 
support for harm reduction has increased and governments at all levels 
are investing in evidence-based practice.

Principles of harm reduction from the National Harm Reduction Coalition

1. Accepts that licit and illicit drug use is part of our world and chooses to work to minimize the harmful effects instead of 
ignoring or condemning them.

2. Understands drug use as a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon that encompasses a continuum of behaviors and 
acknowledges that some ways of using drugs are safer than others.

3. Establishes quality of individual and community life and well-being—not necessarily cessation of all drug use—should be 
the criterion for successful intervention and policy application.

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

5. Ensures people who use drugs and/or with a history of drug use have a voice in creation of the policies and programs 
designed to serve them. 

6. Affirms people who use drugs are the primary agents of reducing the harms of their drug use and seeks to empower 
them to share information and support each other in strategies to reduce harm.

7. Recognizes that the realities of poverty, class, racism, social isolation, past trauma, sex-based discrimination, and other 
social inequalities affect vulnerability to and capacity for effectively dealing with drug-related harm.

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

There is no universal definition for implementing harm reduction because interventions and policies must 
reflect specific individual and community needs. However, harm reduction practice…

https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXJJj_jgFmE
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/drug-overdose-data.htm
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30237320/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/briefing-room/2022/03/28/president-biden-calls-for-increased-funding-to-address-addiction-and-the-overdose-epidemic/
https://www.samhsa.gov/grants/grants-dashboard?f%5B0%5D=by_award_fy%3A2022&f%5B1%5D=by_nofo_number%3ASP-22-001
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/


Evidence-based harm reduction strategies 
for people who use drugs

Strategies for safer use
• Safe consumption sites. 
• A safe supply.
• Syringe service programs and access to hygienic materials.

Strategies to respond to overdose
• Overdose reversal technologies such as naloxone (Narcan®).
• Connection to services.
• Post-overdose responses that limit police involvement.

Strategies to avoid overdose
• Fentanyl testing strips.
• Purchasing from a trusted supplier.
• Not using alone.
• Incremental dosing.
• Testing the shot.

Click the articles to 
see the evidence.

Strategies to build recovery communities
• ‘Come as you are’ drop-in centers
• Drug user unions
• Support to resolve underlying issues related to undesirable use.
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How can I improve my hard reduction mindset?
• Be aware of your potential biases and be open to listen to others’ experiences.
• Talk to individuals adopting harm reduction strategies in your community or agency.
• Talk to a harm reduction agency providing services in your community.
• Attend a harm reduction training or sign up your agency for a harm reduction training.
• Attend a local drug user union meeting.
• Remember that we do not know what others may be struggling with, and they cannot overcome 

challenging issues if they are deceased.

Are you ready to adopt a harm reduction philosophy and 
put harm reduction into practice? Take the quiz now!

https://waynestate.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8qVNOZ5T7APAn8q

