
 

 

 

 

UPDATE 104                                                                                                              Fall 2022 
	
An important component in maintaining a healthy and safe workplace is having a 
comprehensive policy in place that addresses the emotional well-being of all employees. 
This quarterly update focuses on the important issue of stigma. The Partnership for a 
Drug-Free New Jersey (PDFNJ) thanks Celina Levy, Executive Director of the Governor’s 
Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse (GCADA) for writing this update as part of the 
ongoing collaborative statewide effort between PDFNJ and GCADA to educate 
communities about substance misuse.  
 

Why Stigma Doesn’t Work & What Employers Can Do 
 
By Celina Levy, Executive Director of The Governor's Council on Alcoholism and Drug 
Abuse (GCADA) 
 
Human Resources – the operative word being “human.” Seeing employees as human 
beings is an approach essential to the health of both the employees and the workplace. 
If employers do not embrace this approach, they will at the very least see negative 
outcomes in productivity and output, and at the very worst, the health of their employees 
will suffer. With that in mind, I believe most of us can agree that a human approach to 
Human Resources is a win-win situation for all concerned.    
   
This is especially important as we begin to emerge from the worst of the pandemic, while 
the effects of this public health crisis are still very much with us. If you add to this all the 
turmoil in today’s world, it is safe to say that we are all experiencing some form of societal 



 

 

post-traumatic stress if you will, all of us trying every day to navigate our way through 
what is now the “new normal.”   
   
The data is clear that anxiety levels are at unprecedented highs across the lifespan, so 
much so that the United States Preventive Services Task Force is now recommending 
that all adults aged 65 and under be screened for anxiety. Because we know that people 
living with high levels of anxiety are at high risk for substance misuse, it is critical that 
resources and supports are in place to respond to the needs of those employees 
struggling with a substance use disorder, and they are provided in a stigma-free, shame-
free environment.   
 
The National Institute of Health defines stigma as “discrimination against an identifiable 
group of people, a place, or a nation. Stigma about people with a substance use 
disorder might include inaccurate or unfounded thoughts like they are dangerous, 
incapable of managing treatment, or at fault for their condition.” 
 
In the effort to create a stigma-free workplace, the first step is to recognize that addiction 
is a disease.  With that said, the time has come to abandon the failed “Just Say No” and 
“War on Drugs” tactics, which criminalized addiction and dehumanized those engaged in 
drug misuse. The good news is we are finally beginning to employ person-centered 
prevention, treatment, and recovery that embrace harm reduction, decriminalization, and 
trauma-informed approaches based in science. A stigma-free workplace provides 
accommodations, supports, and resources that reflect these approaches and offers them 
with compassion and dignity, being mindful to not use stigmatizing language. 
 
The National Institute of Health, National Institute on Drug Abuse, has identified preferred 
language for talking about addiction, including terms to use, terms to avoid, and why. 
Please find more, including a chart that contains words to reduce stigma and use person-
first language when talking about addiction, at https://nida.nih.gov/research-
topics/addiction-science/words-matter-preferred-language-talking-about-addiction. 
 

There are many other ways in which employers can create a healthy and stigma-free 
environment for their employees, including but not limited to:  
 

 Educating through Wellness Lunch and Learn programs 
 Encouraging employees to utilize your Employee Assistance Programs (EAP)  
 Providing clear understanding to employees of other benefits and resources they 

have at their disposal 
 Scheduling training sessions for managers and supervisors on how to address 

stigma 
 Reviewing written policies and procedures to ensure language is “stigma-free” as 

it relates to substance abuse and other issues  
 Incorporating the topic of stigma into a comprehensive approach to the health and 

well-being of your employees 
 



 

 

Additionally, I am happy to note that the NJ Department of Labor (NJDOL), one of the 
state departments represented on the Governor’s Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse, 
has undertaken efforts to ensure employees receive the kinds of supports they need. For 
example, NJDOL is partnering with Robert Wood Johnson Medical School to launch a 
trauma-informed workplace initiative tailored to employers, so employers can understand 
trauma's impact on the NJ workforce. NJDOL also emphasizes that NJ Paid Family and 
Medical Leave (Temporary Disability and Family Leave Insurance) offers cash benefits 
to workers who must stop working due to their own or a loved one’s mental or physical 
illness, or if they are in a rehabilitation program.  
   
If you are experiencing issues in the workplace requiring additional or immediate 
assistance, please contact ReachNJ at 1-844-ReachNJ. ReachNJ is a central call-in line 
in New Jersey for help with a substance use disorder (SUD). Each call is answered by a 
live person in the first 30 seconds, with trained staff screening callers to identify their exact 
needs, able to provide referrals to supportive services and a seamless connection to a 
local treatment provider, and serving residents of all ages regardless of insurance status 
or ability to pay.  
  
In closing, as the title of this update states, “Stigma Doesn’t Work.” What does work, is a 
healthy, person-centered, stigma-free workplace, which creates a foundation upon which 
success can be achieved for all concerned. The GCADA remains committed to 
combatting stigma in all its forms wherever it is found and is proud to be a partner in the 
effort to build health and safe communities in New Jersey. We are fortunate to have strong 
collaborative partners such as Partnership for a Drug-Free New Jersey, the many state 
departments and esteemed public members represented on the GCADA, our municipal 
alliances, and all our valued stakeholders across the state.  
 
About the Author: Celina Levy, She/Her/Hers is the Executive Director of the Governor’s Council 
on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse. In this position she is dedicated to raising awareness about 
substance use disorders and combatting the related stigma through the work of the GCADA and 
its Alliance to Prevent Alcoholism and Drug Abuse. Ms. Levy is committed to educating 
communities employing prevention programming that incorporates harm reduction, mental health, 
and trauma informed approaches. Having previously served as the Executive Director of the 
Governor’s Council on Mental Health Stigma, the issue of stigma and its devastating effect on 
those living with mental health and substance use disorders has long been at the forefront of her 
work in community health, with a focus on quality of life for all individuals, particularly the most 
disenfranchised among us. Ms. Levy was named one of 1995 Asbury Park Press' Five Women of 
the Year and was the recipient of the NAMI NJ 2008 Governor Richard J. Codey Health Champion 
Award. For more information about the GCADA please go to: www.gcada.nj.gov.  

Notice: This article reflects the opinion of the author and does not necessarily reflect the 
opinion of the Partnership for a Drug-Free New Jersey (PDFNJ). This information should not be 
considered legal advice from the authorsor PDFNJ. Please consult your own attorney before 
making any legal decisions. 

The Partnership for a Drug-Free New Jersey (PDFNJ) is a private 501 (c) (3) not-for profit 
organization that promotes the prevention of substance abuse throughout the state through media 
campaigns, school-based programs and community and workplace initiatives. PDFNJ programs 



 

 

are made possible by support from the Governor’s Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse, the 
New Jersey Department of Human Services, and funding from corporations and foundations. All 
programs and services provided by PDFNJ are free of charge. For more information 
visit www.drugfreenj.org or call 973 467-2100. 

For Treatment Information, Call 1-844-Reach NJ or visit www.reachnj.gov   

 

  

 

 

    

 


