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This presentation is 
made possible by 

people with 
lived/living 

experience of drug 
use sharing their 
knowledge and 

experience with paid 
educators. Without 

their generosity, this 
presentation would 

be impossible. 



Respect that we are all coming with different experiences
Respect that any question is OK





GOALS
FOR TODAY

Emotional Harm Reduction:    
What is it?

Addressing the Immediate

Team / Organizational

Systems-Level



DISCLAIMER

Expectations VS Reality





What is Harm 

Reduction?

Indigenous 
Approaches 

to Harm 
Reduction

Public Health 
Approaches

Drug User 
Liberation



Principles of Harm Reduction
• Principle 1: Drug use is a human behavior that many people across the 

world are unwilling or unable to stop.
• Principle 2: People who use drugs do not lose their rights due to their drug 

use.
• Principle 3: People use drugs for many different reasons and in many 

different ways.
• Principle 4: Harm reduction is evidence-based.
• Principle 5: Harm reduction is committed to meeting people ‘where they 

are at’ without judgement.
• Principle 6: Options for prevention, care and treatment must be evidence-

based, high quality and non-coercive.
• Principle 7: People who use(d) drugs must be involved in designing, 

implementing and evaluating programs and policies that serve them.
• Principle 8: Harm reduction is rooted in a commitment to social justice.
• Principle 9: Harm reduction challenges policies and practices that cause 

harm.









Window of Tolerance

Mindfulness Training for Emotional Resilience



Self-

Awareness and 

Emotional 

Perception are 

key to 

Emotional 

Harm 

Reduction



Fight, 
Flight, or 

Freeze



Prolonged 
Stress 
Response

• Immune 
Imbalances

• Frequent Illness
• Chronic Fatigue
• Hyper-vigilance 
• Chest pain
• Insomnia
• Nutritional 

deficits
• Impulsivity
• Depression
• Isolation



Trauma and Trauma-Informed Approaches

• Trauma = trauma = trauma
• Subjective experience, much like pain
• Prolonged stress, fear, and perception of threat
• Acute and intense experience
• Vicarious trauma
• Generational trauma
• In the margins





Never Forget

● This is bigger than you
● This is rarely about you
● You are not responsible for the 

traumas of the ongoing War on Drugs
● You have value
● You can have bad days
● You can get sick





Crab Bucket



Who’s Really Responsible?

� Precarious 
funding

� Pilot studies
� Performative 

allies
� White 

supremacy
� Colonization
● Capitalism



Activity

1) Have you ever experienced moral 
distressing arising from your personal 
values conflicting with your work?

2) Have you ever resolved this distress 
without leaving your work?

3) How do you resolve moral residue?



5. Harm 
reduction is 

committed to 
meeting 
people 

‘where they 
are at’ 

without 
judgement.





3. Team Approaches to Emotional Harm Reduction



Debriefing and Solidarity

• Formal vs informal
• Understanding the context first
• Feedback
• Action items
• Follow through
• Food and fun
• Fostering a culture of safety
• Meaningful engagement



7. People who 
use(d) drugs 
must be involved 
in designing, 
implementing 
and evaluating 
programs and 
policies that 
serve them.



Making 
Space 
for 
Direct 
Action



Activity

1) Have you recently found yourself in a 
panel or committee talking about a group 
of people who are not actually represented 
in that panel or committee?

2) Do you feel safe giving feedback to your 
supervisor/manager?



4. Organizational Approaches



Lessons
Learned



9. Harm reduction challenges policies 
and practices that cause harm. 



Activity

1) Have you ever been told ‘sorry, it’s just 
our policy’?

2) Have you ever felt as though your 
organization/program has compromised its 
values at the behest of a funder?



5. Systems-Level





8. Harm reduction is rooted in 
a commitment to social justice. 



Questions?



ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES

The Drug Hub: Emotional Harm 

Reduction

BCcampus: 10 Recommendations for 

Peer Engagement and Consultation

Larissa Pham: Vicarious Trauma 

Toolkit

Mindfulness Training for Emotional 

Regulation: Window of Tolerance 

https://uphns-hub.ca/product/enduring-prolonged-grief/
https://bccampus.ca/2020/07/21/10-recommendations-for-peer-engagement-consultation/
bit.ly/vicarioustraumatoolkit
https://vkwellness.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Window-of-Tolerance-1-compressed.pdf
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