
What we say and how we say it makes a difference to the people and 
communities we serve 

 
At the Bureau of Substance Addiction Services (BSAS), one of our core values is compassion and positive regard for others in all our 
efforts. It is at the foundation of our mission to support accessible, effective, and culturally responsive prevention, intervention, treatment, 
harm reduction, and recovery support principles, programs and practices. This core value should be reflected in the language we use to 
communicate about the people and communities we serve.  

Our words have an impact. Language frames what the public thinks about substance use and recovery. It can also affect how individuals, 
groups, and families think about themselves and intentionally or unintentionally propagate stigma. Massachusetts is recognized as a leader 
in the field of substance use services. Innovative resources are available across the Commonwealth, supported by BSAS staff who 
demonstrate commitment to our shared vision of health and wellness for every individual, family, and community.  

One way we can all commit to the BSAS mission and continue to lead this work is by being mindful about the words we use about 
substance use, both formally through messaging and policies, and informally in conversations with colleagues, providers, and community. 
This means staying aware of evolving language shifts to model appropriate and accurate terminology and supporting efforts to educate and 
change the negative attitudes and beliefs that lead to stigma and discrimination. It also means recognizing that while people may use 
different terms depending on their surroundings or reclaim language, as public servants we are responsible for modeling this culture shift.  

Why is this so important? Stigmatizing language discourages people from reaching out for help, which can have fatal consequences. 
People struggling with problematic relationships with substances and their loved ones face discrimination and barriers to care.  
Stigma can:  

• Prevent a person from seeking help because they are afraid of judgment or negative consequences with work, loved ones, parental 
rights, social services, or the law 

• Cause a person to hide their alcohol or drug use and/ or use alone 

• Impact a person's ability to secure housing, maintain employment, or access education, which impacts overall health, wellness, and 
quality of life 

• Reduce the quality of healthcare that individuals with a substance use disorder receive and create challenges when accessing services  

Stigma is not only experienced by those using substances. It has a lasting impact on individuals in recovery, families, and those who 
support them, both internalized and through continued experiences of discrimination and devaluing attitudes. When we use non-
stigmatizing language in our policies and interactions it serves as a model for others, ensures alignment and accuracy in communicating our 
goals, and positively changes health-related public norms. We can make it easier to get support by letting people know they are not being 
judged and that substance use does not define who they are.  

As we continue to confront the underlying causes of stigma, the Massachusetts Bureau of Substance Addiction Services invites you to make 
the Words Matter Pledge and greater commitment to promote non-stigmatizing language 



 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


