
Impacts of Storytelling on 
People Who Use Drugs 

Sarah Whipple (she/her)



There is no replacement 
for involving and paying 
people who use drugs on 
your storytelling team.



Telling our stories has tangible risks
● Criminalization
● Harassment
● Immigration consequences
● Loss of current or future employment, 

housing, or access to services
● Children taken away
● Distrusted by your community
● “Outed” to family or social networks
● Found by people you don’t want to be 

found by 
● Jeopardize physical safety



Emotional Risks
● Bearing your trauma to the world with little to no 

support
●  Loss of control over your story 
● Seeing yourself described with pity, shock value, 

or judgment
● Racism and other forms of oppression impacting 

how your story is framed
● Feeling obligated to share your story 
● Being asked to share over and over
● Pressure to justify your drug use, prove there’s a 

“good” reason so you are looked at sympathetically 
(rooted in stigma) 



Things to consider 
when seeking consent

It’s so much more than a 
signature on a form

● Full understanding of potential risks
● Adequate time to consider risks
● Multiple opportunities to say no
● Communicating what support you can 

and cannot offer them (legal, financial, 
emotional)

● Power imbalances (especially with 
service providers, clinicians, etc)

● Compensation is important but can 
also be a tool of exploitation

● Reluctance is a no 



Some strategies to reduce harm

 

● Subject choosing what topics are discussed 
● Sending questions in advance for review
● Offer layers of protection: Fake names, disguised voice, 

no face, B-roll while they’re talking, etc
● Understanding how they want their story to be framed
● Sending them the full piece before publication and 

allowing edits
● Deleting hateful, stigmatizing, or violent comments 
● Having people who use drugs be involved as 

interviewers, videographers, photographers, editors, 
and any other position- not just subjects


