
 
 

How to Talk about Substance Use Disorders 
 

The following are examples of language to use (and not use) when discussing substance 

use disorders (SUD) to avoid stigmatizing SUD or people experiencing it. 

 

Say This Not That Why 

Person with a substance 

use disorder (SUD) 

 

Addict, alcoholic, drug 
abuser, substance abuser 

Puts the person first; SUD 
is a medical diagnosis, not a 
moral failing. 

Person in recovery
 

Clean, ex-addict Emphasizes ongoing 

recovery rather than 

labeling someone 

permanently. 

Substance use disorder or 
addiction 

Substance abuse, drug 
habit 

Focuses on SUD as a 

medical diagnosis; avoids 

moral judgement. 

Experienced a slip Relapsed, fell off the 
wagon, dirty 

Recognizes that recovery is 

a complex process, not a 

direct path to an end. 

Abstinent, sober, or  
in recovery 

Clean Avoids implying moral 

judgment; “clean” is 

stigmatizing and implies 

“dirty” otherwise. 

 


