Defining Harm Reduction

The harm reduction model is gaining currency in the addictions field worldwide. The theme of this approach, from the treatment perspective, is to "meet clients where they are " and support them protect themselves from harm. According to Patt Denning, "The primary principle is to accept the fact that people do engage in high-risk behaviors and to commit to helping those people reduce the harm associated with their behavior.”

Ten peer youth harm reduction workers from Canada and the USA were asked to define harm reduction as they would to someone who knew nothing about it. The following summarizes their answers:

· Meeting people where they are at

· Anything that reduces harm in whatever way that person may want to reduce their harm, can include abstinence as an option

· Community based  - such as safe housing

· Non-judgmental

· Support for both incremental and bigger changes

· An objective philosophy that doesn’t put morals onto behaviors

· Offers a different approach than “all or nothing” view of addictions treatment

· Explores a variety of options for change

· Acknowledges people as the experts of their own lives/experiences

· Empowering with tools to make their situation less risky

The book Over the Influence, The Harm Reduction Guide for Managing Drugs and Alcohol,
 defines harm reduction as a holistic and humane public health approach, that includes the following principles:

· Not all Drug Use is Abuse: People may try drugs, use them experimentally, or recreationally without abusing them or becoming addicted

· People Use Drugs for Reasons: And these reasons can be very diverse

· Problems Don’t Just Come from Drugs Themselves but from a Combination of Factors and Circumstances: The other factors in a persons life are always interacting with their drug use

· You are Your Own Expert: You know what is best for you and your health
· Change is Slow: And incremental. Lasting change takes time.

· You Can Make Positive Changes While Still Using: There are many ways to reduce drug related harm while you are still using drugs. Sometimes this is the option that works best for people.

· Just Say Know: Substance Use Management and information on health and harm reduction are important tools for reducing drug related harms.

� Denning, P., Little, J., Glickman, A. (2004) Over the Influence, The Harm Reduction Guide for Managing Drugs and Alcohol. The Guilford Press, New York, London. p. 28-37














What is Harm Reduction?





This is an excerpt from “Crystal Clear: A practical guide for working with Children and Youth,” the training manual from a group that I used to coordinate in Vancouver Canada.





Harm Reduction:





Harm reduction is easily explained as reducing the harms associated with drug use. Harm Reduction is also about empowerment. It is about options and choice. Harm Reduction is a movement, one led by former and current users who resist the marginalization and voicelessness they may fell when they are stigmatized for using drugs. 





Crystal Clear participants have defined harm reduction as:





Knowing safer ways of using, having access to support and love, options for where to use [drugs] safely, safe shelter/safe space, mindfulness and knowing your limits, access to clean equipment, knowing the importance of food/water/sleep, options for resources and information, access to showers, access to doctors and access to things to do.





For the entire manual, please check out: methfacts.org/staging/resources/media/06-2573_CrystalClearManual5.pdf –





Other examples of harm reduction programs for youth:





Honest drug education in schools


Pill testing kits, so that Ecstasy users can find out what’s in their pills


Outreach to raves and dance parties to give information about drugs and harm reduction strategies, such as drinking water and “dosing” (limiting the amount of drug you take until you feel the effects)


Alcohol education, that promotes safer drinking practices, not driving while under the influence…


Youth-friendly harm reduction services that create a safe space for young people, such as drop in centers, youth clinics, peer support programs, needle exchanges etc.








What are some examples of Youth Harm Reduction Programs in your region?





What types of programs would you like to see?





