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Introduction 

Hang Su, Yifan Xu

In a world where the complexities of human experience are often oversim­
plified, the intertwined issues of stigma and substance use disorder (SUD) 
demand a more nuanced exploration. Stigma, a pervasive societal force, 
manifests as deeply ingrained negative attitudes and discrimination against 
individuals based on certain characteristics or behaviours. It is a powerful 
social construct that can diminish self-worth, restrict opportunities, and 
perpetuate exclusion, impacting the lives of many in profound ways.

Substance use disorder, commonly known as addiction, is a multifaceted 
medical condition characterised by the compulsive use of substances, de­
spite adverse consequences. It affects millions globally, cutting across all 
demographics and socioeconomic statuses. SUD is not merely a failure of 
willpower or a moral failing; rather, it is a complex interplay of genetic pre­
dispositions, environmental influences, and psychological factors. Under­
standing this condition requires a compassionate and informed perspective, 
recognising it as a chronic disease that necessitates ongoing management 
and support.

In this book, both ‘substance use disorder’ (SUD) and ‘substance use 
disorders’ (SUDs) are used interchangeably to reflect the complexity of this 
condition. While ‘substance use disorder’ refers to the condition in general, 
‘substance use disorders’ may be used to refer to various specific types 
of the disorder (e.g., alcohol use disorder, opioid use disorder). However, 
both terms are intended to describe the same overall condition related to 
problematic substance use.

The relationship between stigma and substance use disorder is deeply 
intertwined and mutually reinforcing. Stigma surrounding SUD not only 
exacerbates the struggles faced by those battling addiction but also serves 
as a significant barrier to seeking and receiving effective treatment. Indi­
viduals with SUD often internalise societal stigma, leading to feelings of 
shame, guilt, and unworthiness. This internalised stigma can hinder recov­
ery efforts, fostering a sense of isolation and hopelessness. Additionally, 
public stigma—manifested through discriminatory policies, biased media 
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portrayals, and societal attitudes—perpetuates harmful stereotypes and 
myths about addiction, further marginalising those affected.

This book aims to unpack the complex dynamics between stigma and 
substance use disorder, exploring their interplay and the impact they have 
on individuals and society at large. Through a combination of personal 
narratives, scientific research, and critical analysis, we will delve into the 
origins of stigma, its manifestations, and its consequences for those living 
with SUD. Personal stories will provide a human face to the abstract 
concepts, highlighting the lived experiences of individuals who navigate 
the dual burdens of addiction and societal judgment.

By understanding the roots and impacts of stigma, we can begin to 
dismantle these harmful perceptions and replace them with empathy and 
knowledge. This book will highlight successful strategies for reducing 
stigma, including educational initiatives, media advocacy, and supportive 
community programmes. We will explore the importance of language in 
shaping attitudes, demonstrating how thoughtful communication can foster 
a more supportive environment for those with SUD.

Moreover, we will present actionable steps for individuals, families, and 
communities to combat stigma and support recovery. This includes advo­
cating for policies that promote treatment over punishment, engaging in 
open and honest conversations about addiction, and creating inclusive 
spaces where people can share their experiences without fear of judgment.

In sharing these insights and stories, our goal is to inspire a shift in how 
society views and addresses substance use disorder. We aim to move from a 
paradigm of blame and exclusion to one of understanding and inclusion. By 
shedding light on the human side of addiction, we hope to foster a culture 
of compassion where every person affected by SUD can find the support 
and respect they deserve.

Chapter 1 provides a comprehensive definition of stigma and its vari­
ous forms, including public stigma, self-stigma, and structural stigma. It 
explores the historical context of stigma related to mental illness and SUD, 
highlighting the deep-rooted prejudices that persist in society.

Chapter 2 provides an in-depth look at SUD, exploring their clinical defi­
nitions and diagnostic criteria. It explains the complexities of SUD, which 
encompass psychological, biological, and social dimensions. The chapter 
details the criteria used to diagnose SUD.

Chapter 3 examines the wide-ranging consequences of stigma on indi­
viduals with mental illness and SUD. It discusses how stigma leads to 
discrimination in healthcare, employment, and social interactions, exacer­
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bating the struggles of affected individuals. The chapter also explores the 
impact of stigma on treatment outcomes and recovery.

Chapter 4 delves into the intricate relationship between stigma and SUD, 
highlighting how stigma affects the perception, treatment, and recovery of 
individuals with SUD. 

Chapter 5 focuses on effective strategies and notable success stories in 
reducing stigma associated with mental health conditions and SUD. It 
presents a comprehensive overview of interventions and approaches that 
have proven successful in various settings and highlights real-life examples 
of stigma reduction efforts.

Chapter 6 explores the changing views on stigma associated with SUD 
and mental health conditions and outlines the future steps necessary to fur­
ther reduce stigma. It looks at ongoing debates, new trends, and innovative 
strategies aimed at creating a more inclusive and supportive society.

Chapter 7 summarizes the issues of discrimination and stigmatization 
related to gaming addiction, provides a structured analysis of the stigma of 
behavioral addiction, and points out future research directions.

Chapter 8 introduces the issue of HIV related discrimination and stigma 
in Spain, including the epidemiological situation, severity, and sharing of 
measures and experiences on how to eliminate stigma. 

This journey is about more than just changing minds; it’s about chang­
ing lives. We invite you to join us in this endeavour, to listen, learn, and act. 
Together, we can build a future where stigma no longer stands in the way of 
recovery and where every individual is treated with dignity and care.

Introduction 
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