National Judicial Opioid Task Force
Words Matter – Judicial Language and Substance Use Disorders
Substance use disorder is one of the most stigmatized
medical conditions in the US.1 Stigma can drive people
away from seeking the help they need. Research
indicates that it is one of the most significant barriers
to seeking and remaining in treatment.2

of language can contribute to stigma. Judges can begin
to reduce stigma and help save lives just by changing
language. It is not about being sensitive, polite, or
politically correct; it is about doing all one can to
increase access to quality treatment and care.3

State court judges play a significant role in the nation’s
response to substance use disorders. After selfreferrals, the justice system is the single largest source
for the referral of individuals to treatment. Many years
of experience by judges involved in a myriad of
specialty court programs has demonstrated the
positive outcomes that are enhanced by the
combination of effective and appropriate treatment
services while under the oversight and supervision of a
judge. Research has also demonstrated that the direct
interactions between the judge and the court
participant can play an important role in successful
outcomes.

A judge’s role to remain impartial, but not be
indifferent, can often be difficult. For example, the
behaviors of a person with an active substance use
disorder (SUD) may be unlikely to prompt responses
that are compassionate or patient. However, words
are powerful. In cases involving drug/alcohol use, an
appropriate choice of words can make the difference
between reinforcing negative stereotypes and
promoting positive change. A review of literature on
this topic overwhelmingly encourages the use of
language that reflects the medical nature of SUDs and
promotes recovery. The National Judicial Opioid Task
Force supports this research that recognizes Language
Matters and encourages the use of respectful language
to describe SUD and people that use drugs. To this end,
judges should consider “changing the script”.4

For those suffering from substance use disorders, the
particular words used by the judge are an important
component of that interaction. An inappropriate choice

Instead of:

Try:

Addict/Junkie/Druggie/Drug Abuser ---------------------Person with a substance use disorder
Alcoholic ---------------------------------------------------------Person with an alcohol use disorder
Clean/Clean Screen -------------------------------------------Abstinent; Substance free; Testing negative for substance use
Denial/Resistant -----------------------------------------------Ambivalent
Dirty/Dirty Screen ---------------------------------------------Actively using; testing positive for substance use
Drug habit -------------------------------------------------------Substance use disorder
Drug Overdose -------------------------------------------------Drug Poisoning
Former/Reformed Addict/ Alcoholic ---------------------Person in recovery; Person in long-term recovery
Manipulative ---------------------------------------------------You need to work on a more effective way to get your needs met
Methadone Maintenance; Opioid Replacement -----Medication Assisted Treatment (MAT); Medication Assisted
Recovery (MAR)
Non-compliant -------------------------------------------------Choosing not to…; looking for other options
Recreational/Casual/Experimental User ----------------New to drug use; Initiating drug use; Using drugs for non-medical
reasons
Relapse-----------------------------------------------------------Return to use; Recurrent use
Relapse is part of recovery ---------------------------------Recurrence or return to use may occur as you move through recovery
Relapse prevention -------------------------------------------Recovery Management
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