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Engaging people who use drugs to build 
organizational capacity

10:30 am – 12:00 pm EST 
Friday, March 6th, 2020

Please access audio via your 
computer speakers. See detailed 
instructions to improve sound 
quality in the Audio Instructions 
box at the bottom of screen.

Welcome! Please introduce yourself (and your team) in 
the Discussion Pod.

•What agency and/or town are you from?
•Any specific questions before we start?

You can start downloading files from the Resources Pod.

Meaningful involvement of people who 
use drugs in the consultation, planning, 
design and delivery of programs and 
services
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Land Acknowledgement

The work of OHRN takes place across Ontario on the traditional Indigenous land of 
Turtle Island.

Our office is located on the traditional territoties of the Anishnaabe, Huron-
Wendat, Haudenosaunee, and Mississaugas of the Credit River, where the Dish with 
One Spoon Treaty binds all allied nations and settlers to peaceably share and care 
for the resources around the Great Lakes. Today, Toronto is still home to many 
Indigenous peoples and we are grateful to have the opportunity to meet and work 
on this territory.

We wish to express gratitude to Mother Earth and for the resources we are using, 
and honour all Indigenous peoples who have been living on the land since time 
immemorial.

Ontario Harm Reduction Network (OHRN)

OHRN supports harm reduction efforts in Ontario by providing training, networking 
opportunities and consultations to service providers and agencies. Our primary focus is 
HIV/AIDS organizations, Community Health Centres and Public Health Units. OHRN is funded by 
the Ontario Ministry of Health.

Vision

People who use drugs are treated with dignity and respect, free of judgment, and receive 
effective care and support when accessing services across Ontario.

Mission

To enhance the capacity of service providers and organizations to effectively serve people who 
use drugs by providing training, education and networking opportunities.
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We value

• Including people who use drugs in the development and 
delivery of all our work

• Cultivating an atmosphere of learning and sharing, and 
opportunities for networking

• Providing quality training and education about harm 
reduction, to build the knowledge and skills of individual 
service providers and whole organizations

• Reducing individual, organizational and structural stigma and 
barriers to care

Webinar outline

• This is a basic introduction to a complex topic

• Many good existing resources (download from Resources Pod)

• “Peer” terminology

• Top reasons to involve People Who Use Drugs

• Engagement principles

• Examples of involvement 

• Practical tips for involving People Who Use Drugs

• Discussion
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To build a safe, respectful, and supportive learning 
environment:

• We value diversity and learn 
from comparing and contrasting 
experiences.

• All voices are heard. Use “I” 
statements.

• Risk taking and self-disclosure is 
encouraged and supported.

• All questions welcomed.

• It’s OK to make ‘mistakes’, such 
as using language we may come 
to realize is stigmatizing.

• Confidentiality is maintained but 
not guaranteed.

• Learning is a process. Open 
yourself to the possibilities. 

• Step Up / Step Back.

Polls 

1. Where are you in the province?

2. What sector do you work in?
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“Immoral people, doing illegal things.”

Criminalization of people who use drugs feeds…

•Social and political stigma
- Shapes language, attitudes, approaches, priorities, 

programming/services and funding

• Internalized stigma
- People-who-use-drugs may feel shame, or not worthy of support
- People do not talk openly and honestly about their lives for fear of 

being judged
- PWUD become isolated and afraid to access help and services

Historical harm reduction initiatives

• What are now considered “standard” 

harm reduction programs and services 

were all originally driven by PWUD 

taking initiative, often breaking rules, 

and challenging the status quo:

• Needle exchange in the 70s/80s

• Crack pipe distribution in the 80/90s

• Drug checking at raves in the 90s

• Naloxone distribution in the 00s

• Drug Consumption Sites in recent years -

and for always, underground 
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Nothing About Us Without Us (2008)

“Most of the responses to drug related overdose, drug related 

crime, family breakdown, drug treatment, unemployment, etc, 

have been developed in isolation to people who use illicit drugs. 

We have been largely left out of responses to these issues 

because of a mistaken belief that we would be at best, 

disinterested, and at worst, incapable of participating in a 

meaningful dialogue on the issues that affect us. While we 

cannot single-handedly address the issues associated with illicit 

drug use in the community, our involvement in the response is 

critical. We are the people who use illicit drugs, access drug 

treatment services and educate and support our peers - we 

have direct knowledge and experience to offer.”

– Australian Injecting & Illicit Drug Users League

“Nothing about us without us”: Greater, meaningful involvement of people who use illegal drugs

Polls 

1. What might be some perceived concerns or challenges with having 
people who actively use drugs working in organizations?

2. What are the advantages of having people who use drugs involved 
in the design and delivery of services?

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/nothing-about-us-without-us-greater-meaningful-involvement-of-people-who-use-illegal-drugs-a-public-health-ethical-and-human-rights-imperative-international-edition/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/nothing-about-us-without-us-greater-meaningful-involvement-of-people-who-use-illegal-drugs-a-public-health-ethical-and-human-rights-imperative-international-edition/?lang=en
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‘Peer’ engagement

Promoting peer engagement within health authorities and other 
community agencies can improve the involvement and uptake of peers’ 
voices in health service planning and policy development in BC.

Individuals who work with people who use drugs can use these peer 
engagement principles and best practices to foster meaningful 
inclusion, which can in turn promote positive relationships and capacity 
building for everyone involved and improve the relevance and 
acceptability of services.

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

Terminology

• Peer / Peer Worker

• PWLE: Person/People With Lived/Living Experience

• PWUD: Person Who Uses Drugs (vs. ‘Drug User’)

• Harm Reduction Worker

• ?

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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Pros/cons of calling people ‘peers’?

• Add ideas in the discussion box

Link to download PDF

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/work-harmreduction-20110314.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/work-harmreduction-20110314.pdf
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Top reasons to hire PWUD
Credit: Raffi Balian and Cheryl White!

• Employing PWUD 
demonstrates a program’s 
commitment to improving the 
health and human rights of 
people who use drugs

• Employees who use drugs can 
become excellent role models 
for other PWUD

• PWUD are often the most 
effective public health 
messengers for reaching other 
drug users

• Hiring PWUD provides 
employers with direct access 
to valuable knowledge about 
the needs and practices of 
their target populations 

Harm reduction at work: A guide for employing people who use drugs

Top reasons to hire PWUD
Credit: Raffi Balian and Cheryl White

• Being gainfully employed in 
jobs that are valued and 
recognized as socially 
important contributes directly 
to improved self-esteem

• Working in a structured 
environment allows PWUD to 
gain important skills that can 
facilitate future entrance into 
other jobs 

• Working in community-based 
projects is integral to 
increased feelings of 
belonging and contributing to 
a community

• Employing and organizing 
PWUD contributes to civic 
engagement and political 
responsibility for PWUD and 
the organization itself

Harm reduction at work: A guide for employing people who use drugs

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/work-harmreduction-20110314.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/work-harmreduction-20110314.pdf
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‘Peer’ engagement principles

1. People Who Use Drugs as experts

2. Equity

3. Diversity

4. Transparency

5. Accountability

6. Shared decision making

7. Increasing capacity

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

1. PWUD as experts

• PWUD are the experts in the 
context and content of 
decisions that affect their 
lives. 

• Through life experience 
PWUD have gained highly 
specific knowledge and 
insights about the realities of 
using drugs and accessing 
health services. 

• This expertise is valued by 
recognizing PWUD’s interests, 
emphasizing their voices, and 
providing fair and equitable 
compensation. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf


Engaging PWUD to Build Organizational Capacity
Webinar – March 2020

Ontario Harm Reduction Network
e: info@ohrn.org

Embedded links current as of March 2020

March 2020 11

Injection kit

2. Equity

• PWUD experience barriers, 
discrimination, and 
differences in relationships, 
compensation, and health due 
to the social positionality of 
PWUD in our society.

• This can result in social, 
physical, and economic 
inequities in peer work, 
including power imbalances in 
decision making. 

• Promoting equity requires 
acknowledging these factors 
and addressing them, and 
restructuring power 
differences in decision 
making. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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3. Diversity

• One size does not fit all. 
PWUD can experience 
different barriers to doing 
peer engagement and these 
barriers vary over time and 
between people. 

• Similarly, PWUD are not all 
the same, and have a range of 
voices and experiences that 
need to be heard. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

4. Transparency

• Includes acknowledging 
successes and failures, or not 
meeting expectations. 

• Includes providing evidence 
and rationales for decision 
making, revealing hidden 
power dynamics, and 
providing honest and 
forthcoming explanations for 
processes and outcomes. 

• Is the antithesis of 
bureaucracy, in which PWUD 
have full knowledge of the 
processes that impact their 
lives and work. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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5. Accountability

• All ‘peer engagement 
practitioners’ must take 
responsibility for their decisions 
and actions and provide 
rationales for these decisions 
and actions in order for the 
team to learn from their 
experiences. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

6. Shared decision-making power

• Decisions that affect the lives 
of PWUD should involve 
PWUD in all aspects of that 
decision. 

• The conditions that PWUD 
experience in our society 
create inequitable power 
relations with decision makers 
and other members of the 
public. 

• Recognizing and addressing 
the differences in power that 
are entrenched at decision-
making tables is paramount to 
the success and validity of the 
voices of peers in peer 
engagement work. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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7. Increasing capacity

• Capacity building is the 
development of concrete skills, 
knowledge, goals, and 
confidence. 

• In peer engagement, capacity 
building is experienced among 
both peers and other 
“professionals” alike. 

Peer engagement principles and best practices: BCCDC Harm reduction program

Link to download PDF

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
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Pyramid of involvement

This pyramid models 
increasing levels of PWUD 
involvement, with the 
highest level representing 
complete application of the 
greater involvement 
principle.

Good practice guide for employing people 
who use drugs

Source

http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
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Examples of peer-led interventions

• Providing knowledge of and 
responses to new drug trends 
and emerging risk behaviour.

• Advocating for greater 
investment in harm reduction, 
and challenging barriers in the 
legal environment to harm 
reduction and peer 
participation.

• Providing peer feedback to 
service providers, donors and 
planners on the quality, 
impact and reputation of 
services among PWUD.

• Reaching settings where 
“professional outreach 
workers” cannot or tend not 
to go with harm reduction 
advice and materials. 

Good practice guide for employing people who use drugs

Examples of peer-led interventions (continued)

• Delivering peer research into 
drug-taking patterns, trends 
and prevalence. 

• Providing mutual aid to 
support controlled drug use or 
abstinence.

• Building & supporting 
networks of PWUD.

• Providing information to 
people resistant to be engaged 
with services. 

• Delivering needle and syringe 
programmes (NSPS).

• Promoting safer injecting and 
health awareness for PWID.

Good practice guide for employing people who use drugs

http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
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Examples of peer-led interventions (continued)

• Promoting treatment 
adherence for people on anti-
retrovirals (ARVs) and on 
hepatitis C (HCV) and 
tuberculosis (TB) treatment.

• Supporting access to and 
engagement with harm 
reduction services, including 
OST.

• Following up on PWUD who 
drop out of services.

• Saving the lives of opiate 
users with naloxone 
programmes.

• Reaching hidden networks of 
women, and lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender 
(LGBT) PWUD.

• Promoting harm reduction 
with stimulant users.

Good practice guide for employing people who use drugs

How to involve people who use drugs

• Created by: 
• BC Centre for Disease Control

• Adapted from: 
• 2005 Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network 

Nothing About Us Without Us

• Modified with:
• Extensive peer input through the Peer 

Engagement and Evaluation Project 
Updated: December 2017 

http://aph.org.ua/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Employment_Guide_final_2_original.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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In summary

• Be flexible

• Budgets and funding may need adjusting

• Policies may need to be developed
• Drug use at work

• Overdose prevention

• Training for non-drug using staff

• Shift in the way meetings/interviews are typically conducted

• Ongoing staff check-ins, debriefings, and development

• Constant review and adaptation about what is and isn’t working

• Connect with existing agencies doing good work!

https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1516142790LYExvfD7CpewOyBX8LTXrlW2ARNinXoTpgvr2In.pdf
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Presenters

Ashley Smoke

ashleyssmoke@gmail.com

Peter Leslie

pleslie59@gmail.com

Please complete our short evaluation:

www.surveymonkey.com/r/engagepwud

info@ohrn.org

Request certificates of participation at: www.ohrn.org/certificates

mailto:ashleyssmoke@gmail.com
mailto:pleslie59@gmail.com
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/engagepwud
http://www.ohrn.org/certificates
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Contact Us

Email: info @ ohrn.org

www.ohrn.org

http://www.ohrn.org/
https://www.facebook.com/Ontario-Harm-Reduction-Network-OHRN-281890859077811/?ref=bookmarks

