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Objective of the research:

To explore and have a better
understanding of the needs and
challenges of Young People Who Use
Opioids (YPWUO) and harm reduction
practitioners from eight different
countries.

1. Promote PAR methodology: center
their voices.

2. Promote youth-led harm reduction
responses.

3. Identify solution that work in real-life
contexts.



Methodology
● Qualitative PAR with 8 collaborators from Canada,

Indonesia, Kenya, Mexico, Portugal, Uganda, the US,
and Zimbabwe.

● PAR approach: challenges stigma, informs policy +
outcomes that center the voices and experiences of
affected populations.

● Committed to avoiding paternalistic and extractivist
research practices.

● YPWUO and harm reduction practitioners were
actively involved throughout the entire research
process.

● Grounded in real-world experiences, offering
authentic and nuanced insights into the needs,
challenges, and solutions for YPWUO.

● Conducted weekly group discussions (Oct–Dec
2023).



Key Themes Identified

1. Access to Safe Supply:
● Lack of regulated supply increases 

overdose risk. Drug checking remains 
limited.

● Decriminalization ≠ Regulation.
2. Stigma and Discrimination:
● Stigma at multiple levels: families, 

healthcare, legal systems.
● Intersectional stigma: gender, 

migration, ethnicity, drug type.



3. Lack of Youth-Tailored Services:
● Most harm reduction services mostly 

designed for adults (or +18).
● Rigid systems exclude young people.
4. Lack of Housing:
● Homelessness exacerbates health 

risks and blocks service access.
● Lack of flexible support systems 

identified as barriers.
5. Trauma and Mental Health:
● High levels of vicarious trauma for 

both YPWUO and harm reduction 
practitioners.

● Underfunding and lack of mental 
health resources for practitioners.
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6. Lack of healthcare and supportive systems:
● Surveillance and discrimination within health and social services discourage 

YPWUO from seeking care.
● Access to essential medications like buprenorphine and mental health support 

remains limited, especially for young migrants and marginalized groups.
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Recommendations
1. Supportive and Non-Surveilled Services

● Prioritize non-punitive, empathetic services.
2. Comprehensive Drug Education

● For society at large – reduce stigma and discrimination. 
● Empowers YPWUO
● Counter misinformation, especially around fentanyl and opioid use.



Recommendations

3. Reliable Data Collection:
● Collect non-stigmatizing, youth-specific data.
● Inform policies and interventions based on lived realities.

4.  Youth-Tailored Services:
● YPWUD – lead the design, delivery and evaluation of services
● Flexible and accessible services



5. Policy Change
● Move beyond decriminalization to regulate all drugs –safe supply and delivery of health, social 

care and harm reduction services.
● Engage stakeholders actively: policymakers, healthcare providers, youth.

6. Sustainable Funding
● Ensure short, mid and long-term resources for harm reduction services.
● Include peer worker salaries, safe spaces, and housing support.

Recommendations

7. COVER BASIC NEEDS OF YPWUO:
● Housing, healthcare, education, employment and healthcare – YWPUD well being.
● Social support systems must be flexible!



Reflections on this research
● PWUD should not be token participants but active collaborators 

and co-producers of knowledge (avoid doing research “of”, and 
instead research “with”).

● Avoid paternalistic and extractivist research approaches: 
CHALLENGE power dynamics and create a collaborative space.

● Research and campaigns must be relevant to their community.

● PAR: challenge oppression and rebalance power in research and 
support the creation of space for real change and empowering 
communities.
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