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Learning How to Build Therapeutic Relationships by Employing
Harm Reduction

Nobuya NARUSE

Saitama Prefectural Psychiatric Hospital

If there is one piece of advice for treating addiction, it is “do not try to stop it”. We are
obsessed with addicts’ alcohol consumption and drug use, forcing them to abstain and criticiz-
ing them if they relapse. However, sobriety is not something that can be achieved overnight.
There are many addicts who need alcohol or drugs to survive ; in other words, the problem is
not “I will not quit”, but “I cannot quit”. Thus, the therapist cannot build a relationship of
trust by blaming the symptoms. Drug addiction cannot be cured through “intolerance and
severe punishment” —such an approach is anti-therapeutic and does not benefit anyone. The
primary goal should be to enable addicts to be able to live a healthy life with as little harm as
possible. Thus, what is needed is support, not punishment. Harm reduction prioritizes health
improvement and maintenance over judicial intervention, ensuring human rights and providing
necessary support to those suffering from the effects of drug use. Thus, drug use itself is not
questioned—it does not matter whether the drug is legal or illegal, and patients are treated
humanely and with dignity. Providing “support for everyday difficulties” rather than “sup-
port to stop addiction (coercion)” builds a relationship of trust ; it empowers the patient, thus
motivating them to stop using. Forcing people to do difficult things will not only fail but also
promote prejudice and conflict. Addicts already struggle to survive and are further harmed by
stigma. Introducing harm reduction would make it possible to provide “treatment and support
that does not and cannot hurt anyone”. Harm reduction eliminates the harsh punitive approach
that promotes stigma, and supports those needing help by empowering them through trust—
based relationships.

Thus, a consideration of harm reduction reveals the most important aspect missing in
addiction treatment and support in Japan. It is a universal approach that is common in psychiat-

ric medicine.

Author’s abstract
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