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Harm Reduction Mindset

By Andrew T. Martin, MBA, LAADC, SAP, CA-CCS
The term harm reduction can cause a stir amongst
the abstinence based recovery professionals. Usually
because the term is directly associated with drug and
alcohol use. However, the true meaning of harm reduction includes many other adverse effects of drug and
alcohol use, so it is a larger concept than abstinence.
For example, harm reduction practices are designed to
reduce overdose, HIV, hepatitis C, addiction, and incarceration. And while abstinence would also have significant impact on these factors, the simple fact remains
that, for may, abstinence will not be their choice.
So the question remains: what, then, do professionals
working with individuals using substances do?
Perhaps this question is best answered with another
question; the question of mindset.
As an addiction treatment professional, I struggle with
this myself. I must remind myself of the truths of our
world, and get into a practical mindset based on those
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truths. For example, licit and illicit drugs are a part of
our world; many people use them and abuse them.
Also, many people use them and do not abuse them.
So, is it my place to condemn drug use for those who
gain legitimate relief from undo suffering? And if I am
to forgive drug use for those suffering, then how do I
define suffering? Is suffering restricted to those in severe physical pain? What if the physical pain is caused
by the drug use? And if suffering is not confined to
physical pain, then how do I quantify mental anguish,
anxiety, or fear? There are simply too many variables for
me to claim a thorough understanding of suffering.
Just as suffering is complex and multi-faceted, so is the
continuum of drug use. I have experienced individuals
who abused drugs on occasion, but did not meet the
criteria for substance abuse or addiction. Likewise, I
have experienced individuals who meet all the criteria
of advanced addiction. And, while drugs are dangerous
in my view, there are clearly ways of using drugs that
are safer than others. So, I need to understand that
people will make their own choices about drug use,
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and in understanding this phenomenon I can shift my
mindset to informing them of the dangers rather than
condemning their use of the drugs.
It is also clear that variables such as poverty, class,
racism, social isolation, past trauma, sex-based discrimination and other social inequities affect people’s decision-making in using drugs. As a white male who was
raised in a very good neighborhood, I need to remember that I cannot understand all of the intricacies of an
individual’s circumstances and decision-making criteria.
I need to hold, as a possibility, that for a few people, abstinence may not be an option. And in these instances
a harm reduction approach may be more practical than
condemning their drug and alcohol use.
However, harm reduction practices do not condone
the minimization of the very real and tragic harm that
can come from licit and illicit drug use. Being honest
with clients about these dangers may give them the
necessary information to avoid overdose, disease, or
addiction. People need to know the facts, provided in
a non-judgmental and informative way, so they may
make up their own mind about their use of drugs. And
while providing the information may not satisfy my
own desire for them to abstain for the use of alcohol
and drugs, it does give me some satisfaction that I am
helping them to avoid further negative consequences,
and that I am helping them to make decisions that will
improve their quality of life should they choose to take
action.
At the very least, a healthy shift in mindset can have a
valuable impact on how I work with those struggling
with the negative impact that drugs and alcohol have
on their lives.
So, as an abstinence based addiction professional, I
must work to change my mindset about harm reduction. I need to understand that harm reduction has its
place and is a valuable tool in the right circumstances. I
need to remain open to the possibility that an improvement in quality of life can come in many shapes and
sizes. And I must do my part and keep doing the work.
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in 1982 at the age of
fifteen. Throughout
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manufacturing, and the
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Andrew’s current business efforts are encompassed by
Serene Recovery Network, a group of branded organizations with a common vision of helping people in early
recovery to help themselves to a long-term rewarding
quality of life without addiction. The individual businesses include Serene Connections, a publishing and
professional educational conference production company catering to the field of addiction treatment: The Evolution of Addiction Treatment is the flagship conference.
Locate Treatment, an online directory of professionals
and organizations affiliated with the treatment of addiction. Serene Foundation, an educational institute for
higher level addiction treatment learning. Serene Scene
Magazine, a publication promoting long-term healthy
lifestyles of recovery. Andrew Serene Institute providing
educational opportunities to professionals.
Andrew has authored many articles related to addiction
treatment, health care agency productivity, industry
specialties, as well as business approach and leadership
and has been published in Serene Scene Magazine,
Behavioral Health, Freedom Newspaper, Sound & Video
Contractor, Western Wall and Ceiling Contractors Association Bulletin, Connections Magazine (Australia), dB
Magazine, EQ, Lighting & Sound International (Canada),
Sound & Communications, Live Sound International
(UK), Recording-Engineering-Production. Additionally,
many patents and trademarks have been awarded to
Andrew Martin for various business related products,
brand names, and service marks.
Andrew is also very active on boards related to the
treatment of addiction. Andrew also keynotes for many
organizations and speaks internationally on many topics
relating to the treatment of addiction.
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