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Background: Harm reduction programs are often vulnerable to political and vocal opposition despite documented
evidence of their effectiveness and economic benefit. It is not well understood if opponents to harm reduction

Objective: To understand the attitudes of the people of British Columbia (BC) towards various harm reduction
strategies and services, and factors associated with support for harm reduction.

Methods: A random-digit dialing telephone survey assessing attitudes towards various harm reduction strategies
was administered to British Columbians in August 2011 (n = 2000). We compared the level of support for general
harm reduction by sex, age, education level, and area of residence (Health Authority region) (xz). Multivariate logistic
regression was used to assess odds of support for harm reduction.

Results: Overall support for general harm reduction among participants was 76%; needle distribution 72%; needle
distribution in one’s local community 65%; and safer inhalation equipment distribution 52%. In the multivariate analysis,
those with significantly lower odds of supporting harm reduction were male, older, had equal or less than high school
education or completed a certificate/diploma program, and resided in the Fraser Health Authority region. The Health
Authority region with a municipality that has introduced a bylaw prohibiting the implementation of harm reduction
services was found to have 69% support for harm reduction. Another Health Authority region with a municipality that
closed a long-standing needle distribution site was found to have over 78% support.

Conclusion: In contrast to some local policies, our results show the British Columbians surveyed in our study support
harm reduction. It is unclear whether policy makers are swayed by a vocal minority or block harm reduction activities
for other reasons. Tailoring messages towards segments of the public less likely to support harm reduction, as well civic
policy-makers and the media, may help to reduce stigma and gain support for harm reduction services designed to
protect and improve the health of the individual and the public.

Background

Harm reduction aims to minimize death, disease, and
injury from high-risk behaviour by promoting safer drug
use practices among people who use drugs who have not
accepted, or are not currently able to accept, a treatment
goal of abstinence [1,2]. It involves a range of strategies
and services including needle distribution programs, safer
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consumption facilities, substitution therapy programs, and
referral to counseling and drug treatment programs [2,3].
Harm reduction consists of non-judgemental approaches
to delivering health services and aims to treat people who
use drugs with respect, dignity, and compassion [2].
British Columbia (BC), Canada is seen by many as a
leader in harm reduction and hosts several innovative
examples of successful harm reduction efforts [4]. The
BC Centre for Disease Control distributes millions of
provincially funded sterile needles/syringes across the
province annually, contributing to the decline of HIV
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and hepatitis C incidence in BC [5,6]. In the Vancouver
Coastal Health region of BC there is the first officially
sanctioned supervised injection facility in North America
[7] and a clinical trial for heroin-assisted therapy [8].
Recently, harm reduction efforts in BC have expanded
to reduce the risks associated with smoking crack cocaine
by providing safer inhalation equipment such as plastic
mouth pieces and glass stems (also known as ‘crack
pipes’) [9].

However, it should be noted that several areas of BC
face challenges with implementing harm reduction
programs. For example, in 2007 Abbotsford city coun-
cil implemented a bylaw forbidding harm reduction
services [10] and in 2008 local opposition in Victoria
resulted in the closure of a long-standing needle distri-
bution site [11,12]. Despite documented evidence of
health benefits and economic benefit, harm reduction
programs may be limited because of perceived negative
public opinion and policy makers’ fear of sending the
‘wrong message’ [3,6,13,14].

Unfortunately, political interference in harm reduction
initiatives has been documented around the world and is
not unique to BC [3]. Researchers in the United States
(US) agree that perceived negative public opinion plays a
role in the disjunction between science and policy and
contributes to the low uptake of harm reduction services
in the US [15]. It is noted that vocal opposition is often
displayed at the local level as the NIMBY ‘not-in-my-
back-yard’ attitude following the commencement of new
harm reduction services [15-17].

The literature previously examining public attitudes
towards harm reduction suggests these fears of negative
public opinion may be unwarranted. In a systematic
review of public perceptions towards harm reduction
programs, findings show that surveys from Canada, the
UK, and Australia predominantly demonstrate a clear
majority in support of harm reduction programs [3].
Yet, these public survey findings seem to be ignored by
some policy-makers and media sources which often nega-
tively represent safer drug use practices on ideological
grounds, disregarding their public health benefits [18,19].

Public support is critical for the feasibility and sus-
tainability of harm reduction services as public support
influences political will [3,15,17]. Both Vernick et al.
[15] and Thein et al. [17] suggest investigating public
attitudes towards safer drug use practices is essential in
order to determine level of public support, measure
public support over time, and identify factors that may
increase public support. At this time there is a lack of
systematically obtained data across the province so it is
unclear if harm reduction policies that limit service
provision in BC are truly reflective of popular opinion.

This study was designed to provide an understanding
of public attitudes towards safer drug use practices in
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BC in four main areas: general harm reduction; needle
distribution services; needle distribution services in one’s
community; and distribution of safer inhalation equip-
ment, a new initiative in BC. This study sought to
understand if regions of BC with policies against harm
reduction services had concomitant lower public sup-
port. The findings will help health and service providers
identify and target appropriate messaging towards those
in the population who may be less informed on the im-
portance and implications of safer drug use practices.
Focusing efforts on improving public acceptance of
harm reduction programming, alongside documented
evidence of its effectiveness, may help influence policy-
makers to support and implement harm reduction pro-
grams in BC. Furthermore, the findings will quantify a
baseline level of support across the province. Our research
may also raise international awareness of how the public,
a harm reduction stakeholder, may influence harm re-
duction policy.

Methods

Study design

In August 2011, a random-digit dialing telephone survey
was administered to BC households. A research company
specializing in computer-assisted telephone interviewing
administered the survey and collated the data. The
company used a comprehensive list of BC household
numbers, including telephone numbers predicted to
come into existence after the date on which the current
list was established. When conducting the study,
households that did not answer the telephone remained
in the pool of potential numbers to phone, while those
who answered were excluded from future calls. To
meet ethical requirements, and retain randomization,
participant selection was based on the person in the
household aged 19 years of age or older who had the
next birthday. Respondents who gave verbal consent
participated in an interview which took approximately
15 minutes. Ethical approval for the study was obtained
from the University of British Columbia Behavioral
Research Ethics Board.

Study instrument

The survey collected socio-demographic information
and measured attitudes towards various harm reduction
strategies and services. A short description of harm re-
duction strategies and services was given prior to asking
respondents to provide their opinion. These descrip-
tions were developed by the study team. The level of
support was gauged on a 5 item Likert scale: strongly
support, somewhat support, neutral, somewhat oppose,
or strongly oppose. Survey questions for the four main
outcomes of interest are as follows:
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e (General harm reduction): Harm reduction
strategies are public health programs that reduce the
harms related to drug use. Supporters generally
think these programs can significantly reduce death
and the transmission of disease among people who
use drugs, and that these programs can bring them
into contact with public health or other services to
act as a ‘bridge to recovery’. Opponents argue that
harm reduction programs encourage drug use and
should not be used. I would like to know your
opinion on the subject. Do you support or oppose
harm reduction strategies for people who
use drugs?”

e (Needle distribution services): Needle distribution
programs provide clean needles to people who use
drugs and encourage safe disposal of used needles in
order to prevent needle sharing, which can spread
infectious diseases. Do you support or oppose needle
distribution programs?

e (Needle distribution in one’s community): Do you
support or oppose the idea that there should be
needle distribution services in your community to
help people with drug addictions?

e (Safer inhalation equipment distribution): Recently
there has been a change in drug use practices. An
increasing number of drug users are smoking or
inhaling drugs and fewer may be injecting. Harms
related to inhaling drugs include transmission of
infections such as HIV and hepatitis C from sharing
drug equipment. Some communities provide small
glass stems, also known as crack pipes, and plastic
tubing for mouthpieces, to reduce the harms related
to drug inhalation. Do you support or oppose the
distribution of safer inhalation supplies such as glass
stems and plastic tubing?

Outcome variables

The main outcome variables of interest for this study
were the levels of support for harm reduction, needle
distribution, needle distribution in one’s own commu-
nity, and safer inhalation equipment distribution. Level
of support was dichotomized as either: support (which
combined those who answered strongly support and
somewhat support) or oppose (which combined those
who answered neutral, somewhat oppose and strongly
oppose). Including neutral responses with opposed en-
sures that our results are conservative and reduces misin-
terpretation that findings may be biased. Missing values
were also recorded but excluded from the analysis.

Independent (explanatory) variables

Socio-demographic covariates were chosen based on
prior research [20,21]. The academic team used their
reasoning to determine which covariates were of most
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importance to include in the survey. This was intended
to reduce interview burden. Independent variables include:
sex (male or female), age (19-34 years, 35-54 years, or
55 years and older), education level (less than high school,
completed high school, some post secondary, completed
diploma or certificate program, or completed university),
and geographic location of residence (one of the five
regional Health Authorities: Fraser Health, Interior
Health, Northern Health, Vancouver Costal Health,
Vancouver Island Health, determined by the first 3
characters of their postal code). Categorization by
Health Authority region was considered appropriate in
this analysis as public health, including harm reduction,
is part of the Health Authorities’ mandate in BC.

Statistical analysis

We aimed for a sample size sufficient to ensure 95%
confidence intervals (CI) would be no wider than 5% in
each Health Authority, which was calculated based on
the assumption that support for harm reduction in each
would be approximately 60%. This support estimate was
based on previously reported public polls in regions of
Canada after review of the literature [20-22]. We calcu-
lated the sample size in the Fraser Health region first
(the Health Authority with the greatest population) and
rounded up to the nearest hundred (n =400). We chose
to sample an equal number of participants in each of
the five regional Health Authorities to obtain 2000
complete surveys. Thus, in comparison to the Fraser
Health Authority, other health regions were over-
sampled. To better represent the provincial perspective,
we applied a weighting variable in the analysis to allow
the responses to be adjusted for the age-sex population
structure in BC. For example, the weighting variable
calculated for males aged 19-34 in Fraser Health was
determined by dividing the proportion of males age 19-34
in Fraser Health obtained from Canadian census data by
the proportion of males aged 19-34 in Fraser Health from
our survey data. Population estimates were obtained from
the Population Extrapolation for Organizational Planning
with Less Error (P.E.O.P.L.E 36) [23].

A map depicting level of support by Health Authority
was created using a geographic information system
(ArcGIS® v10.0, Redlands, CA). Bivariate and multivariate
analysis was conducted for each of the four outcomes of
interest (SPSS® v.14.0, Armock, NY).

The chi square (x°) test for bivariate analysis was used
to investigate the association between support for each
outcome of interest and each independent variable
(predictor). A bivariate analysis was chosen to compare
respondents who support the outcome of interest with
those who do not support the outcome of interest, in
order to determine characteristics of those less likely to
support harm reduction strategies and services. Multivariate
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logistic regression was used to determine factors associated
with support for each outcome of interest while adjusting
for sex, age, education level, and health authority of resi-
dence. This model was chosen to adjust for these potential
confounders and to measure the effect of the covariates
which were hypothesized to play a role in support for harm
reduction. Independent variables were retained in the mul-
tivariate model if the bivariate test indicated a potential as-
sociation with the outcome (p<0.20). All independent
variables met this criterion. The referent group for resi-
dence used in the multivariate analysis was Vancouver
Coastal Health because this Health Authority region was
the first to implement needle distribution programs, a su-
pervised injection facility, and heroin assisted therapy trials.

Odds ratios were calculated to estimate the change in
likelihood of support between independent variable cat-
egories (p = 0.05). Missing responses were excluded from
analysis. ROC curves were examined to assess model
goodness-of-fit.

Results

A total of 2000 surveys were completed out of 8107 an-
swered calls to eligible respondents: a 24.7% response rate.
Of the surveys with complete demographic information
(n=2000), 50% of the sample was female, 28% were aged
19-34 years, 37% 35—54 years, and 35% were 55 years and
older. Seven percent of respondents had less than high
school graduation, and 30% had completed a university
degree. Of those who met the analysis criteria, 1393 (76%)
reported supporting harm reduction (n=1834); 1396
(72%) supported needle distribution (n=1929), 982
(65%) supported needle distribution in one’s community
(n=1507), and 975 (52%) supported distribution of safer
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inhalation equipment (n=1880). Participant’s responses
stratified by the 5 item Likert scale are displayed in Table 1.

Figure 1 shows four BC maps to highlight the level of
support by Health Authority for each of the outcomes of
interest. Overall, the level of support across the Health
Authorities was in a similar range although Fraser Health
Authority’s level of support remained consistently lower
than the others for each of the outcomes of interest. The
figure shows that respondents supported harm reduction
most, whereas the lowest level of support was for distribu-
tion of safer inhalation equipment. Only the analysis for
the outcome ‘harm reduction’ is shown in detail in this
manuscript.

The bivariate analysis (Table 2) shows that support for
harm reduction is significantly associated with sex, age,
education level, and health authority. Females, younger
respondents, and those with a higher level of education
were most supportive. The bivariate analyses for the other
three outcomes of interest are not shown but the inde-
pendent variables associated with support were found to
be the same.

The multivariate association between support for harm
reduction and the independent variables is presented in
Table 3. The odds of supporting harm reduction was
26% lower for males in comparison to females, after
adjusting for age, education level, and Health Authority
(AOR =0.74, 95% Confidence Interval (CI) 0.59, 0.92).
After adjusting for all independent variables, when
compared to the reference group 19-34 years of age,
participants 55 years and older were 37% less likely to
support harm reduction (AOR =0.63, 95% CI 0.48, 0.83).
Compared to the referent group, university graduate,
participants who had less than or equal to high school
graduation were less likely to support harm reduction

Table 1 Participant responses to the outcome variables of interest (n =2000)

Outcome variables of interest

Level of support

Strongly support Somewhat support Neutral Somewhat oppose Strongly oppose
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

General harm reduction
n=1834 828 (45%) 565 (31%) 83 (5%) 166 (9%) 192 (10%)
Missing = 166
Needle distribution services
n=1929 857 (44%) 539 (28%) 73 (4%) 159 (8%) 301 (16%)
Missing =71
Needle distribution in one’s community
n=1507 526 (35%) 456 (30%) 57 (4%) 156 (10%) 311 (21%)
Missing =493
Safer inhalation equipment distribution
n=1880 417 (22%) 558 (30%) 60 (3%) 272 (15%) 573 (30%)

Missing = 120




Tzemis et al. Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy 2013, 8:40
http://www.substanceabusepolicy.com/content/8/1/40

Page 5 of 9

_.__Vancouver
1Coastal
Legend

[ <50.0%

[ 50.0-59.9%
I 60.0-69.9%
Il 70.0-79.9%
Il 50.0-89.9%

*MNote: 'n' is the total number of respondents to the survey question.

Harm Reduction Support (n=1834)*

Interior

Overall Support in BC: Harm Reduction {76%), Needle Distribution {72%}),
MNeedle Distribution in your Community (65%), Safer Inhalation Supply Distribution (52%)

Figure 1 Maps of British Columbia describing the level of support for each of the outcomes of interest by Health Authority.

Needle Distribution
Support (n=1929)"

Needle Distribution
in Community
Support (n=1507)*

Safer Inhalation
Supply Support
(n=1880)"

after adjusting for potential confounders (AOR =0.51,
95% CI 0.33, 0.79; AOR =0.70, 95% CI 0.51, 0.97, re-
spectively), as were participants who completed a post
secondary certificate or diploma program (AOR = 0.69,
95% CI 0.51, 0.92). Furthermore, participants residing in
Fraser Health Authority were 41% less likely to support
harm reduction in comparison to participants residing
in Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, after adjusting
for potential confounders. Again, the analyses for the
other outcomes are not shown here, in which trends
were found to be similar.

Discussion

Our findings show an overall high level of support for
harm reduction strategies and services among participants
in our survey. However, when respondents were asked
about support for needle distribution programs in one’s
community or for safer inhalation equipment, overall level
of support was lower than for more general harm reduc-
tion. The results indicate that females, younger individuals,
those with higher levels of education, and those residing

outside the Fraser Health Authority are more supportive
of safer drug use initiatives.

These findings are consistent with other Canadian litera-
ture and opinion polls regarding harm reduction support.
A 2007 Canadian national public opinion poll showed that
those with greater income and education level were most
supportive of harm reduction efforts in Canada [24]. A
study from Ontario showed an association between educa-
tion level and support for supervised injection facilities
and heroin-assisted treatment [21]. It is possible that
spending time in an educational environment exposes one
to information and debate about problematic substance
use and a better understanding of the framework for harm
reduction [21]. The literature on health literacy also finds
that individuals with lower levels of education and/or indi-
viduals not exposed to socio-scientific thinking may be
less likely to critically review and understand the role of
harm reduction programs [25-27]. Socio-scientific thinking
involves analyzing stakeholder perspectives, ethical princi-
ples, and relevant scientific findings [25]. Furthermore,
one of the major provincial newspapers in BC often
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Table 2 Bivariate analysis of the association between predictors and support for harm reduction programs in British

Columbia (n=1834)

Variable Totals (Freq%) Harm reduction programs
Support Oppose p-value”
(n=1393) (n=441)
Sex n (%) 0.001
Female 981 (53.5) 776 (79.1%) 205 (20.9%)
Male 853 (46.5) 617 (72.3%) 236 (27.7%)
Age 0.023
19 -34 335 (185) 269 (80.3%) 66 (19.7%)
35-54 851 (46.4) 653 (76.7%) 198 (23.3%)
55+ 648 (35.3) 471 (72.7%) 177 (27.3%)
Education n (%) <0.001
< High school graduation 138 (7.5) 95 (68.8%) 43 (31.2%)
= High school 320 (17.4) 223 (69.7%) 97 (30.3%)
= Some post secondary 321 (509) 252 (78.5%) 69 (21.5%)
= Certificate/ diploma program 546 (39.8) 379 (69.4%) 130 (23.8%)
= University graduate 546 (29.8) 444 (81.3%) 102 (18.7%)
Health authority n (%) 0.009
VCH 372 (20.3) 294 (79.0%) 78 (21.0%)
IH 364 (19.8) 279 (76.6%) 85 (23.4%)
FH 365 (19.9) 251 (68.8%) 114 (31.2%)
VIHA 368 (20.1) 287 (78.0%) 81 (22.0%)
NH 365 (19.9) 282 (77.3%) 83 (22.7%)

*p-values from conventional x*-tests for association between categorical variables.

In this summary, support includes ‘support’ and ‘strongly support’ responses and oppose includes ‘neutral, ‘oppose’ and ‘strongly oppose’ responses.

negatively represents harm reduction. This is not surpris-
ing as the media tend to support dominant moral concep-
tions, of which harm reduction may not be perceived as
one [28]. We have limited knowledge of how the general
population uses and interprets media [29] but the negative
articles of this newspaper could influence opinions formed
by its readers [19,30]. Alternatively, this paper’s readership
was found to have lower levels of education in comparison
to another major newspaper in BC [19]; thus, the readers
of this paper may tend to agree with viewpoints published
in this paper. This is a relationship that warrants further
exploration as it is not consistent with some policies in BC
or the opinions of our participants.

Older persons were found to be less supportive of
harm reduction strategies than younger persons. Harm
reduction has been introduced relatively recently in BC
with the first needle/syringe program opening in 1989.
The ‘Just Say No’ campaign in the 1980s and the ‘Reefer
Madness’ campaign before that may have influenced
popular understanding at the time of what is effective in
reducing drug use and drug-related harms [18,31-33].
This may have led to the adoption of these ideologies in
older generations who now find it difficult to understand

the role of harm reduction, along with prevention, treat-
ment and law enforcement, to address problematic sub-
stance use. Efforts should be made to engage older
individuals in discussing and learning about the public
health issues surrounding problematic substance use,
safer drug use practices, and effective harm reduction
strategies. Harm reduction is ultimately a cost-saving
measure that connects people who use drugs to medical
care and refers them to addiction services. Contrary to
concerns expressed by some segments of the public, evi-
dence shows harm reduction does not encourage drug
use and may decrease drug use [34,35]. Harm reduction
is most effective in reducing the transmission of blood-
borne pathogens if it is widely available in low barrier
settings [36-38]. Lastly, harm reduction services are a
human right [39].

We found less support for harm reduction in the Fraser
Health Authority region, in which a bylaw prohibiting
harm reduction services is in place in several municipal-
ities [10,39]. Despite this, the majority (69%) of respon-
dents from the Fraser Health Authority region reported
support for harm reduction. This brings into question
what proportion of Fraser Health Authority residents truly
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Table 3 Logistic regression models of predictors associated with support for harm reduction programs in British

Columbia (n=1834)

Variables Unadjusted p-value' Adjusted p-value?
OR 95% Cl OR 95% Cl
Sex
Female (referent) vs. Male 0.76 061,094 0.010 0.74 0.59, 0.92 0.006
Age
19 - 34 (referent)
35-54 0.90 0.69, 1.20 0481 0.89 0.67,1.18 0412
55+ 0.64 049, 0.83 <0.001 0.63 048, 0.83 0.001
Education
= University graduate (referent)
< High school graduation 0.49 032,076 0.001 051 0.33,0.79 0.002
= High school 046 046, 0.86 0.004 0.70 051,097 0.030
= Some post secondary 0.60 0.60, 1.16 0.271 0.88 0.63,1.23 0443
= Certificate/ diploma program 0.52 0.52, 093 0.014 0.69 0.51,092 0012
Health authority n (%)
VCH (referent)
H 091 0.64, 1.29 0.597 0.99 0.69, 1.41 0.934
FH 0.57 043,075 <0.001 0.59 044,078 <0.001
VIH 1.02 072, 145 0914 1.12 0.78, 1.60 0.545
NH 092 0.56, 1.53 0.757 1.02 061, 1.69 0.948

'p-values from single d.f, Wald x*tests for each parameter in single predictor logistic regression models.
2p-values from single d.f. Wald x*-tests for each parameter in a multiple predictor logistic regression model including Sex, Age, Education, and Health Authority.

support the bylaws and whether these were enacted as a
result of vocal minorities. Another municipality that
closed a needle distribution site was found to have 78%
support for harm reduction in their Health Authority.
MacNeil and Pauly [12] noted that there was a strong local
community presence that led to the closure of this 20 year
old distribution site on Vancouver Island. In these two sit-
uations policy makers may have been swayed by a vocal
minority and/or may have blocked harm reduction efforts
for other reasons, but the evidence suggests there may be
a high level of public support for harm reduction efforts in
these Health Authorities. Looking deeper into community
support for harm reduction programs may help address
this anomaly.

Of the harm reduction strategies discussed in our sur-
vey, the research team noted that the greatest number of
missing responses was for the question: “Do you support
needle distribution in your community?” (See Table 1).
This was in contrast to the previous question which asked
about general support of needle distribution programs.
Respondents may have experienced cognitive dissonance
when asked this question, as they may support harm
reduction and needle distribution in theory, but were not
comfortable to admit that they preferred this service not
be conducted close to their homes. This NIMBY attitude
has also been documented in conjunction with other ‘less

desirable’ services (e.g. jails and homeless shelters) in city
planning [16,39]. However, our findings show the majority
of respondents supported needle distribution program-
ming in their community. Furthermore, members of the
community may be more likely to change their attitude
and say ‘yes-in-my-backyard’ (YIMBY) when community
concerns have been addressed [3,39].

Addressing community concerns is particularly im-
portant as one Canadian study found that the antici-
pated community resistance to harm reduction was the
biggest barrier for service providers to implementing
harm reduction programming [40]. This anticipated
concern has been quantified in our study as overall
support for community needle distribution was lower
than general needle distribution. This is not to suggest
that program implementation should be halted due to
perceived lack of community support, but instead we
encourage service providers to take the time, care, and
effort with their community in order to build sustain-
able harm reduction programming. As well, Bernstein
and Bennet [39] suggest the harm reduction movement
should engage with municipalities in the city’s planning
of health and social services.

Of the harm reduction strategies surveyed, safer in-
halation equipment distribution was least supported
(See Figure 1). This is the newest of the harm reduction
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strategies and has received negative press. The public
may be less informed about the harms associated with
crack cocaine inhalation and the health impacts of
makeshift equipment which include: throat and mouth
damage, burn on lips, and hepatitis C transmission
[35,41]. Many respondents may not have been aware
that hepatitis C virus has been found on crack pipes,
which if shared could be a route of hepatitis C transmis-
sion [41]. It should also be noted that our survey was
administered during a negative media blitz regarding
Vancouver Coastal Health’s crack kit pilot project [42,43]
that had begun the weekend prior to the administration of
our survey.

Another interesting finding is the polarization of the
participant’s responses. Very few participants answered
‘neutral; and for the most part the majority of responses
were stated as ‘strongly support’ or ‘strongly oppose’.
This may suggest that respondents have already formed
strong opinions. Thus, it may take time to shift the
opinion of those who strongly oppose harm reduction
as they may have deep rooted feelings about safer drug
use practices.

There are a number of limitations to this study. Firstly,
BC residents without a landline telephone number were
excluded. The response rate was 24.7%. Overall, this is
a low response rate but it is consistent with or better
than other public polls. The average response rate of
12-15 minute telephone surveys is 24%, and 12% for
random-digit dialing sampling [44]. A high profile public
surveying company also found that telephone polling
refusal rates can reach 90% [45]. Current reports show
the public is overburdened with requests to participate
in telephone surveys and periodically even the most
robust polling methods may lead to false outcomes [45].
There are no other methods of understanding public
opinion better than polling [45], yet the authors of this
study ask the audience to use caution when interpreting
our results. We encourage more research in this field as
governments may be less likely to undertake public
opinion polls in case the results contradict current policy.
Public polls have an important place in society and may
promote policy changes [45].

In this study, refusals to participate may have been due
to negative attitudes towards harm reduction at survey
introduction. Social desirability bias may have also played
a role in responses. Providing a description about the
harm reduction strategy first may have led the respondent
to change their views; however, the response would be
more informed. This telephone survey provided an
estimate of the public’s opinion and the large sample
size taken by random digit dialing attempted to reduce
inherent biases as much as possible. We were able to
compare the five Health Authorities by using a weighted
sample; however, our sample size was not sufficient to
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explore geographic areas smaller than the regional
health authority level. Furthermore, we were unable to
select participants based on the population’s education
level. Previously conducted telephone surveys in Canada
found that those with higher level of education had been
overrepresented [21]. To examine the role of education in
our study we included education level in the multivariable
model. Lastly, to ensure acceptability of survey length
by participants, the research team limited the number
of independent variables asked. Despite this, the ana-
lysis provides insights into the attitudes of safer drug
use practices in BC. Readers should also be aware that
this analysis took a conservative approach by including
‘neutral’ responses with ‘opposed’.

Conclusion

There was a high level of support for harm reduction
strategies and services among participants in this public
opinion poll in British Columbia, Canada. The findings
are encouraging for those working in harm reduction
who may face vocal opposition to their work as these
opposing views may not reflect the general public’s atti-
tudes. Policies limiting harm reduction services may exist
even in the presence of public support for harm reduction
activities. This documented support for harm reduction
among participants in our study, along with the body of
evidence that harm reduction strategies are effective in
preventing disease and improve quality of life, should be
reflected in policies and be used to garner support for
program implementation in BC and internationally.
Our findings may encourage researchers in other areas
of the world to conduct similar studies in order to better
understand the general public’s attitudes towards safer
drug use practices in their region, in addition to develop-
ing strategies to increase public support and political will.

Abbreviations
BC: British Columbia; NIMBY: Not-in-my-back-yard; US: United States;
YIMBY: Yes-in-my-back-yard.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions

The specific contribution of each author is as follows: JC, MK, and JB were
responsible for study design; DT and JC were responsible for collection of
the literature and first draft. DT, MK, and JB were responsible for analysis. All
authors provided critical comments on the first draft of the manuscript. All
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Authors’ information

All authors are affiliated with the Communicable Disease Prevention and
Control Services (CDPACS) at the British Columbia Centre for Disease Control
located at 655 West 12th Avenue, Vancouver, BC V5Z 4R4, Canada. CDPACS
is responsible for the British Columbia’s Provincial Harm Reduction Program.
Information about the Harm Reduction Program is available through the
following websites: www.bccdc.ca/prevention/HarmReduction/defaulthtm
and www.towardtheheart.com or through communication with the
corresponding author.


http://www.bccdc.ca/prevention/HarmReduction/default.htm
http://www.towardtheheart.com

Tzemis et al. Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy 2013, 8:40
http://www.substanceabusepolicy.com/content/8/1/40

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank the following people from the BC Centre for
Disease Control for their guidance and contribution to this manuscript:
Sunny Mak, medical geographer; Meike Fraser and Charles Fritz, GIS
surveillance analyst; Mei Chong, biostatistician, Robert Balshaw, Senior
Scientist, and Kristin Kokotillo, UBC medical student.

This research was funded by the BC Harm Reduction Program at the BC
Centre for Disease Control.

Received: 27 May 2013 Accepted: 26 November 2013
Published: 1 December 2013

References

1. Rosenberg H, Philips K: Acceptability and availability of harm-reduction in-
terventions for drug abuse in American substance abuse treatment
agencies. Psych Addict Behav 2003, 17(3):203-210.

2. Toward the Heart: British Columbia Harm Reduction Strategies and
Services Committee. www.towardtheheart.com.

3. Ontario HV Treatment Network: Rapid Response: Public Perceptions of Harm
Reduction Interventions. http.//www.ohtn.on.ca/pages/Knowledge-Exchange/
Rapid-Responses/RR63-2012-Public-Perception-HR-Interventions.pdf.

4. Cavalieri W, Riley D: Harm reduction in Canada: The many faces of
regression. http://canadianharmreduction.com/node/1713.

5. Kendall PRW: Decreasing HIV infections among people who use drugs by
injection in British Columbia. www.health.gov.bc.ca/library/publications/
year/2011/decreasing-HIV-in-IDU-population.pdf.

6. Buxton J, Tzemis D, Tang W, Yu A, Krajden M: The BC Harm Reduction
Supply Distribution Program: Preventing HIV and HCV in British
Columbia (BC) [abstract]. CAHR Conference 2013:199.

7. Marshall BDL, Milloy MJ, Wood E, Montaner JSG, Kerr T: Reduction in
overdose mortality after the opening of North America’s first medically
supervised safer injecting facility: A retrospective population-based
study. Lancet 2011, 377(9775):1429-1437.

8. Providence Health Care: SALOME: Study Objectives.
http://www.providencehealthcare.org/salome/study-objectives.html.

9. TiL, Buxton J, Wood E, Zhang R, Montaner J, Kerr T: Difficulty accessing
crack pipes and crack pipe sharing among people who use drugs in
Vancouver. Canada Subst Abuse Treat Prev Policy 2011, 6:34.

10.  Keller J: Abbotsford city council divided on whether to allow harm
reduction for drug addicts. [http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2012/07/08/
needle-exchange-ban-abbotsford-bc_n_1656911.html]

11, Ministry of Health, Vancouver Island Health Authority: Failed Mandates: City
of Victoria. http://harmreductionvictoria.ca/?q=node/78.

12. MacNeil J, Pauly B: Impact: a case study examining the closure of a large
urban fixed site needle exchange in Canada. Harm Reduc J 2010, 7:11.

13. Weatherburn D: Dilemmas in harm minimization. Addiction 2008,
104(3):335-339.

14.  Van Den Berg C, Smit C, Van Brussel G, Coutinho R, Prins M: Full
participation in harm reduction programmes is associated with
decreased risk for human immunodeficiency virus and hepatitis C virus:
evidence from the Amsterdam Cohort Studies among drug users.
Addiction 2007, 102(9):1454-1462.

15. Vernick J, Burrisb S, Strathedee S: Public opinion about syringe exchange
programmes in the USA: an analysis of national surveys. Int J Drug Policy
2003, 25(5-6):431-435.

16.  Dear M: Understanding and overcoming the NIMBY syndrome. J Am Plan
Assoc 1992, 58(3):288-301.

17. Thein H, Kimber J, Maher L, MacDonald M, Kaldor J: Public opinion towards
supervised injecting centres and the Sydney medically Supervised
Injecting Centre. Int J Drug Policy 2005, 16:275-280.

18. Boyd S: Media construction of illegal drugs, users, and sellers: a closure
look at Traffic. Int J Drug Policy 2002, 13:397-407.

19. Boyd S, Carter C: Methamphetamine Disclosure: Media, Law, and Policy.
Can J Communication 2010, 35:219-237.

20. Woods A: Ottawa ignores support for injection sites.
http://www.canada.com/vancouversun/news/story.html?id=1797cdc9-676e-
47d3-8592-d3d0c3f44613.

21. Cruz MF, Patra J, Fischer JR, Kalousek K: Public opinion towards supervised
injection facilities and heroin-assisted treatment in Ontario, Canada. Int J
Drug Policy 2007, 18:54-61.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

32.

33.

34,

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

45,

Page 9 of 9

Dubé E, Massé R, Noél L: Acceptabilité des interventions en réduction des
méfaits: contributions de la population aux débats éthiques de santé
publique. Can J Public Health 2009, 100(1):24-28.

BC Statistics 2011: Population Extrapolation for Organizational Planning
with Less Error. http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/
Demography.aspx.

Angus Read lllegal Drugs. Angus Read Strategies: Public Release, National
Opinion Poll. http://www.angus-reid.com/wp-content/uploads/archived-
pdf/ARS_Drugs.pdf.

Chowning JT, Griswold JC, Kovarik DN, Collins LJ: Fostering critical
thinking, reasoning, and argumentation skills through bioethics
education. PLoS ONE 2012, 7(5):¢36791. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0036791.
Bourget Management Consulting for the Canadian Alliance on Mental
lllness: Mental Health Mental Health Literacy: A Review of the Literature.
http://www.camimh.ca/files/literacy/LIT_REVIEW_MAY_6_07.pdf.

Tytler R, Duggan S, Gott R: Dimensions of evidence, the public
understanding of science and science education. Int J Sci Educ 2001,
23:815-832.

Denham B: Folk devils, news icons and the construction of moral panics.
Journalism Studies 2008, 9(6):945-961.

Hughes CE, Lancaster K, Spicer B: How do Australian news media depict
illicit drug issues? An analysis of print media reporting across and
between illicit drugs, 2003-2008. Int J Drug Policy 2011, 22:285-291.
Beckett K: Setting the public agenda: ‘street crime’ and drug use in
American politics. Soc Probl 1994, 41(3):425-477.

Annas GJ: Reefer madness-The Federal Response to California’s Medical
Marijuana Law. NEJM 1997, 337:435-439.

Goode E, Ben Yehuda N: Moral Panics: the social construction of deviance. In
The American Drug Panic of the 1980s. Oxford: Blackwell; 1994. Chapter 12.
Winkel B: Treatment Solutions: Just say no campaign. http://www.
treatmentsolutions.com/just-say-no-campaign/]

Vlahov D, Junge B: The role of needle exchange programs in HIV
prevention. Public Health Rep 1998, 113(suppl 1):75-80.

DeBeck K, Kerr T, Li K, Fischer B, Buxton J, Montaner J, Wood E: Smoking of
crack cocaine as a risk factor for HIV infection among people who use
injection drugs. Can Med Assoc J 2008, 181(9):585-589.

The Vienna Declaration: The Vienna Declaration Fact Sheet.
http://www.viennadeclaration.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/
04/2-VDec-Fact-Sheet-IAS.pdf.

Vickerman P, Kumaranayake L, Balakireva O, Guinenness L, Artyukh O,
Semifop T, Yaremenko O, Watts C: The cost-effectiveness of expanding
harm reduction activities for injecting drug users in Odessa. Ukraine Sex
Transm Dis 2006, 33(Suppl! 10):89-102.

Wood E, Tyndall MW, Zhang R, Montaner JSG, Kerr T: Rate of detoxification
service use and its impact among a cohort of supervised injecting
facility users. Addict 2007, 102(6):916-919.

Bernstein S, Bennet D: Zoned Out: “NIMBYism”, addiction services and
municipal governance in British Columbia. Int J Drug Policy 2006 2013
2006: . doi:10.1016/j.drugpo.2013.04.001.

Hobden K, Cunningham J: Barriers to the dissemination of four harm
reduction strategies: a survey of addiction treatment providers in
Ontario. Harm Reduc J 2006, 3:35. doi:10.1186/1477-7517-3-35.

Tortu S, McMahon JM, Pouget ER, Hamid R: Sharing of Noninjection Drug-
Use Implements as a Risk Factor for Hepatitis C. Subst Use Misuse 2004,
39(2):211-224.

Frum M: May we offer you a crack pipe instead? http://www.
huffingtonpost.ca/miranda-frum/free-crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1184179.html.
Gustafson R: Why tax payers should subsidize crack pipes. http://www.
huffingtonpost.ca/reka-gustafson-phd/crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1185670.
html.

Steeh C, Kirgis N, Cannon B, DeWitt J: Are they really as bad as they
seem? Nonresponse rates at the end of the twentieth century. J of Offical
Statistics 2001, 17(2):227-247. wrong 35.

Reid A: What went wrong with the polls in British Columbia? The veteran
polister reviews the lessons of the BC election. http://www2.macleans.ca/
2013/07/08/angus-reid-what-went-wrong-with-the-polls-in-british-columbia/.

doi:10.1186/1747-597X-8-40

Cite this article as: Tzemis et al: A cross-sectional study of public
attitudes towards safer drug use practices in British Columbia, Canada.
Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy 2013 8:40.



http://www.towardtheheart.com
http://www.ohtn.on.ca/pages/Knowledge-Exchange/Rapid-Responses/RR63-2012-Public-Perception-HR-Interventions.pdf
http://www.ohtn.on.ca/pages/Knowledge-Exchange/Rapid-Responses/RR63-2012-Public-Perception-HR-Interventions.pdf
http://canadianharmreduction.com/node/1713
http://www.health.gov.bc.ca/library/publications/year/2011/decreasing-HIV-in-IDU-population.pdf
http://www.health.gov.bc.ca/library/publications/year/2011/decreasing-HIV-in-IDU-population.pdf
http://www.providencehealthcare.org/salome/study-objectives.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2012/07/08/needle-exchange-ban-abbotsford-bc_n_1656911.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2012/07/08/needle-exchange-ban-abbotsford-bc_n_1656911.html
http://harmreductionvictoria.ca/?q=node/78
http://www.canada.com/vancouversun/news/story.html?id=1797cdc9-676e-47d3-8592-d3d0c3f44613
http://www.canada.com/vancouversun/news/story.html?id=1797cdc9-676e-47d3-8592-d3d0c3f44613
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Demography.aspx
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Demography.aspx
http://www.angus-reid.com/wp-content/uploads/archived-pdf/ARS_Drugs.pdf
http://www.angus-reid.com/wp-content/uploads/archived-pdf/ARS_Drugs.pdf
http://www.camimh.ca/files/literacy/LIT_REVIEW_MAY_6_07.pdf
http://www.treatmentsolutions.com/just-say-no-campaign/
http://www.treatmentsolutions.com/just-say-no-campaign/
http://www.viennadeclaration.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/2-VDec-Fact-Sheet-IAS.pdf
http://www.viennadeclaration.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/2-VDec-Fact-Sheet-IAS.pdf
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/miranda-frum/free-crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1184179.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/miranda-frum/free-crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1184179.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/reka-gustafson-phd/crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1185670.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/reka-gustafson-phd/crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1185670.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/reka-gustafson-phd/crack-pipe-vancouver_b_1185670.html
http://www2.macleans.ca/2013/07/08/angus-reid-what-went-wrong-with-the-polls-in-british-columbia/
http://www2.macleans.ca/2013/07/08/angus-reid-what-went-wrong-with-the-polls-in-british-columbia/

	Abstract
	Background
	Objective
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Study design
	Study instrument
	Outcome variables
	Independent (explanatory) variables
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Authors’ information
	Acknowledgments
	References

