
SIX WAYS TO END STIGMA  
BY TIM HARRINGTON 

1. Learning a New Language  
Learning a new language is not just about learning the words themselves but where the words come 
from; in other words, the words we use to communicate with those we love are born of love, 
compassion, and empathy. How do we get there when someone is struggling with addiction and/or 
mental injury? We get there by recognizing how we are alike rather than how we are different. 
We humanize the addiction and mental illness. As far as words go, I always tell families that, if we 
are going to work together, it’s always person first, which means we do not refer to anyone as an 
addict, alcoholic, enabler, or codependent. We call people by their names only. We believe that 
labels are for bottles and cans—not for people. Labels are stigmatizing, incredibly demotivating, 
disempowering, and isolating. Words matter. At a public and professional levels, let’s stop calling 
people addicts and alcoholics. 

2. Shifting our Attitudes  
Attitude is everything, right? We hear that a lot in our culture, so we get to apply that cliché when 
addressing mental illness and addiction. As observers or as those in a relationship with someone 
struggling, it’s easy to get swept up in the behavior and symptoms. We react to those symptoms 
honestly, as they are emotionally challenging—but just because it’s honest doesn’t mean it’s helpful. So 
what do we do? We honor our own struggle while also honoring our loved ones, clients, and 
colleagues. This honoring is rooted in healthy compassion and emotional attunement of self and 
others. For example, honor that you are stressed, angry, and sad; then, ask yourself, “Is my son 
stressed, angry, and sad?” 

3. Power of Connection  
What could be more impactful than validating another person’s struggle as you validate your own? 
The key to “I see you,” “I hear you,” and “I love you” is that these declarations also apply to yourself. 
Real and deep connection comes from a place of awareness of my own emotions and connection to 
self. It’s a level of awareness that is the foundation of genuine compassion leading to genuine 
connection—and a healthy genuine connection is the currency of wellness.  

 
“We never know how our small activities will affect others through the invisible fabric of our connectedness. In 
this exquisitely connected world, it’s never a question of ‘critical mass.’ It’s always about critical connections.”  

       — Grace Lee Boggs  

4. Ending the Silence  
A huge part of breaking the stigma is being willing to talk about it, which is about being 
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vulnerable, which in turn takes courage. The return on vulnerability and courage is nothing less than 
amazing, as we are letting people know that they are not alone and inspiring them to find their 
vulnerability and courage. We remind people that others have been through what they are going 
through and have made it through and are living rich, fulfilling lives. We get to honor the disease 
by honoring the amazing number of people who are in recovery from it. Every time I see a body 
count,  I balance it by reminding people that we get to honor those who have died by reminding 
those who are still alive that there’s hope. Lots of hope.  

• Key Findings from Surgeon General’s Report on Addiction  1
Remission from substance use disorders—the reduction of key symptoms below the diagnostic 
threshold—is more common than most people realize. “Supported” scientific evidence indicates 
that approximately 50% of adults who once met diagnostic criteria for a substance use 
disorder—or about 25 million people—are currently in stable remission (one year or longer).  
 
Well-supported scientific evidence shows that substance use disorders can be effectively 
treated, with recurrence rates no higher than those for other chronic illnesses such as diabetes, 
asthma, and hypertension. With comprehensive continuing care, recovery is now an 
achievable outcome. 
 
According to the 2015 National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), of the 20.8 million 
people aged 12 or older who had a substance use disorder during the past year, about 2.7 
million (13%) had both an alcohol use and an illicit drug use disorder, and 41.2% also had a 
mental illness.  

• According to the World Health Organization (WHO),  one in four people will be affected 2

by a mental disorder at least one point in their lives. In fact, right now, 450 million people 
are suffering from disorders like depression and anxiety. Anxiety, for one, affects 40 million 
adults (18.1% of the populations) every year. But, even with so many people in the world 
suffering the same thing, it is still so easy to feel alone. Anxiety makes us feel powerless and 
showing it to the world makes us feel weak. So, we trap ourselves in a mental jail of 
suffering. The truth is, however, more people than you know are going through the same 
experience. 

5. Person Before Illness: We remind people that there’s nothing “wrong” with those who have mental 
injury or addiction; they are not broken people who need to be fixed; rather, they are wounded or 
injured human beings who get to be healed. To heal is a human right. We remind them that they 
are a person first—and not a diagnosis. We insist that people are not even out there looking for a 
diagnosis first but are instead seeking a healthy connection. At Wide Wonder, we encourage people 
to lead with curiosity, empathy, and compassion rather than judgment when in a relationship with 
someone who is expressing symptoms that are challenging them.  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6. Mental Fitness: Perhaps one of our greatest challenges but equally our greatest opportunity is how 
we can reframe mental illness in a way that people can relate to it. Look at how our response as a 
country to great physical health challenges became physical fitness. This is why you see a gym or 
fitness center on every corner in America. Considering that the leading cause of ill-health and 
disability in the world is not cancer, HIV, or poverty but rather mental illness, we get to commit to 
mental fitness the same way we do with our physical fitness. 

 https://addiction.surgeongeneral.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-generals-report.pdf1

 https://www.who.int/whr/2001/media_centre/press_release/en/2
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