
Addiction Narratives:

How the Stories We Choose to Tell 
& Our Language

Shapes Debate and Policy 
Maia Szalavitz

maiasz@gmail.com





Language of Addiction
Avoid Use Instead

Addict, junkie, druggie, etc. Person with Addiction or Person with 
Substance Use Disorder (SUD). Exception: 
when people use this language about 
themselves deliberately.

Drug Abuse Drug Misuse

Drug Dependence Addiction or substance use disorder. 
Unless you actually mean dependence!

Addicted Baby, Opioid Baby, Crack Baby Drug exposed baby, baby with neonatal 
abstinence syndrome (opioids only)

Clean / Dirty In recovery, abstinent, drug-free.  For 
urine: positive drug test

Medication-Assisted Treatment Medication treatment for addiction, 
medication.  We don’t have “Prozac-
Assisted” treatment for depression!



Addiction v. Dependence
Addiction Dependence

Compulsive drug use despite negative 
consequences.

Needing a substance to function without 
symptoms.

Always problematic, by definition. Can be problematic if substance is 
unavailable or if risks outweigh benefits.

Typically characterized by relapse. Relapse unlikely after withdrawal 
completed.

Requires explicit learning in order to spur 
drug seeking.

Can occur unconsciously. People can 
undergo withdrawal without being aware 
that the drug would relieve symptoms.

Only affects people capable of seeking 
and obtaining drugs repeatedly.

Can affect anyone, including babies and 
medical patients who are not aware of 
the potential for dependence.

Characterized by craving and desire for 
the substance, regardless of 
circumstances.

Desire for substance is only associated 
with symptom relief, if patient is aware of 
association at all.



Opioid (Flawed) Narrative

• Big Pharma and greedy or gullible doctors by 
themselves “turned” patients into “addicts.”

• Most of those who became addicted are 
white, middle class pain patients.

• Opioids don’t work for chronic pain.







Nora Volkow and Tom McLellan
Opioid Abuse In Chronic Pain—

Misconceptions and Mitigation Strategies 
N Engl J Med 2016; 374:1253-1263

DOI: 10.1056/NEJMra1507771





Changing the Narrative



ChangingTheNarrative.News

maiasz@gmail.com
Zachary.Siegel1@gmail.com

mailto:maiasz@gmail.com

	Addiction Narratives:
	Slide Number 2
	Language of Addiction
	Addiction v. Dependence
	Opioid (Flawed) Narrative
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Nora Volkow and Tom McLellan�Opioid Abuse In Chronic Pain—�Misconceptions and Mitigation Strategies �N Engl J Med 2016; 374:1253-1263�DOI: 10.1056/NEJMra1507771�
	Slide Number 9
	Changing the Narrative
	Slide Number 11

