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• Principles of harm reduction

• Ethical and professional practice 

standards in nursing

• Evidence for harm reduction and 

implications for nursing practice

• Issues faced by nurses – ethical and 

legal implications or HR

• Role of nurses in promotion of SJ



HARM REDUCTION 

DISCUSSIONS 



“The concept of harm reduction is often made 

into an unnecessarily controversial issue as 

if there were a contradiction between (i) 

prevention and treatment on one hand and 

(ii) reducing the adverse health and social 

consequences of drug use on the other 

hand. This is a false dichotomy. These 

policies are complementary.” (p.18)

UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs, 2008

WHAT CONTROVERSY?



CNA HARM REDUCTION 

DISCUSSION PAPER 



HARM REDUCTION 

KEY PRINCIPLES
• Focuses on reducing a broad range of harms 

of substances as a pragmatic approach

• Does not preclude nor require abstinence

• Emphasis on humanistic values

• Complementary to prevention and treatment 

strategies

• Cost-effective and evidence based

• Increasing emphasis on human rights

• Calling for participation of those who use 

drugs



PART 1:  ETHICAL “VALUE” 

STATEMENTS
• Providing safe, compassionate, 

competent and ethical care

• Promoting health and well being

• Promoting and respecting informed 

decision making

• Preserving dignity

• Promoting justice 



PART II:  ETHICAL 

ENDEAVOURS
• Broad aspects of social justice and ethical 

nursing practice.

• Need for change in systems and social 

structures to promote greater health equity for 

all.

• “As much as possible, nurses individually and 

collectively should advocate for and work 

towards eliminating social inequities”  

(CNA Code of Ethics, 2008)



Harms of Illegal Drug Use

Health and Social Harms:  e.g blood borne 

diseases, overdoses , soft tissue 

infections, criminalization, stigma, violence

Vulnerability to Harms

Gender, age, ethnicity, socio-economic 

status with poverty and lack of stable 

housing key conditions that exacerbate 

harms of drug use and contribute to health 

inequities 



HARM REDUCTION 

INTERVENTIONS: CURRENT 

STATUS 
Clear Evidence Needle Exchange Programs

Supervised Injection Sites

Peer Based Outreach 

Positive Trends Methadone Maintenance

Heroin Prescription

Safer Crack Kits

Insufficient Evidence Overdose Prevention

Housing First - Addictions



CRITICISMS OF HARM 

REDUCTION 
Harm Reduction 

• Keeps “addicts stuck”

• Fails to get people off drugs

• Encourages drug use

• Discourages personal 

responsibility

• Sends the wrong message

• Evidence is inadequate



PUBLIC HEALTH AND 

THE LAW



WORKING IN AN „ABSTINENCE 

ORIENTED‟ CULTURE
• Patchwork of policies and practices 

• Lack of clarity re distribution of harm 

reduction supplies and provision of 

supervised injection

• Potential impacts of societal stigma 

and discrimination 

• Fear and risk of legal, professional and 

organizational sanctions

• The  „Double Standard‟ 



SUPERVISED INJECTION: 2002

Dr. Peter Centre Supervised 
Injection Room 
(Reprinted with Permission) 
Vancouver Canada

Dr. Peter Centre is a  primary

health care centre operating 

under BC Health Professions 

Act



Conflict between ethical responsibility to 

promote health, to base current practice 

on evidence and lack of organizational 

support for harm reduction

Micro-ethics issues related to everyday 

care of those who use drugs

Promotion of health equity

ETHICAL TENSIONS FOR 

NURSES



MOVING TOWARDS EQUITY

• Promotion of health equity is part of nurses 

ethical commitment

• Harm reduction is a partial approach to 

addressing health inequities associated 

with substance use.  

• While drug policy is an important area for 

action related towards health inequities, 

changes to housing and income policies 

are also needed.  


