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By the end of this session, participants will be able to…

1. Describe the history of harm reduction by examining its roots in grassroots activism and 
evidence-based research

2. Apply the principles of harm reduction to patient care by integrating pragmatism, 
humanistic values, a focus on reducing harm, a balanced consideration of individual and 
societal costs and benefits, and a flexible hierarchy of goals tailored to patient needs

Learning objectives
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History and Theory
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Harm Reduction has a dual history in the United States

Both of these forces are, in ways, reactionary to Prohibition and the War on Drugs

Harm reduction as a movement

Activism Research
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Drugs and racism

The war on drugs and racism are inseparable. Nixon’s adviser John Ehrlichman 
summarized it best, saying:

The Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House after that, had two enemies: the 
antiwar left and black people. You understand what I'm saying? We knew we couldn't make it 
illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies 
with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt 
those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, 
and vilify them night after night on the evening news.
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Drugs and racism, cont. 

Additionally, anti-drug attitudes were used to justify anti-immigrant standings by tying 
groups of people to specific drugs, such as…

• The Chinese and opium

• Mexicans and marijuana

• The Irish and alcohol
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Drugs and racism, cont. 

Demonizing drugs and people who use 
them led to criminalization

• A crime gets policed

• A crime gets punished

• A crime gets no compassion
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HIV and harm reduction

Harm reduction really begins with HIV

• IDU and unprotected sex both led to the spread of HIV

• Needle exchanges were revolutionary and life saving harm 
reduction services

• New Haven, CT had one of the earliest needle exchange 
programs in the late 1980’s

• Even condoms are harm reduction
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HIV and harm reduction, cont.
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HIV and harm reduction, cont.



11weitzmaninstitute.org     |     January 21, 2026

Activism

The first Harm Reduction Working Group meeting 
took place in San Francisco in 1993

• This group would eventually become the Harm Reduction Coalition

• This group set out to be not a group of experts and researchers but 
people who listened to the needs of people suffering from the 
scourge of HIV
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Research

• NIDA, amfAR, and RWJ funded early research on needle exchanges

• Federal funding was difficult to access due to negative attitudes towards 
drugs and people who use drugs

• Advocating for research was activism – the 1980’s was marked by silence

Harm reduction works
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Backlash

Harm reduction isn’t a straight line
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Recent advocacy

• Oregon’s decriminalization law

• Safe consumption/injection sites

• Large scale Narcan distribution

• State distribution of narcotics (Canada)
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Backlash

Each of these has met some resistance along the 
way, but the resistance appears to be growing.

• Philadelphia is a hot bed of drug overdose deaths and harm reduction efforts looked to make 
safe injection sites a standard.

• Pennsylvania passes a bill banning them

• Narcan is the simplest and most effective tool we have for overdose prevention

• Idaho passed a law limiting federal funding accepted for naloxone

• Oregon’s decriminalization saw a reduction in overdose deaths but no change in use patterns

• Oregon has since repealed the law

• Canadian health authorities have begun testing safe supply measures

• Concerns over diversion have led to public outcry and proposed changes to legislation 

Share in the chat: 
Do you have another example of 
resistance of harm reduction efforts in 
your community or across the nation?
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Harm Reduction Principles

Defining harm reduction
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Harm reduction definition

A universal definition for harm reduction is hard to find. Early research defined 
what harm reduction does rather than exactly what it is.

• Harm reduction attempts to reduce the negative consequences of drug use 
among persons who continue to use drugs. Harm reduction emphasizes 
practical rather than idealized goals. 
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Harm reduction: Principles

Harm reduction has two fundamental principles…

Pragmatism Respect for the human 
rights of people who use 

drugs
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Harm reduction: Basic philosophy

• Ultimate public health goal is to reduce 
substance use itself

• Harm reduction approach recognizes the 
imperative to address immediate health risks 
for individuals who continue to use substances
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Summary of principles

• Pragmatism: Substance abuse will not be 
eliminated in society; so maybe limiting the abuse 
should be the goal

• Humanistic values: Respect individual’s rights and 
dignity by accepting their decision to use

• Focus on harms: Minimize the negative 
consequences that come with drug and alcohol use

• Balance of costs and benefits to individual and 
society: Identify the consequences of drug use and 
the costs and benefits for preventing the 
consequences

• Hierarchy of goals: Address the most immediate 
goals of patients, and keep engaged in care
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Pragmatism
• Acknowledgement that some level of substance use is inevitable 

in society
• Limiting substance use- related harms is more feasible than 

eliminating use altogether
• Example: Substance use linked to housing, poverty, 

education; cannot eliminate those disparities; what can be 
done is limit harms– the amount of use, the frequency of 
use, engage in healthcare.
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Humanistic Values
• Accepting an individual’s decision to use substances respects 

their rights and dignity
• For example: Forcing individuals to make a decision that they 

are not ready to make NEVER works. Instead, respect 
people’s  decisions, no matter what those are, while making 
sure they receive the support, education and help they need 
to move them towards making healthier decisions for 
themselves. This includes taking HIV medications, leaving an 
abusive partner.
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Focus on Harms
• Prioritizing reduction of the negative consequences of substance 

use to the user and others
• Neither excluding nor presuming abstinence as the long-term 

treatment goal
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Balance of Costs and Benefits to Individual and Society

• Identifying and measuring the relative importance of drug-
related problems, the associated harms, and costs/benefits for 
intervention
• Example: Alcohol related deaths remains higher than all 

drugs other than tobacco but get less attention for a variety 
of reasons. Focus on consumption reduction could yield 
higher benefits for lower costs.
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A Hierarchy of Goals
• Achieving the most immediate and realistic goals, with the 

immediate focus on the person using engagement to address 
the most pressing needs
• Example: Client expresses a desire for complete abstinence 

and a plan to quit cold turkey tomorrow. Client’s physical 
safety takes a precedent over their desire and detoxification 
and continued use until they can access it becomes the goal.
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Harm reduction

• Offers people actively using substances:

• Practical education and care

• Health promotion skills

• Basic health-care tools

• All in non-judgmental framework

• Allows immediate access to medical 
treatment and psychiatric counseling and 
care while reducing overall morbidity and 
mortality in a greater public health 
framework
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Harm Reduction in Action

How it works in practice
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Harm reduction and other illnesses

• Harm reduction is used in primary care all the time

• Diabetes

• Weight management

• Chronic pain

• Sexual health

• Hypertension

• Strategies for all these conditions aim to reduce negative 
outcomes rather than “curing” the disease

• This is standard practice, not radical
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Themes

• It usually takes time for people to arrive at 
recovery

• Efforts to force that process along are well 
understood to be ineffective and often harmful

• People can be healthier while still actively using 
alcohol and drugs

• If health is a continuum, how can anything 
else be our goal?
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Never use alone

The Woman on the 
Line | Slate

https://slate.com/human-interest/2023/09/overdose-drugs-fentanyl-opioid-never-use-alone.html
https://slate.com/human-interest/2023/09/overdose-drugs-fentanyl-opioid-never-use-alone.html
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A hierarchy of risks, a hierarchy of needs

• Not all risks are created equal

• Patients have multiple deadly risks

• They won’t all kill them equally fast

• Smoking kills more than fentanyl, but fentanyl 
will kill you faster

• Addressing needs may reduce risks

• Housing first programs have shown this clearly

• Address risks at their intersections with other risks

• i.e. Suicide ideation and alcohol use
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Harm reduction is messy!

• The only relevant question with harm 
reduction is, “does it work?”

• What works will often be met with skepticism, 
criticism, and moral judgement

• Needle exchanges

• Safe consumption sites

• Jessica Blanchard having her daughter use 
IV heroin at her kitchen table

• Cutting off drinkers at bars and getting 
them a cab

• All of these save lives – that must be the goal!



33weitzmaninstitute.org     |     January 21, 2026

• Drinking with intention

• Alternative coping

• Safer drinking practices

• Volume vs potency

• Education

Harm Reduction Language for Alcohol Use
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Questions?
Feel free to unmute or put your 

questions in the chat!
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