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Abstract
Harm reduction is a pragmatic approach to reduce the harmful conse-
quences of alcohol and drug use or other high-risk activities by incor-
porating several strategies that cut across the spectrum from safer use to
managed use to abstinence. The primary goal of most harm-reduction
approaches is to meet individuals “where they are at” and not to ig-
nore or condemn the harmful behaviors but rather to work with the
individual or community to minimize the harmful effects of a given be-
havior. The current review addresses some of the newest developments
with respect to harm-reduction policy, prevention, and treatment. In
particular, this review highlights policies and programs that have been
evaluated in peer-reviewed journals and shown to be effective at reduc-
ing the harms associated with alcohol and drug use. The overall goal of
this review is to present some of the most recent developments in the
field of harm reduction.
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Harm reduction:
public health policies
or intervention
programs designed to
reduce the harmful
consequences
associated with
substance use and
high-risk activities
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INTRODUCTION

Most people with active alcohol or other drug
problems do not seek treatment on a voluntary
basis. Those who do end up in treatment are
often mandated to attend by courts or other le-
gal requirements or have suffered from severe
medical problems associated with excessive use
that leads to harmful health consequences. For
other active users who are considering a change
in their harmful habits, the choice appears to be
a dichotomous one: abstain or keep using. It’s

as though on their life journeys, users approach
an intersection marked by a traffic light: either
the light is red (stop using) or green (keep us-
ing). But traffic lights also have a yellow light
that signals the driver to slow down, take cau-
tion, and notice the potential harms associated
with crossing that intersection. Harm reduc-
tion is a yellow-light alternative that may appeal
to many users who are unwilling or unable to
completely stop at the red light of abstinence.
As we discuss in this review, harm reduction
is indeed a user-friendly approach that tries to
meet users where they’re at rather than insist
that they follow the rules of the intervention-
ist who tells them to stop using altogether as
the first requirement of treatment. Unlike the
moral model of addiction, which is associated
with the War on Drugs and tends to enhance
the user’s shame, guilt, and feelings of stigma,
the harm-reduction approach is humanistic and
based on principles of acceptance and the will-
ingness of the therapist or provider to collabo-
rate with clients in the course of reducing the
harmful consequences of drug use.

Where does harm reduction fit in terms of
other models of addiction treatment? In the
early 1980s, psychologist Phillip Brickman and
colleagues (Brickman et al. 1982) described four
models of helping and coping that match dif-
ferent interventions to treat addictive behavior
problems. The moral model, described above,
focuses on punishment, usually in the form of
incarceration, as the method of trying to force
the addict to give up drugs altogether. The dis-
ease model, on the other hand, does not blame
or attempt to coerce the user but instead focuses
on factors beyond the control of the addict (i.e.,
family history, genetics, and biological vulner-
ability). Addiction is defined as a progressive
disorder with no known cure, and abstinence
is dictated as the only known method to arrest
the course of development of the disease. Brick-
man also described what he called the “spiritual
model,” with a focus on 12-step interventions
(such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics
Anonymous): This approach adopts the disease
model of etiology, but it relies on social support
and on a “higher power” as the major vehicle
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of change, with abstinence as the only accept-
able goal. The fourth model is what Brickman
called the “compensatory model”: From this
perspective, addictive behavior is caused by a
variety of biopsychosocial risk factors that dif-
fer from person to person. Treatment consists
of teaching clients how to cope more effectively
with these risk factors and is consistent with
many cognitive-behavioral skills-training inter-
ventions based on behavioral learning theory,
wherein the goal depends on what might be the
most effective for the client, including absti-
nence or moderation. As such, harm reduction
is best considered an option in the compen-
satory model. Anne Fletcher, author of Sober
for Good (Fletcher 2001), pointed out that peo-
ple tend to recover best by following a treat-
ment method that appeals to them as a promis-
ing approach, including pharmacotherapy (as
prescribed by the disease model), 12-step pro-
grams (as in the spiritual model), or learning
more effective coping skills (as in the compen-
satory model), or some combination of these
interventions. We are hopeful that the moral
model will be replaced by more humanistic and
pragmatic programs, including harm reduction.

WHAT IS HARM REDUCTION?

Key Concepts

Harm reduction is a pragmatic approach to re-
duce the harmful consequences of drug use and
other high-risk activities by incorporating sev-
eral strategies that cut across the spectrum from
safer use to managed use to abstinence. The pri-
mary goal of most harm-reduction approaches
is to meet individuals where they are at and
not to ignore or condemn the harmful behav-
iors, but rather to work with the individual or
community to minimize the harmful effects of a
given behavior. Harm-reduction interventions
and policies are most often individualized to the
specific needs and wants of the individual or
community; thus, a universal harm-reduction
program is not possible and would not be useful.
Harm-reduction efforts, in general, are rarely
one size fits all.

U.N.: United Nations

The principles of harm-reduction efforts are
often firmly rooted in the ideals of pragmatism,
humanism, immediate and attainable goals, and
the recognition that harmful drugs and risky be-
haviors have always been and always will be a
part of society (Ritter & Cameron 2006); yet
alternative definitions of harm-reduction prac-
tices and polices have been the focus of ongoing
debate (Lenton & Single 1998). “Harm mini-
mization” has often been used interchangeably
with harm reduction; however, Weatherburn
(2009) recently offered distinct definitions for
harm reducing, harm reduction, and harm min-
imization. According to Weatherburn (2009),
any intervention program or policy that is in-
tended to reduce harm associated with drug use
and problem behavior can be considered harm
reducing, whereas harm reduction is defined as
a measure that is “designed to reduce the harms
associated with drug use by means other than
reducing drug use” (e.g., needle and syringe ex-
change programs; p. 335). The term harm min-
imization is intended to reflect an overall goal of
policies to minimize harm (Weatherburn 2009).
Some have recommended that the field would
receive less resistance if the terms harm reduc-
tion or harm minimization were no longer used
and were replaced by the terms health promo-
tion and public health (e.g., Hall 2007). Ideally,
harm reduction will be construed as a strat-
egy within a larger public health framework
(MacCoun 1998, 2009). Regardless of how re-
searchers define harm reduction, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that after 20-plus years
of fighting against abstinence-only policies, the
term harm reduction is now embraced by the
World Health Organization, the Joint United
Nations (U.N.) Programme on HIV/AIDS, the
U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime, the U.N.
Children’s Fund, the Red Cross, and the World
Bank (Wodak 2009). In addition, at the most re-
cent summit of the Group of Eight (G8), which
is a forum for the political leaders of the gov-
ernments of Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
Japan, Russia, United Kingdom, United States,
and the European Union, there was a focus
on “Promoting Global Health” and increas-
ing prevention programs to reduce harmful
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Supply reduction:
programs and policies
designed to reduce the
availability of illicit
drugs

Demand reduction:
programs and policies
designed to reduce the
demand of illicit drugs

behaviors (G8 Health Experts 2009). The
group’s report specifically stated, “Supportive
legislation should improve legal and regulatory
frameworks in countries. . . it is essential to fo-
cus on prevention of the main risk factors such
as harmful use of alcohol and tobacco, physical
inactivity, unhealthy diets, as well as harmful en-
vironmental conditions.” (G8 Health Experts
2009, p. 12).

From Prevention
to Treatment Programs

As described in more detail below, a plethora
of interventions, from prevention to treatment
programs, incorporate harm-reduction strate-
gies. In fact, consistent with a definition of harm
reduction as a goal or strategy, any program that
does not require abstinence and seeks to reduce
harm could be considered a harm-reduction
intervention. Tatarsky (2003) relates that “the
essence of harm reduction is the recognition
that treatment must start from the client’s needs
and personal goals and that all change that re-
duces the harms associated with substance use
can be regarded as valuable” (p. 249). It is im-
portant to maximize the efforts of individuals by
recognizing that people do have the ability to
change their own behavior and that even with
continued drug use, many associated harms
(e.g., infectious disease transmission) can be re-
duced or avoided. Harm-reduction efforts seek
to maximize the range of intervention options
that are available and to identify, measure, and
assess the relative importance of drug-related
harms while balancing the costs and benefits in
trying to reduce them.

Policy Issues

Accepting harm reduction as a goal or strat-
egy to be implemented across society requires
acceptance of a more humanistic perspective
rather than a medical or legal solution to a
grievous social problem. During the twentieth
century, the United States drug control poli-
cies dominated the international view and were
adopted by most other countries worldwide.

The use of policy to control drug use has a
controversial past and is still heavily debated
by policy makers. Policies have been developed
to reduce supply of drugs (supply reduction
and enforcement), restrict their use (demand
reduction), and indict tens of thousands of in-
dividuals each year for illicit drug use. In the
United States, which has the highest incarcer-
ation worldwide (Walmsley 2007), more than
half of those held in federal and state prisons are
indicted on drug offenses, and three out of every
four convicted jail inmates were involved with
alcohol and/or drugs at the time of their arrest
(Bureau Justice Stat. 2009). Internationally, in-
carceration for drug offenses is increasing: 62%
of countries that report to the U.N. Office on
Drugs and Crime showed an increase in drug
possession offenses, and 56% of countries re-
ported an increase in drug trafficking offenses
from 2005 to 2007 (U.N. Off. Drug Crime
2009). Over the past 100 years, policies have
been imposed that address both the demand and
supply of drugs as well as policies to mitigate
the harms of drug abuse. The ultimate goal of
both supply-reduction and demand-reduction
policies is to minimize or eliminate the use and
abuse of illicit drugs, which is not the primary
goal of those policies that are specifically de-
signed to reduce the harms related to illicit drug
use.

Supply-reduction strategies. The goal of
supply-side reduction is to reduce the availabil-
ity of illicit drugs, which involves measures such
as enacting foreign policy aimed at eradicating
the international cultivation of plants used to
make drugs and interception of drug trafficking.
To maximize the efficiency of supply-reduction
programs, most of the supply-side efforts
have focused on drug sources, including illicit
crops, drug laboratories, drug-trafficking
organizations, and street dealers. Given that
the international drug trade system is a
global problem, the United Nations held a
Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances in 1988
to create a global agreement that was designed
to target drug trafficking, which included
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measures to facilitate tracing, freezing, and
confiscating proceeds from international drug
trade and to provide the necessary provisions
for extradition of major drug traffickers
(U.N. Off. Drug Crime 2009). In 1998, the
U.N. General Assembly adopted the Political
Declaration, which consisted of the following
measures to counter the world drug problem:
(a) “Action plan against manufacture, traffick-
ing and abuse of amphetamine-type stimulants
and their precursors,” (b) “control of pre-
cursors,” (c) “measures to promote judicial
cooperation,” (d ) “countering money laun-
dering,” and (e) “action plan on international
cooperation on the eradication of illicit drug
crops and on alternative development” (U.N.
Gen. Assembly 1998). Unfortunately, their
efforts failed, and in many areas of the world
drug production, drug use, drug trafficking,
and drug-use-related HIV injections increased
markedly (Reuter & Trautmann 2009). The
committee of the United Nations reconvened
in 2009 to set forth a new Political Declaration,
and the zero tolerance approach of the United
States, Russia, Japan, and Italy prevailed,
even with the European Union endorsing a
harm-reduction approach.

Importantly, supply control efforts can
also be harmful. Law enforcement practices
associated with supply reduction result in the
loss of civil liberties, increased risk of overdose
and disease, and higher rates of imprisonment
(Weatherburn 2009). In addition, when the
price of one drug increases due to supply
reduction, the use of other drugs that are
less expensive tends to increase (Strathdee &
Patterson 2009). For example, supply reduction
resulted in price increases for powder cocaine,
which inspired the rampant use of a cheaper and
more potent form of cocaine (crack cocaine).
Despite these potential harms, the U.S. Office
of National Drug Control Policy spent 64% of
its 2008 budget on supply reduction, 23% on
treatment, and only 12% on prevention efforts
(Cent. Subst. Abuse Res. 2008).

Demand reduction. Demand-reduction
measures include prohibition, treatment,

awareness campaigns, preventive interven-
tions, community social services, and support
for families. Demand-reduction strategies
include preventing people from starting to
use drugs, preventing experimental use from
becoming regular use, providing early interven-
tion for risky consumption patterns, providing
treatment and rehabilitation programs, and
reducing drug-related health consequences.
In general, demand-reduction practices have
been viewed as successful (Wodak 2009). For
example, a study by the RAND Corporation
(Rydell & Everingham 1994) identified that
every dollar invested in drug treatment saves
taxpayers more than seven dollars in societal
costs. In contrast, taxpayers lose 85 cents for
every dollar spent on source-country control
and 68 cents for every dollar spent on interdic-
tion. Thus, providing drug treatment not only
is more humane but also is more efficient and
cost effective.

Harm-reduction policies. As outlined below,
policies have also been imposed that may help
mitigate the effects of drug abuse, including
needle exchange and drug substitution pro-
grams. In the next section, we provide an
overview of several accomplishments of the
harm-reduction movement with respect to suc-
cessful harm-reduction policies.

HARM-REDUCTION PROGRAMS

In general, a harm-reduction policy seeks to
meet individuals where they are and provide as-
sistance with helping individuals and communi-
ties reduce the harms associated with drug use
and other risky behaviors.

Needle Syringe Programs

Syringe and needle programs have been imple-
mented to reduce the spread of blood-borne
diseases (including HIV and hepatitis) among
injection drug users. The first government-
approved initiative for a syringe and needle
exchange program occurred in Amsterdam in
1984, when a drug advocacy group began
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exchanging needles and syringes with support
from the Municipal Health Service (Buning
et al. 1986). Following this initiative, a study
evaluating trends in risk behaviors and out-
comes associated with injection drug use found
the rates of borrowing, lending, and reusing
needles/syringes in an Amsterdam cohort study
of 616 drug users decreased by 30% be-
tween 1986 and 1992 (van Ameigden et al.
1994). Since the late 1980s to 1990s, addi-
tional government-funded syringe and nee-
dle exchange programs have become available
in the United States, Canada, many parts of
Europe, and Australia. In addition, many sy-
ringe and needle exchange programs provide
drug treatment referrals, peer education, and
HIV prevention programs to the recipients of
the clean needles.

A recent comprehensive review of 45 studies
dating from 1989 to 2002 (Wodak & Cooney
2006) concluded that needle exchange pro-
grams are effective, safe, and cost-effective.
Furthermore, extensive research has found no
evidence that needle exchange programs cause
any deleterious effects (Strathdee & Vlahov
2001). The United States maintained a ban
on federal funding to support needle exchange
programs from 1988 (Strathdee & Pollini 2007)
until July 24, 2009, when the House of Repre-
sentatives voted in support of the 2010 Labor-
Health and Human Services-Education appro-
priations bill, which included language to lift
the ban on federal funding for needle exchange
programs. As stated by Speaker of the House
Nancy Pelosi, “Sound science is an essential
component of good public health policy, and
the scientific support for needle exchange could
not be more clear. . . These initiatives are an ef-
fective public health intervention that reduces
the number of new HIV infections without in-
creasing the use of illegal drugs” (available at
http://www.speaker.gov/blog/?p=1885).

Safe Injection Facilities

Taking needle exchange programs one step
further, several governments (including
Spain, Norway, Germany, Switzerland, the

Netherlands, Luxembourg, Canada, and
Australia) operate safe injection facilities where
injection drug users can inject their own drugs
using clean equipment with the supervision
of medically trained personnel (Elliot 2002).
At least 28 studies have been published that
indicate safe injection facilities are associated
with significant reductions in needle sharing
and reuse, overdoses, and injecting/discarding
needles in public places (Strathdee & Pollini
2007). Supervised safe injection facilities
also result in fewer fatalities due to overdose
(Kerr et al. 2006). Furthermore, Wood and
colleagues (2007) reported that the recently
opened supervised injection facility in Vancou-
ver, British Columbia has been associated with
a 30% increase in detoxification service use
and increased enrollment in other addiction
treatment. Thus, safe injection facilities appear
to save lives by reducing overdose, reducing
morbidity and mortality associated with over-
dose, and increasing a person’s readiness to
engage in detoxification and drug treatment
services.

Opioid Substitution

Opioids, including heroin, oxycodone,
methadone, and morphine, are among the
most powerful known painkillers and can have
high abuse potential. The rise of heroin ad-
diction in the early 1900s led several countries
across the world to ban opium and to make
the manufacture and possession of heroin
illegal (e.g., United States Heroin Act of 1924).
Opioid dependency is associated with severe
psychological, neurobiological, health, and
societal consequences, including increased
criminal activity, unemployment, comorbid
psychological and physical health problems,
and mortality due to overdose. The opioids are
associated with rapid onset of physical depen-
dency, and severe symptoms of withdrawal can
occur within a few hours after last drug ad-
ministration. In some cases, withdrawal can be
fatal. Opioid substitution therapy (i.e., agonist
pharmacotherapy, methadone maintenance)
has been widely employed around the world
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to provide administration of a less harmful
opioid (e.g., methadone, levo alpha acetyl
methadol) or an opioid-receptor agonist (e.g.,
buprenorphine) under medical supervision to
reduce the harms associated with opioid de-
pendency (World Health Org./U.N. Off. Drug
Crime 2004). Opioid substitution therapy has
typically been administered in specialty clinics;
however, primary care and outpatient settings
may also be used for successful implementation
of opioid substitution (Krantz & Mehler 2004,
Merrill et al. 2005).

Several reviews have concluded that opioid
substitution therapy is effective in reducing
illicit opiate use, HIV risk behaviors, criminal
activity, and opioid-related death (Connock
et al. 2007, World Health Org. 2005) and
provides cost savings of up to $12 per dollar
invested in opioid dependency treatment
(U.N. Off. Drug Crime 2004). Yet, opioid
substitution therapies are still considered
controversial, and government regulation of
opioid substitution programs greatly limits the
accessibility of these effective treatments for
opioid dependency (Kleber 2008).

Overdose-Prevention Programs

Heroin and prescription opioid overdose deaths
have increased in the United States and inter-
nationally over the past 20 years. Importantly,
the mortality associated with heroin use has not
been consistently linked to higher heroin lev-
els in comparison with levels of those who sur-
vive, and mortality is more often attributable
to the presence of other drugs (primarily cen-
tral nervous system depressants) in the system
when taking heroin (Darke & Zador 1996). In
addition, death from a heroin overdose rarely
occurs immediately after injection, and most
commonly occurs one to three hours follow-
ing injection of heroin (Sporer 2003). Most
deaths from heroin overdose occur in the com-
pany of other people, who could have pre-
vented mortality by accessing emergency med-
ical care. In particular, the administration of
naloxone (μ-opioid receptor competitive an-
tagonist) can rapidly block and counteract the

life-threatening suppression of the central ner-
vous and respiratory systems (Strang et al.
2006). Naloxone is inexpensive, can be pre-
scribed by a doctor, and has no abuse poten-
tial (Chamberlain & Klein 1994). Indeed, pro-
grams that supply prescription naloxone have
already provided reversals of potential over-
dose deaths (Sporer & Kral 2007). Prescrip-
tion of naloxone is often accompanied by an
educational component that teaches injection
drug users and their cohabitants how and when
to administer naloxone. The first prospective
study of naloxone prescription in combina-
tion with cardiopulmonary resuscitation train-
ing (CPR) for 12 injection drug–using partners
showed that participants in the study witnessed
20 heroin overdose events and either adminis-
tered naloxone (75% of events) and/or provided
CPR (80% of events). None of the 20 poten-
tially lethal overdose events resulted in mortal-
ity (Seal et al. 2005).

School-Based Substance
Use–Prevention Programs

Preventing the initiation of substance use is
the most cost-effective and efficient method
for reducing the harm related to substance use.
Initiation of substance use most commonly
occurs during adolescence, and age of first
use is inversely related to later problems with
substance abuse and dependency ( Johnston
et al. 2000, Warner & White 2003). According
to the most recent U.S. National Survey of
Drug Use and Health (Subst. Abuse Mental
Health Serv. Admin. 2007), more than 40%
of youths in the United States have used an
illicit drug by the age of 17, with marijuana
being the most commonly used illicit drug,
and nearly half of adolescents have used
alcohol prior to age 17. Based on data from
the Monitoring the Future study, 1.3% of ado-
lescents report lifetime heroin use by eighth
grade (approximately age 14). In an opioid
treatment–seeking sample of 15- to 17-year-
olds, approximately half of the sample reported
sharing needles. Preventing the initiation of
substance use and teaching adolescents about
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the harms associated with substance use needs
to happen at an early age. Several substance
abuse prevention programs are available,
and it has been estimated that the return on
investment in youth prevention programs
ranges from $5 to $102 per dollar of cost (Aos
et al. 2004; available at http://www.wsipp.
wa.gov/rptfiles/04–07-3901.pdf ). Several
prevention programs have been shown to be
effective, and the interested reader is referred
to the National Institute on Drug Abuse for
a free download of the booklet Preventing
Drug Use Among Children and Adolescents: A
Research-Based Guide for Parents, Educators, and
Community Leaders, Second Edition (Natl. Inst.
Drug Abuse 2003; accessible from http://www.
drugabuse.gov/drugpages/prevention.html).

The core elements of effective programs
that are most consistent with a harm-reduction
approach include social skills and resis-
tance skills training and normative education
(Bosworth 1997). Two school-based prevention
programs also have explicit harm-reduction
goals: the Integrated School- and Community-
Based Demonstration Intervention Address-
ing Drug Use Among Adolescents (Poulin
& Nicholson 2005) and School Health and
Alcohol Harm Reduction Project (McBride
et al. 2004). Both programs resulted in signif-
icant reductions in harmful alcohol use, even
though neither intervention resulted in signif-
icant changes in drinking prevalence over time
(Poulin & Nicholson 2005) or in comparison to
a no-treatment control group (McBride et al.
2004).

Brief Alcohol Screening and
Intervention for College Students

More than 80% of college students report con-
suming alcohol annually, with 44% report-
ing heavy episodic drinking (5/4 drinks per
occasion for men/women) at least once in
the past two weeks (Wechsler et al. 2002).
Alcohol prevention and treatment interven-
tions for college students that incorporate mo-
tivational interviewing, cognitive-behavioral
skills (e.g., alcohol-related skills training), and

personalized normative feedback have received
considerable empirical support for efficacy
among college students and are more effi-
cacious than purely educational interventions
or no intervention (Larimer & Cronce 2007).
Brief Alcohol Screening and Intervention for
College Students (BASICS; Dimeff et al. 1999,
Marlatt et al. 1998), a widely implemented and
empirically supported intervention for college
student heavy episodic drinking, is a brief in-
tervention incorporating personalized feedback
about drinking behavior with components of
cognitive behavioral treatment, including ed-
ucation regarding the effects of alcohol on
the brain and behavior, skills training, risk
awareness, expectancy information, and sug-
gestions for less risky drinking habits, as well
as brainstorming alternatives to heavy drink-
ing (Marlatt et al. 1998). The BASICS pro-
gram has been shown to reduce alcohol con-
sumption and negative consequences associated
with drinking (Baer et al. 2001, Larimer et al.
2001, Marlatt et al. 1998). Longitudinal analy-
ses, two- and four-years post intervention, have
shown that BASICS may accelerate the matur-
ing out process, with significantly less drink-
ing and fewer alcohol-related problems over the
course of a student’s college career (Baer et al.
2001, Marlatt et al. 1998).

Web-Based or
Computer-Administered
Interventions

Recent research has evaluated extensions of
harm-reduction approaches to be delivered via
Web-based or computer-mediated interven-
tions. Importantly, Web- or computer-based
methods provide complete anonymity; they
also allow individuals to pace themselves and
use the program when it is needed most. Web-
or computer-based interventions have been de-
veloped for alcohol use, tobacco use, other drug
use, physical activity, nutrition and healthy eat-
ing, weight loss, eating disorders, stress and
coping, and violence. At least seven Web-
based controlled trials with alcohol or substance
abuse have been conducted and published
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(e.g., Chiauzzi et al. 2005; Kypri & McAnally
2005; Kypri et al. 2004; Neighbors et al. 2004,
2006; Walters et al. 2007), with promising find-
ings, such as reductions in alcohol use (Kypri
et al. 2004; Neighbors et al. 2004, 2006; Walters
et al. 2007) and alcohol-related problems (Kypri
et al. 2004, Neighbors et al. 2004, Walters et al.
2007) relative to controls, and prevention of es-
calating use in adolescent samples. Several of
these Web-based studies (Neighbors et al. 2004,
2006; Walters et al. 2007) find that reductions
in perceived drinking norms mediate changes in
alcohol use. The validity of Web-based research
might be called into question by some; how-
ever, many have applauded the use of the Inter-
net for psychological research (Birnbaum 2004)
and have found few differences between Web
and laboratory data (Krantz & Dalal 2000).

HARM-REDUCTION
INTERVENTIONS AT THE
POINT-OF-NEED

Housing First

Individuals who are homeless and have se-
vere alcohol dependency and comorbid mental
health or other substance use problems (often
referred to as chronic public inebriates) place
an incredible strain on the public health system
(Thornquist et al. 2002). In the United States,
it has been estimated that publicly funded pro-
grams accrue more than $80,000 in costs per
person per year; with most costs related to
Medicaid expenses and emergency room visits
(Larimer et al. 2009). Providing stable hous-
ing to individuals can result in some cost sav-
ings; however, because such programs often re-
quire that housing be contingent upon sobriety,
clients who relapse may be evicted (Tsemberis
et al. 2004). In recognition that these programs
might not be helpful for the most severely de-
pendent and sick individuals, alternatives have
been developed to provide stable housing that is
not contingent on sobriety (e.g., Housing First).
Tsemberis and colleagues (2004) conducted a
randomized controlled trial comparing a con-
trol group for whom provision of housing was

contingent on treatment and sobriety and an
experimental group that was provided immedi-
ate housing without contingencies. Results in-
dicated that the experimental group had signif-
icantly more stability in housing and less time
spent homeless. There were no differences in
substance use or psychiatric symptoms across
groups. Larimer and colleagues (2009) evalu-
ated one-year outcomes following assignment
to a noncontingent housing facility as compared
with a wait-list control group. The Housing
First participants reported significantly less al-
cohol use and a lower likelihood of drinking to
intoxication over time. In addition, the Hous-
ing First group averaged a cost reduction, com-
pared to wait-list control participants, of $2449
per person per month in health and social ser-
vice costs.

Trauma Centers

In 2006, more than 1.7 million of the trauma
center and emergency department visits in
the United States were associated with alco-
hol or drug misuse or abuse prior to admis-
sion (Subst. Abuse Mental Health Serv. Admin.
2008); in one study, 22.7% of all trauma pa-
tients screened positive for substance use risky
behavior, abuse, or dependency at the time of
admission (Madras et al. 2009). These patients
may have not sought treatment for their sub-
stance use in the past, might not recognize their
substance use as a problem, and are not likely to
be ready to change their substance use behav-
ior (Daeppen et al. 2007); however, they might
be more able to acknowledge problematic sub-
stance use during times of crisis (O’Toole et al.
2008). The World Health Organization and
others recognized that these “teachable mo-
ments” were occurring in emergency depart-
ments and trauma centers and developed a
series of screening measures and recommen-
dations for conducting brief interventions in
medical settings (see Babor & Higgins-Biddle
2001). The preponderance of evidence sug-
gesting that even a brief intervention in a
medical setting can result in significant reduc-
tions in alcohol use, reinjury, and other adverse
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Dual diagnosis:
individuals with
concurrent psychiatric
and substance use
diagnoses

consequences (Gentilello et al. 1999, Schermer
et al. 2006) led the World Health Organization,
American College of Emergency Physicians,
Emergency Nurses Association, American Col-
lege of Surgeons Committee on Trauma,
American Public Health Association, and Na-
tional Highway Traffic Safety Administration
to identify Alcohol Screening, Brief Interven-
tion and Referral to Treatment (SBIRT) as a
critical injury- and substance use–prevention
strategy (Babor et al. 2007). The United States,
Brazil, South Africa, and the European Union
have all implemented large-scale SBIRT pro-
grams. For example, in the United States, the
American College of Surgeons Committee on
Trauma has required, as of 2006, that all Level I
and Level II trauma centers be SBIRT capa-
ble and have the capability to provide screening
of alcohol and drug use problems. In addition,
Level 1 trauma centers need to be able to pro-
vide a brief intervention (Am. College Surgeons
Comm. Trauma 2007).

Workplace Substance Abuse
Prevention Programs

Data from the U.S. National Household Survey
on Drug Abuse (Subst. Abuse Mental Health
Serv. Admin. 1999) have demonstrated that
more than 70% of current illicit drug users and
heavy drinkers are employed full time. Thus,
the large majority of substance abusers in the
United States are in the workplace. In addition,
substance use can have a major negative impact
on worker health and productivity as well as
substantial costs to employer-provided health
insurance plans (Trudeau et al. 2002), and the
workplace culture often includes drinking and
drug use practices (Ames et al. 2000). Yet,
few prevention programs have been developed
for workplace settings. Recent investigations of
health promotion programs (Cook et al. 1996),
stress management programs (Kline & Snow
1994), health counseling programs (Heirich
& Sieck 2000), worksite wellness programs
(Deitz et al. 2005), and workplace managed
care (Galvin 2000) have shown all to signifi-
cantly reduce substance use and risky substance

use behavior and to improve attitudes about
changing substance use. More work needs to
be done to follow up on these initial find-
ings, in particular because many of these studies
have lacked rigorous designs, with low statisti-
cal power, nonstandardized outcome measures,
and low participation rates (Cook & Schlenger
2002). One promising new prevention pro-
gram is an interactive Website, CopingMatters
(http://copingmatters.com), which was de-
signed to help employees reduce both the quan-
tity and the frequency of alcohol consumption
(Matano et al. 2000). Pilot data have indicated
significant reductions in the frequency of binge
episodes over 90 days following the interven-
tion (Matano et al. 2007).

Treatment Approaches for
Co-Occurring Disorders

More than 50% of people who have serious
mental health problems also suffer from sub-
stance misuse (Drake et al. 2005), and many
practitioners believe that individuals with a
dual diagnosis (i.e., psychiatric and a substance
use diagnoses concurrently) must be abstinent
from substances prior to treating the psychi-
atric problem. A harm-reduction approach to
dual diagnosis treatment recognizes that “dual”
disorders are multidetermined and are often
inseparable (Denning 2000). Harm-reduction
psychotherapy for co-occurring disorders in-
cludes assessment and treatment strategies that
are different from standard addiction treat-
ments. In general, harm-reduction psychother-
apy (see Denning 2000, Tatarsky 2002) aims
to meet clients where they are and individu-
alizes the treatment to the current needs and
desires of the client. Motivational interview-
ing, goal setting, coping skills training, stress
reduction, and relapse prevention can all be
components of harm-reduction psychotherapy
for substance users. Regrettably, no random-
ized controlled trials of harm-reduction psy-
chotherapy have been conducted, as described
by Denning (2000) or Tatarsky (2002); however,
other treatments for dual diagnosis have shown
promise in reducing substance use and related
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harmful behaviors without requiring abstinence
prior to treating the mental health problem.
Seeking Safety (Najavits 2002) has been shown
to be effective at reducing drug use and symp-
toms of posttraumatic stress disorder as well
as improving family and social functioning
(Najavits et al. 2005). Mindfulness-based re-
lapse prevention, a recently developed treat-
ment for substance use disorders, has been
shown to decrease substance use, craving, and
related problems in a sample with high rates
of comorbid psychiatric disorders (Bowen et al.
2009).

FUTURE RESEARCH NEEDS

Need for Policy, Public Health,
and Epidemiology Research

As described above, major health organizations
and funding agencies worldwide have only re-
cently become more open to the possibilities
afforded by harm-reduction policies and pro-
grams. It is critical to proactively initiate re-
search studies to examine individual, commu-
nity, and systemwide changes in behavior that
follow from changes in policies and the avail-
ability of more harm-reduction programs. Mul-
tisite, multicountry and multicultural studies to
compare effectiveness of harm-reduction poli-
cies and programs across different groups of
people will be critical to further advance our
understanding of what works, for whom, and
when.

Cost-effectiveness research and program
evaluation will also be necessary to demonstrate
both program efficacy and relative cost offsets
from implementation of a harm-reduction pol-
icy or program. Interested stakeholders, even
those who do not initially support a harm-
reduction approach, are likely to be swayed by
generous cost savings provided by these ap-
proaches. For example, in Seattle, the police
and many city government officials were not
initially supportive of the Housing First pro-
gram described above, but after the results came
in with a cost savings of more than $3.2 mil-
lion in emergency social and health services

Cost offsets: cost
savings as a result of a
mental health
intervention or policy

(Larimer et al. 2009), the city stakeholders ral-
lied behind the program and have continued
to fight for public dollars to keep the pro-
gram going. In a press release, Seattle Mayor
Greg Nickels commented, “This is a tremen-
dous start. . . we will see more facilities like these
open in the months and years ahead. With ev-
ery new building, we take a big step toward
ending homelessness in our community” (see
http://www.seattle.gov/mayor/news.asp).

CONCLUSIONS

Harm reduction has engendered many con-
troversies in the treatment of addiction, as
reviewed above. For those who subscribe to the
moral model, harm reduction is unacceptable
because it “gives permission” for addicts to
keep using. These opponents see harm reduc-
tion as equal to the green light at the driving
intersection choice point mentioned at the
beginning of this review. It is also opposed by
proponents of the disease model, who typically
define addiction as a progressive disease with
no cure—only abstinence is accepted as a means
of stemming the course of the disease, and even
a single occasion of drug use is equated with
a relapse. These critics have denounced harm
reduction as an “enabling” strategy that fosters
the continuation of the addictive disease. From
a public health perspective, however, harm re-
ductionists see their goal as helping their clients
stay alive, healthy, and more motivated to make
further habit changes. Harm reductionists state
that if total abstinence is the exclusive goal,
users who are unable to initiate abstinence will
refuse to attend treatment or drop out because
they will see total abstinence as a “disabling”
strategy.

A critic of harm reduction and a leading ex-
pert in addictions treatment, Dr. Alan Lesh-
ner (former director of the National Institute
of Drug Abuse and current director of the
American Association for the Advancement of
Science), published a paper advocating that the
term “harm reduction” be dropped altogether
owing to its controversial nature in the ad-
dictions treatment field. He lists a number of
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criticisms that have been raised by opponents
of various harm-reduction programs, including
the provision of needle exchanges (because this
approach serves only the broader community
in terms of reducing HIV transmission and it
encourages continued drug use), promotion of
controlled drinking by chronic alcoholics (be-
cause it does not eliminate liver disease and
it facilitates relapses into violence or uncon-
trolled drinking), the use of smokeless tobacco
products (because of increased risk of nega-
tive health consequences), and the use of ago-
nist medications for heroin addiction, includ-
ing methadone and buprenorphine (because
these are substitute addictive substances that go
against the grain of drug-free treatment goals).
Leshner (2008) criticized advocates of harm re-
duction, such as the Harm Reduction Coali-
tion, as endorsing extreme ideological views
about the acceptability and need for this ap-
proach. His most salient critique is that anyone
associated with harm reduction supports drug
legalization:

This reflexive association of “harm reduc-
tion” with decriminalization or legalization
has made it very difficult for US communities
to implement other kinds of harm-reduction
strategies when they are so labeled. . . . What

to do? The answer seems simple. Right or
wrong, the imprecise use of this term and its
use as a euphemism for drug legalization have
over the past decades sufficiently inflamed US
drug warriors that they cannot have a ratio-
nal discussion of even the underlying concept,
let alone how harm-reduction strategies might
be implemented. This fact alone justifies our
doing away with the term. (Leshner 2008,
p. 514)

Finally, harm-reduction therapy often does
lead many users to the point where they are
willing to give up drug use altogether. By par-
ticipating in a harm-reduction program that
teaches them new coping skills, users begin to
notice that they are capable of making impor-
tant habit changes, from attending a needle-
exchange program to reducing amounts of al-
cohol consumed. As a result, they are likely to
feel more confident about their ability to make
these important habits changes, and their self-
efficacy for future change is enhanced. Rather
than relying on willpower or a higher power
as the vehicle for change, they realize that they
have their own “skill-power” to evoke change.
As the old saying goes, “Where there’s a will
[motivation to change], there’s a way.” For many
active users, harm reduction is the way.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Harm reduction is a pragmatic and compassionate approach to reduce the harms associ-
ated with substance use and other risk behaviors.

2. Many individuals and government organizations are opposed to harm reduction because
they want to eliminate substance use by enforcing abstinence-only policies and interven-
tion programs, despite widespread evidence that harm-reduction programs are effective
and cost-efficient.

3. Several international organizations, including the United Nations and the World Health
Organization, are supportive of harm-reduction approaches because of the preponder-
ance of evidence that many harm-reduction programs have slowed the spread of HIV
and other communicable diseases.

4. Government funding for supply-reduction programs has always exceeded the funding
for demand-reduction and harm-reduction programs despite the fact that many supply-
reduction policies (e.g., incarceration) can lead to increased harm to individuals and
increased costs to society.
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5. Harm-reduction programs with the most empirical support include needle exchange
programs, opioid substitution therapy, overdose prevention programs, substance use
prevention programs for adolescents and young adults, emergency room screening
and intervention for substance use problems, and workplace substance use prevention
programs.
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