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Abstract
Stimulus 2018 was very successful in increasing knowledge, providing networking
opportunities and supporting people in their harm reduction and drug policy efforts.
Respondents reported that they had discussed what they learned at Stimulus 2018, that
Stimulus 2018 had influenced their thinking or a decision and that it had a noteworthy or
dramatic impact on them.

Christine Leonard Consulting Ltd.
November 2018

Contents
Introduction and Methodology ......................................................................................... 2
Limitations ................................................................................................................... 2
Results ............................................................................................................................ 3
Listening Post Survey Results ..................................................................................... 3
Listening Post Summary .......................................................................................... 6
Qualitative Evaluation Question Results ...................................................................... 6
What do people who work in harm reduction and drug policy need? ....................... 7
How does being at Stimulus 2018 make you feel?................................................... 8
What is the hardest part of harm reduction and drug policy? ................................... 8
Why is harm reduction and drug policy important to you? ........................................ 8
What do you most want people to know about harm reduction and drug policy in
Canada? .................................................................................................................. 9
What is the most important thing that you would like to result from Stimulus 2018? 9
What do you get the most satisfaction from in your harm reduction and drug policy
efforts? ..................................................................................................................... 9
What is one thing you will do differently after Stimulus 2018? ............................... 10
If something doesn’t change soon in harm reduction and drug policy, how long can
you keep going? ..................................................................................................... 10
Qualitative Results Summary ................................................................................. 10
Post-Conference Survey Results ............................................................................... 11
Quantitative Results ............................................................................................... 11
Qualitative Results from the Post-Conference Survey ........................................... 13
Post-Conference Results Summary ....................................................................... 16
Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 16
Appendix A: Poster Boards ........................................................................................... 17

Page | 1

Introduction and Methodology
The Stimulus 2018 conference took place in Edmonton, Alberta from October 3-5, 2018. The conference
included people who use drugs, nurses, social workers, physicians, corrections staff, front-line workers,
people involved in sex work, researchers and other key people from across Canada as well as from
around the world. Stimulus was a response to the unprecedented overdose crisis, impending legalization
of cannabis, a sexually transmitted infection epidemic and a wide range of drug policy challenges.
The purpose of the outcome evaluation was to document whether Stimulus 2018 met the desired
outcomes related to participants:
•
•
•

Increasing their knowledge and skills
Networking with peers
Feeling supported in their efforts

Beyond that, there was a powerful need to document this particular moment in time with regard to
cannibis legalization, the overdose crisis, and the impact on the lives of people with lived experience and
those who love and support them. We wanted the evaluation to capture and tell the story of the people
who were at Stimulus 2018.
Three evaluation methods were implemented:
•
•
•

A “Listening Post” four question quantitative survey. This survey was administered by volunteers
using tablet devices, in the hallways and corridors, between sessions on days 2 & 3.
Qualitative outcome questions (9) which were distributed on days 2 & 3 on paper in the
corridors and seating areas, as well on public poster boards in the main hallway area.
A post-conference survey emailed to all registrants and posted on social media. This survey
included 8 questions and was a mix of quantitative and qualitative.

Once a conference participant had been approached to complete the Listening Post survey, we provided
them a sticker to place in a specific location on their registration badge so that it was known to the
Listening Post volunteers that they had already been approached about the survey. The sticker was
about one inch in diameter, included the conference logo and said, “I’ve made my point.” These turned
out to be very popular among attendees and may have boosted participation. We did not limit
conference participants’ ability to complete the Listening Post survey more than once.
Items in italics throughout the report are direct quotations from respondents.

Limitations
The total conference registration count was approximately 800. Listening Post volunteers approached
381 individuals at the conference, of which 379 agreed to complete the survey, which is a completion
rate of approximately 47%. We have no way to know the number of people who wrote on the poster
boards so do not have a completion rate for that measure. There were 152 responses to the PostConference survey, which is a completion rate of approximately 19%.
We have no way to know if the population who completed any of the three measures is a representative
sample because we cannot obtain a breakdown by representation type for the total conference
attendee population.
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Results
Listening Post Survey Results
Listening Post evaluation volunteers approached 381 individuals, of which 379 agreed to participate
(99.5%). Figure 1 shows that most respondents (59%) were from non-profits, followed by government
(27%) and members of networks of people who use drugs (22%). Note that this was a multi-select
question and the percentages are calculated on the number who completed this question (377), not
response count (483), which is why they add up to more than 100%.
Figure 1. Representation of Listening Post Respondents (n=377)

Most respondents were from
non-profits
Non-profit

59%

Government

27%

Member of a network of people who use
drugs

22%

Academic
Business

15%
6%

The first substantive question we asked was: As a result of Stimulus 2018, have you gained new
knowledge or skills? As you can see from Figure 2 below, the vast majority agreed with this statement,
with 64% strongly agreeing and 32% agreeing.
Figure 2. Have you gained new knowledge or skills? (n=381)

Most respondents had gained new
knowledge or skills (96%)
Strongly agree

64%

Agree

32%

Neutral

4%

Strongly disagree

1%

Disagree

0%

Page | 3

The second question we asked was: As a result of Stimulus 2018, have you networked with peers? Figure
3 below illustrates that most participants strongly agreed (61%) or agreed (32%) with this question.
Figure 3. Have you networked with peers? (n=379)

Most respondents had networked with
peers (93%)
Strongly agree

61%

Agree

32%

Neutral
Disagree
Strongly disagree

5%
1%
0%

The final Listening Post question was: As a result of Stimulus 2018, do you feel more supported in your
harm reduction or drug policy efforts? Looking at Figure 4 below, we can see that 57% strongly agreed
with this statement, and 32% agreed.
Figure 4. Do you feel more supported in your harm reduction or drug policy efforts? (n=381)

Most respondents felt more supported in
their efforts (89%)
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We inquired further into the data to see if there were variances in the responses to the Listening Post
survey by audience type. Figure 5 below looks at whether respondents gained new knowledge or skills
by audience type. We can see that a higher percentage of business representatives strongly agreed with
this question than other audience types.
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Figure 5. Gained knowledge or skills by audience type (n= 359)

Business representatives were most likely
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There were variations by audience when we examine networking with peers by audience type. Figure 6
shows that business representatives and members of a network of people who use drugs were most
likely to strongly agree that they networked with peers, while government representatives were least
likely to strongly agree.
Figure 6. Networked with peers by audience type (n=349)

Business representatives and people who
use drugs felt most strongly that they
networked with peers
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Finally, when we looked at whether people felt more supported in their harm reduction or drug policy
efforts as a result of Stimulus 2018, we see from Figure 7 that business representatives and people who
use drugs agreed most strongly with this statement, while government representatives were least likely
to strongly agree.
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Figure 7. Felt more supported by audience type (n=332)

Government representatives were least
likely to strongly agree that they felt more
supported
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Overall, while we have provided the three figures above showing
responses by audience type, the differences are not large and are
really only in the strength of agreement (strongly agree) not in the
fact of agreement itself (strongly agree and agree). If you combine
their agreement scores, the widest range in the three figures above is
only 9% and the lowest total combined agreement score for any
audience in any of the figures above is 85% who agree or strongly
agree.

“We all need to take the
knowledge and share with
people that don’t know this
stuff, in a caring,
compassionate and curious
way.”

Listening Post Summary
Respondents to the Listening Post survey provided very positive feedback about the conference
outcomes. Approximately 90% strongly agreed or agreed that, as a result of Stimulus 2018, they had
gained new knowledge, networked with peers and felt more supported in their harm reduction or drug
policy efforts.

Qualitative Evaluation Question Results
There were nine qualitative questions that were asked of people using two different methods. The first
method was a two-sided sheet of paper with all nine questions and space to write responses. These
were distributed by the Listening Post evaluation volunteers as requested and were left in rest areas,
and in specific rooms such as the Indigenous Welcoming room and the Honouring our Lost room. Four
completed paper copies were received.
The second method of gathering qualitative feedback was a series of poster boards that were laid on
tables in the main hallway near the coffee and snacks. There was one question per poster board. Once
the poster board was largely filled with responses, it was replaced with a fresh one and the completed
one was attached to the wall above the new one. Five of the nine questions inspired enough responses
to require a second poster board to be needed, as noted in the summary of response themes by
question below. Participants were often seen reading the poster boards as it was an opportunity to see
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others’ feedback and build upon it. The themes and results for each of the nine questions are
summarized below, including both the paper and poster board responses. Photos of the poster boards
are found in Appendix A.

What do people who work in harm reduction and drug policy need?
There were two poster boards for this question and 42 responses. The responses fell into four theme
areas, as described through the examples that follow:

Individual level support
“Emotional support”
“Acceptance”
“Support and opportunities to process and debrief some traumatic aspects of this work”

Collective level action
“Collaboration with others”
“We/they need bosses to take risks to force change and destroy - the systems - they uphold - the
drug war... if you don’t, we will, and you’ll be on the wrong side of history”
“Resilience training: - platforms to engage the public - training in
how to better engage stakeholders - ways into training/schools like
social work, medicine, teaching/education, nursing”

More services/supports/funding
“Funding for men’s programs”
“More access to affordable/subsidized housing for our clients!”
“More money and programs for people in recovery or using”

“We are not crazy
people with crazy
ideas. We are smart,
sensible, wellinformed presenting
legitimate solutions to
very real problems.”

Policy level changes
“Need to change drug laws”
“Government accountability for our health and wellbeing as people on the front-line and for
PWUD”
“Pour que les politicien.nes soient aussi passionné.es et qui mettent la même énergie à aider les
populations les plus stigmatisées! / For politicians to also be passionate and put in the energy to
help more stigmatized populations!”
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How does being at Stimulus 2018 make you feel?
There were two poster boards for this question and 43 responses. The responses were overwhelmingly
positive (>80%), using words like: hopeful, connected, informed, supported, empowered, alive, excited,
optimistic, not alone, and united. Examples of a positive, neutral and negative comment follow:
“It is amazing to be around so many like-minded people - I am an addictions counsellor that works
in a small clinic with a group of mental health therapists. There is not even discussion on harm
reduction. They don’t get it and some don’t agree with it!”
“Hopeful, frustrated, inspired, discouraged, energized, tired, thoughtful.”
“This has been the biggest waste of my time. Woodstock 2018? Where is the common sense? Are
you all so drug induced, selfish individuals wrapped up in your own "choices" you lost touch with
reality on so many levels. Very sad event.”

What is the hardest part of harm reduction and drug policy?
There was one poster board for this question and 31 responses. There were two themes that emerged
here: the impact on people and the struggle to impact governments and those with power.

Impact on people
“The time it takes to affect change on the ground. Years of waiting
and working while people suffer”
“Seeing your friends die because change didn't or hasn't come quick
enough”
“Trying to teach people to care about others”

“I get the most
satisfaction when I see
the impact that
unconditional love without
judgement makes in drug
users’ lives.”

Struggle to impact governments and those with power
“Translation to the general public or the decision-makers/gatekeepers”
“Policy makers who refuse evidence”
“Talking to the "Brick Wall of Power"

Why is harm reduction and drug policy important to you?
There were two poster boards for this question and 35 responses. The responses were all about the
people, the lives impacted, the human suffering and the loss of lives. The responses were a call for
others to see the people impacted by drug policy.
“Because of the people we see each day. Things must change to acknowledge the humanity of
those who use”
“People deserve to use drugs safely and not be criminalized or stigmatized”
“Because I’m tired of losing everyone around me and something has to change”
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“Being a drug user and working in the industry I see how ridiculous it is to stigmatize or chastise a
person just because they use. When people feel alone and use alone they die alone. BULLSHIT!!”
“Because it can shift the way that we function as a society. The underlying principals (sic) and the
heart of harm reduction is compassion and kindness and care”

What do you most want people to know about harm reduction and drug policy in
Canada?
There were two poster boards for this question and 34 responses. The responses to this question were
difficult to summarize or organize into themes. Some were quite specific, such as that it differs by health
authority. There were a few related to drug policy, such as being about decriminalization, and there
were some about people and saving lives. Here are a few comments that provide a flavor of the
messages:
“That this is about people, not drugs”
“Nothing without us! Drug users should be involved if we are to fix drug policy”
“Harm reduction is not enabling drug use”
“That if you value human life you value harm reduction”
“Testing drugs for toxins is a good bandaid step, but if authorities have ability to provide/make
available clean medical grade drugs, but aren't, they are essentially complicit in genocide.
#InjusticeIsFatal #EndProhibition #StigmaKills”

What is the most important thing that you would like to result from Stimulus 2018?
There was one poster board for this question and 33 responses. There were three theme areas for this
question: policy, support and education. The responses in the policy realm all related to
decriminalization or legalization of drugs. The support responses included words such as: acceptance,
inclusion, kindness, open hearts and minds, hope, love, and down with systemic stigma. The education
responses had to do with bringing more awareness, public education, advocacy and a strong voice to
harm reduction and drug policy.

What do you get the most satisfaction from in your harm
reduction and drug policy efforts?
There was one poster board for this question and 32 responses. There
were two themes in the responses to this question: the changes or
progress seen, and the people.

The people:
“Helping people to realize that they are loved + matter so much”
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What do you get the most
satisfaction from in your
harm reduction and drug
policy efforts: “When I
don’t die after a hit.”

“Working with wonderful people each day”
“The positive outcomes/improvements in the daily lives of clients”

Changes or progress seen:
“To know that it is now recognized at a higher level & also it is now respected”
“Research into action”
“Each little step ahead results in real change for the people on the ground. It motivates us to keep
going”

What is one thing you will do differently after Stimulus 2018?
There was one poster board for this question and 25 responses. The responses here were diverse,
personal and difficult to summarize. They ranged from the very individual (e.g. get my driver’s license,
give more free hugs, or taking care of myself) to more outward action (e.g. speak up, advocate with
evidence, take research to managers, more networking). Please see the Post-Conference survey results
for much more detail about people’s reported differences post-Stimulus 2018.

If something doesn’t change soon in harm reduction and drug policy, how long can you
keep going?
There were two poster boards for this question and 33 responses. The vast majority of responses
indicated that people will not quit, that they will keep going as long as needed, and that giving up is not
the solution. A few said that they might have it in them to keep going for another year or two.
“I don’t get to stop because my community and I don’t stop being impacted if I get tired and quit”
“If I don’t die from overdose first... I don’t even know. I will not abandon my friends or people who
use substances though...so never”
“As long as I can keep myself well enough to be of service ❤”

Qualitative Results Summary
The qualitative results did tell the story, as we had hoped, of people’s reality in harm reduction and drug
policy. There were stories of despair and hope, resistance and cooperation, humanity, determination
and resilience. This was a conference of people with deep compassion for their fellow community
members and resounding commitment to keeping people alive as well as cultural and policy change.
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Post-Conference Survey Results
Quantitative Results
The Post-Conference Survey was distributed electronically one week post-event and was available for
completion online for one week. In that time, 152 responses were received.
As we can see from Figure 8 below, the people who responded to the Post-Conference Survey are a
somewhat different group than those who responded to the Listening Post survey. Based on feedback
from some respondents to the Listening Post, we decided to put a new category in for the PostConference Survey called Other, which came to represent 19% of the respondents to the PostConference Survey. When we look at what people specified under Other, a great many of the responses
would have properly fit under one of the other categories (e.g. they put their agency name down that is,
in fact, a non-profit) or they wrote things like “thank you!” There were five Other responses that
indicated that they were Indigenous or from a First Nation.
Figure 8. Percentages of post-conference survey audience (n=152) compared to listening post audience
(n=379)

Representation in the two surveys varied
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Figure 9 below shows the results for the first three questions on the Post-Conference survey, with
responses to each question being overwhelmingly positive. Nearly 100% of respondents had discussed
what they learned at Stimulus 2018 with others, and 87% said that Stimulus 2018 had influenced their
thinking or a decision they had made. Finally, 80% said that Stimulus 2018 had a dramatic or noteworthy
impact on them.
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Figure 9. Influence and behaviour change (n=152)

Attendees overwhelmingly reported
positive impacts from Stimulus 2018
Have you discussed what you learned or
experienced at Stimulus 2018 with
others?

99%

Did Stimulus 2018 influence your thinking
or a decision you made?

87%

Did Stimulus 2018 have a dramatic or
noteworthy impact on you?

80%

Looking at the Post-Conference Survey results by audience, we see no variation at all (<2%) in the
responses to the question about whether participants discussed what they learned at Stimulus 2018
with others. Looking at the question about whether Stimulus 2018 influenced their thinking or a decision
they made, while the variation is only 13%, some categories of respondents reported being influenced in
their thinking more than other categories. Other respondents and government were more likely to
report being influenced, while business respondents and academics were least likely to report being
influenced.
Figure 10. Stimulus 2018 influenced thinking or decisions (Yes; n=129) by audience type

Business and academics
representatives were least likely to
report being influenced
Other

93%

Government

91%

Non-profit

89%

Member of a network of people who use
drugs
Academic
Business

86%
82%
80%

In response to the question about whether Stimulus 2018 had a dramatic or noteworthy impact on
them, government respondents were least like to say yes, at only 72%.
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Figure 11. Stimulus 2018 had noteworthy or dramatic impact (yes; n=118) by audience type
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Qualitative Results from the Post-Conference Survey
On the Post-Conference survey, there were 114 comments describing the noteworthy or dramatic
impact that Stimulus 2018 had. The overwhelming majority of comments indicated a positive impact
(93%), while 4% of the comments indicated a negative impact and 3% of comments were neutral about
impact. The three neutral responses indicated that Stimulus 2018 had an impact, just not a dramatic
one. Here is an example of a positive statement of impact:
“Have been feeling really exhausted of late about all the challenges that face us, especially
because policymakers at so many levels are either hostile to evidence-based responses and
appeals to basic human decency, or just too timid and politically craven to do the right thing to
help save lives, protect health; Stimulus was a indeed just that, a boost in the form of a reminder
that there are hundreds (indeed thousands) of people across the country who are saving lives,
protecting communities and making change every day - and we can make more, much-needed
change, together. It also has continued to build the momentum of advocacy for decriminalizing
drugs and the people who use them, and underscored the urgency, given the current and ongoing
overdose crisis, of setting up systems whereby people can substitute illegally-purchased
substances for quality-controlled ones that are far less likely to be poisonous and even deadly. Also
was good to hear updates about some of the latest developments in local harm reduction services
and advocacy around the country.”
It is a difficult choice whether to include negative responses such as the paragraph below. We strive to
not silence or hide negative feedback and also to not give it more weight than it deserves given that it
was only 4% of responses. In this case, this comment is included because it is also an example of the
education that remains to be done on what harm reduction looks like and because, in the end, it also
speaks to the real crisis in needing to save lives, help people access treatment and deal with trauma.
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“IN A VERY NEGATIVE WAY!!!! You took what should have been a realistic look at the drug crisis in
Canada followed up by problem solving sessions where we could focus on how we can save lives
and instead consumed my time with drug addicted presenters who tried to convince me legalizing
all drugs would be the solution to this entire problem. ARE YOU KIDDING ME??? I want to know
what is being done to save lives. Why is it so hard to get into treatment centers? When will more
supports be put in place to help those who don't "Choose" to be drug users, but have been forced
into it. How are we going to deal with the trauma and break down drugs are causing this society? I
came away feeling mortified that this was allowed to be an event. You took away any hope I had
that we as a reasonable and responsible society could problem solve our way out of this crisis.”
The comments were then coded into themes with respect to the nature of the impact. We have chosen
not to turn the qualitative data into quantitative data by showing counts of each theme but will
demonstrate the weight of the theme via the number of examples provided.

Impact Theme: Increased knowledge or skill
Comments related to knowledge or skill development sometimes were very general saying, for example,
that they “learned a lot,” and some were specific about what they learned (e.g. that cannabis had so
many strains). We have included comments that demonstrate the range of responses. Within this
theme, there were two particular areas that can be considered sub-themes; people quite frequently
mentioned what they learned from people with lived experience and they also mentioned that what
they learned changed their thinking or perspective. Here are some examples of knowledge or skillrelated impacts, including some with the sub-themes.
“Challenged my own beliefs/biases, pushed me to be more introspective and self critical of not just
myself but my practice as well. It was also very inspiring, pushed me
to share and discuss what I learned with others.”
“More access and
knowledge of Indigenous
“Changed my perspectives on several issues related to substance use.”
teachings on all
“J'ai réalisé à quel point c'est difficile et dangereux en tant que
intersections impacting
consommatrice de se procurer notre drogue. Mais, j'ai été
the opioid crisis, and
impressionnée par la solidarité des personnes qui consomment des
access to ceremony and
drogues! Merci / I realize how difficult and dangerous it is as a user to
all supplies, medicines,
get our drugs. But I was just as impressed by the solidarity of the
users! Thank you”
etc. to participate and
“I was able to learn lots of ways people are implementing drug
checking and safe consumption services that are outside of the
'proper channels' which may work well in the territories (where I
work).”

learn from elders.”

“It helped me to reflect on the state of harm reduction in my clinical area. It also made me think
about my role and how I can position myself as a better advocate. There were many points when I
felt both energized but also disappointed.”
“The need for a national drug policy with standards of care, as there are serious discrepancies
across the country regarding harm reduction practice and policy. These things should not be

Page | 14

controlled by provincial government whims.”
“The incredible dedication from front-line staff and people who use drugs to drive system-level
policy change. Extremely powerful event.”
“Better understanding of drug policy impact, it helped to frame 'policy' in a larger view,
understanding all that it affects, that may not have otherwise been considered prior.”
“I understand and support that abstinence is not a requirement of harm reduction and may never
be attained and was comfortable with that. But it was a new concept to me that trying to
encourage or provide opportunity for people to ultimately move towards healthier lives as an
overall goal might be considered "medicalization." I heard clearly that it is not acceptable moving
from criminalization to medicalization.”
“It was eye opening to see the diversity of experience.”
“I have never thought very much about decriminalization - but now I do.”
“Caused me to reflect on the importance of consulting those who use illicit substances.”
“Importance of meaningful alliance development.”
“Thinking about reducing harm as reducing negative social determinents (sic) of health.”
“Learning from people’s experiences outside of my discipline gave me different insight into how
the crisis is being approached and how it’s impacting people.”

Impact Theme: Networking with peers
The networking theme spoke to Stimulus 2018 being a place where people could meet others doing the
same work and fighting the same fight. Examples include:
“Opportunity to connect diverse stakeholders in a supportive and collaborative environment. “
“The biggest impact was being able to connect and network with similar folks as most conferences
are dominated by ego-filled presentations and people. Thanks for facilitating a space where that
can happen.”
“I met so many good people; truly a good atmosphere for meeting and connecting with folks. One
of the best conferences I've been to.”

Impact Theme: Feeling supported in their efforts
This theme speaks to people feeling re-energized and re-invigorated in their efforts. Examples include:
“Meeting so many like-minded people from all over the country was inspiring. Being reflected as a
peer support worker at this level is also exceptional.”
“I think it was very affirming for me in erasing any doubts I have about the work I am doing in
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indigenous harm reduction. It is a tricky area to navigate since there is such a strong history of
abstinence/prohibition within indigenous communities. Understandably because of the harms
associated with substance use, however the love of our people should dictate the importance of
creating less harmful spaces and attitudes etc. So connecting with others doing this work was
awesome, in terms of grounding me.”
“Relit fire after feeling hopeless for awhile.”
“Made me feel less alone in this overdose crisis.”
“My passion was revitalized knowing that others shared the same affirmations for harm reduction
after I was experiencing burnout and contemplating changing my career!”

Impact Theme: Behaviour change
This theme was about when the individual had done something or had a specific plan to do something
different following Stimulus 2018. Examples include:
“Inspired me to look at different methodologies and to look at starting new programs.”
“The workshops I attended helped me to change my way of getting in touch and interact with the
users of our services.”

Post-Conference Results Summary
The Post-Conference survey results amplify those of the Listening Post survey; people not only learned,
networked and felt supported, but they also talked about what they learned, how they were influenced
in their thinking and how they were impacted in meaningful ways. They were able to describe the
impacts on them in terms of the conference’s planned outcomes: they described their new knowledge,
they described the value of networking, they described how they felt supported, and some described
behaviour change.

Conclusion
The Stimulus 2018 conference was very successful in meeting their desired outcomes. The evidence is
very strong that the vast majority of respondents learned new knowledge or skills, networked with
peers and felt more supported in their harm reduction and drug policy efforts. Respondents were able
to articulate what they learned and how the Stimulus 2018 impacted them. The qualitative results
illustrate the passion and commitment of this group of people towards saving and improving lives
through harm reduction and drug policy.
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Appendix A: Poster Boards
Please note that the check marks on these images are not original; they were added during the
transcription phase to as a check of data entry.
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