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“Harm Reduction” 

Interventions aimed to help people 
avoid negative effects of drug use 
and meet people where they are 

with kindness and respect. 



1 Accepts, for better or worse, that licit and illicit drug use is part of our world and chooses 
to work to minimize its harmful effects rather than simply ignore or condemn them

2 Understands drug use as a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon that encompasses a 
continuum of behaviors from severe use to total abstinence, and acknowledges that some 
ways of using drugs are clearly safer than others

3 Establishes quality of individual and community life and well-being — not necessarily 
cessation of all drug use — as the criteria for successful interventions and policies

4 Calls for the non-judgmental, non-coercive provision of services and resources to people 
who use drugs and the communities in which they live in order to assist them in reducing 
attendant harm

Harm Reduction Principles  



5 Ensures that people who use drugs and those with a history of drug use routinely have a real voice in 
the creation of programs and policies designed to serve them

6 Affirms people who use drugs (PWUD) themselves as the primary agents of reducing the harms of 
their drug use and seeks to empower PWUD to share information and support each other in strategies 
which meet their actual conditions of use

7 Recognizes that the realities of poverty, class, racism, social isolation, past trauma, sex-based 
discrimination, and other social inequalities affect both people’s vulnerability to and capacity for 
effectively dealing with drug-related harm

8 Does not attempt to minimize or ignore the real and tragic harm and danger that can be associated 
with illicit drug use

Harm Reduction Principles  



Hawk, Coulter, et al.

Harm Reduction Principles in Healthcare  





Language 
Matters



Reducing Risk 
Conversations 



Go low and slow

• Even if your drugs look the same as usual, they might have a different 
purity level or could be cut with something different.

• Test dose any drugs you get. Start with a quarter of what you would 
normally use and see how you feel. Also do this if you’re switching 
from one opioid to another.

• You might want to snort rather than inject right now, as this is less 
risky. If you’re injecting, don’t ‘slam’ your hit. Depress the plunger 
slowly, pausing to allow the familiar dose to take effect. If you feel it is 
unusually strong or sedating, pull it out.



Don’t mix

• Don’t mix heroin or pills with alcohol, as this is very dangerous. If you 
do this, make sure you use the heroin first so you can judge the 
effects. Alcohol and benzos impair your judgement so you may not 
remember how much you’ve had.

• A dose you took hours ago could still cause a fatal overdose if you 
take something else as well. This is known as the stacking effect.

https://youtu.be/zu_WtBrmScs

https://youtu.be/zu_WtBrmScs


Ask someone to look out for you

• Speak with a support who you trust. Let them know when you plan to 
use, so they can call you before and after to check you’re OK. If you’re 
staying in different accommodation to usual, make sure they have your 
address. You might want to give them a spare key so they can get in if 
you don’t respond when they call.

• Agree an overdose plan with them. This can be quite simple:
1.Have a check-in phone call before you use.
2.Make sure you both have naloxone, and you know how to use them.
3.Have another check-in call or text them after you’ve used.



Tolerance

• If your tolerance could be lower, perhaps because you’ve just come 
out of prison, be extra careful and start with a very small amount. 
Your tolerance can go down even if you’ve only gone a few days 
without using or using less.

• If you’re unwell, or you’ve been unwell, this is also likely to mean your 
tolerance is lower because your immune system is weaker.

• Do a tester shot and see how it affects you before using more.



 Tolerance Shift 
 Recent sobriety

 Mixing Drugs
 Physical Health

 Acute – Infection 
 Chronic - Cirrhosis

 Variation in strength/content
 Increasing prescribed Rx doses 
 Switching route of administration 
 (oral, snorting, injection, etc.)

 Using alone
 Living in a rural area
 Aging

Risk Factors





https://youtu.be/odlFtGNjmMQ

NALOXONE

https://youtu.be/odlFtGNjmMQ


What NOT TO DO during an OD
• Don’t leave the person alone--they could stop breathing

• Don’t put them in a bath--they could drown

• Don’t induce vomiting--they could choke

• Don’t give them something to drink--they could throw up

• Cooling down the core body temperature of someone is dangerous because it will 
slow down their body function even more 

• Don’t try to stimulate them in a way that could cause harm -slapping, kicking, 
burning, etc. can cause long-term damage

• Don’t inject them with anything (saltwater, cocaine, milk)--it won’t work any 
more than physical stimulation and can waste time or make things worse



Syringe Services Programs 
Syringe services programs (SSPs) are also referred to as syringe 
exchange programs (SEPs) and needle exchange programs 
(NEPs). They are community-based programs providing  access 
to sterile needles and syringes, facilitating safe disposal of used 
syringes, and providing and link to other important services and 
programs such as:

• Referral to substance use disorder treatment programs.
• Screening, care, and treatment for viral hepatitis and HIV.
• Education on overdose prevention & safer injection practices.
• Vaccinations, including those for hepatitis A and hepatitis B.
• Screening for sexually transmitted diseases.
• Abscess and wound care.
• Naloxone distribution and education.
• Referral to social, mental health, and medical services.



SSPs in AZ

Southern Arizona AIDS Foundation Syringe 
Access Program (Tucson, AZ) | NASEN Directory

Shot in the Dark – Harm reduction and syringe 
access in Maricopa County (sitdaz.org)

https://nasen.org/sep/southern-arizona-aids-foundation-syringe-access-program
https://sitdaz.org/




Fentanyl Test Strips 
(FTS)
A low-cost method of helping prevent 
drug overdoses and reducing harm. 
FTS are small strips of paper that can 
detect the presence of fentanyl in all 
different kinds of drugs (cocaine, 
methamphetamine, heroin, etc.) and 
drug forms (pills, powder, and 
injectables). FTS provide people who 
use drugs and communities with 
important information about fentanyl 
in the illicit drug supply so they can 
take steps to reduce risk of overdose

Fentanyl Test Strips: A Harm Reduction Strategy (cdc.gov)

https://www.cdc.gov/stopoverdose/fentanyl/fentanyl-test-strips.html


How to Use FTS

• Step 1: Put a small amount (at least 10mg) of your drugs 
aside in a clean, dry container.

• Step 2: Add water to the container and mix.
• Please note: For most drugs, you need ½ teaspoon of 

water. If you are testing methamphetamines, use1 full 
teaspoon.

• Step 3: Place the wavy end of the test strip down in the 
water and let it absorb for about 15 seconds.

• Step 4: Take the strip out of the water and place it on a flat 
surface for 2 to 5 minutes.



• Positive results: A single pink line on the left-hand side indicates that 
fentanyl or a fentanyl analog has been detected. 

• Negative results: Two pink lines indicate that fentanyl or a fentanyl analog 
has not been detected in your drugs. Remember that no test is 100% 
accurate and your drugs may still contain fentanyl or fentanyl analogs 
even if you receive a negative result. 

• Invalid results: A single pink line on the right-hand side or no lines at all, 
indicates an invalid test. If you get an invalid result, test your drugs again 
using a new strip.

Read the Results



Other forms
• Medication Assisted Therapies
• Condoms
• Prep
• HIV and Hep testing
• Sterile injection or smoking 

equipment
• Vaccinations

• Abscess & Wound Care
• Mental Health Care 
• Nicotine Replacement Therapy
• Birth Control 
• Seat Belts



Arizona — NEXT DistroNEXT Naloxone (naloxoneforall.org)

https://nextdistro.org/arizona#naloxone-finder
https://www.naloxoneforall.org/


Easy Access: Key Areas



Harm Reduction Vending Machines | IDS Vending

https://www.idsvending.com/hardware/harm-reduction-supply-dispenser/


WHERE TO START? 



NASEN | North America Syringe Exchange Network: NASEN Directory

NEXT Naloxone (naloxoneforall.org)

Harm Reduction | SAMHSA

Shatterproof | Reversing the Addiction Crisis in the U.S.

Resource Center | National Harm Reduction Coalition

SAFE Project - Stop the Addiction Fatality Epidemic

Sonoran Prevention Works – Building a healthy Arizona for people who use drugs (spwaz.org)

Arizona — NEXT Distro

Opioid and Substance Use Prevention and Support Services | Coconino (az.gov)

Southwest Recovery Alliance – Any Positive Change

Southwest Recovery Alliance – Any Positive Change

https://nasen.org/
https://www.naloxoneforall.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/harm-reduction
https://www.shatterproof.org/
https://harmreduction.org/resource-center/
https://www.safeproject.us/
https://spwaz.org/
https://nextdistro.org/arizona
https://coconino.az.gov/2040/Opioid-and-Substance-Use-Prevention-and-
https://southwestrecoveryalliance.org/
https://southwestrecoveryalliance.org/
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