Abstinence vs. Harm Reduction Treatment Goal

Translator

Write Goals That Satisfy Courts While Implementing Evidence-Based Practice

How to Use This Tool: When writing treatment plans for court-mandated clients, use the "Court-
Friendly Phrasing" column. These goals satisfy judicial requirements while allowing you to implement
harm reduction strategies clinically. The key is framing progress in ways courts understand and value—
reduced risk, increased stability, enhanced accountability—without requiring absolute abstinence as the

only measure of success.

Notice that court-friendly goals focus on behaviors and outcomes (attendance, stability, risk reduction,
accountability) rather than just substance use. This creates space for harm reduction while still meeting

court mandates.

Substance Use & Recovery Goals

Client will achieve complete
abstinence from all
substances

Client will test negative for all
substances

Client will remain
drug/alcohol-free

Client will never use
substances again

Client will maintain sobriety

Client will progressively reduce
substance use and associated risks

Client will engage in regular
monitoring and demonstrate
treatment participation

Client will develop and utilize
effective coping strategies for
high-risk situations

Client will build protective factors
and reduce harm associated with
substance use

Client will engage in ongoing
recovery management and safety
planning

Attendance & Treatment Participation Goals

Client will demonstrate progressive
risk reduction with zero legal
complications and measurable
improvements in stability

Client will maintain compliance with all
court-required monitoring and
demonstrate consistent treatment
engagement

Client will implement evidence-based
relapse prevention strategies and
maintain zero criminal activity related
to substance use

Client will strengthen recovery support
systems and demonstrate reduced risk
factors across all life domains

Client will participate actively in
evidence-based recovery programming
and maintain stability in all monitored
areas



Court/Abstinence Evidence-Based Harm

Court-Friendly Phrasing

Language Reduction Goal

Client will complete 90 Client will engage in recovery Client will participate in evidence-

meetings in 90 days support activities 5x weekly based recovery support programming
minimum, utilizing evidence-based  with minimum 5 contacts weekly,
approaches including individual therapy, group

counseling, and peer support

Client will attend all treatment  Client will maintain consistent Client will demonstrate treatment
sessions treatment engagement with 90% commitment through consistent
attendance or better attendance (90%+ rate) and active

participation in all scheduled services

Client will never miss Client will communicate Client will maintain reliable
appointments proactively about scheduling communication with treatment
needs and maintain regular providers and achieve 95% attendance
contact with treatment team rate with advance notification for any
conflicts
Client will complete entire Client will work progressively Client will engage in comprehensive
program toward treatment goals with treatment planning with measurable
regular reassessment and plan benchmarks and demonstrate
adjustments continuous progress toward identified

recovery goals

Safety & Risk Management Goals

Court/Abstinence Evidence-Based Harm : 2

Language Reduction Goal (S A e L L e

Client will avoid all risky Client will identify high-risk Client will develop and demonstrate

situations situations and implement specific utilization of evidence-based risk
intervention strategies management strategies with

documented safety planning for
identified triggers

Client will stay away from Client will reduce exposure to Client will implement comprehensive
drugs substance-related harm and utilize  harm reduction strategies including
safety strategies overdose prevention education,

naloxone access, and emergency
response planning

Client will avoid all using Client will expand prosocial Client will strengthen recovery-
friends support network while managing supportive relationships and
high-risk relationships safely demonstrate effective boundary-

setting skills with minimum 3 identified
support persons

Client will never be in Client will recognize warning signs  Client will maintain active crisis plan
dangerous situations and utilize crisis intervention with 24/7 emergency contacts and
resources proactively demonstrate ability to access support

resources before escalation occurs
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Court/Abstinence
Language

Client will follow all court
orders

Client will be honest about
everything

Client will immediately report
all use

Client will accept all
consequences

nce Goals

Evidence-Based Harm
Reduction Goal

Client will maintain understanding
of court requirements and engage
proactively with treatment team
regarding compliance

Client will engage in therapeutic
relationship with capacity for self-
disclosure about challenges and
setbacks

Client will utilize treatment
relationship for safety planning
and harm reduction interventions
when at risk

Client will take responsibility for
choices while engaging in problem-
solving for behavior change

Court-Friendly Phrasing

Client will demonstrate full
understanding of court requirements
and maintain zero violations through
active engagement with treatment
planning and probation communication

Client will maintain transparent
communication with treatment team
regarding progress, challenges, and
safety concerns to support ongoing risk
management

Client will engage treatment team
proactively when experiencing
elevated risk or challenges to facilitate
clinical response and prevent legal
complications

Client will demonstrate accountability
through active participation in
treatment plan adjustments and
implementation of corrective action
strategies

Life Stability & Functioning Goals

Court/Abstinence
Language

Evidence-Based Harm
Reduction Goal

Court-Friendly Phrasing

Client will get a job

Client will maintain stable
housing

Client will repair all family
relationships

Client will have perfect life
functioning

Client will work toward
employment readiness and
financial stability through
progressive skill development

Client will work toward housing
security through case
management and resource
coordination

Client will develop healthy
communication skills and work
toward meaningful family
connections when safe and
appropriate

Client will make measurable
improvements across multiple life
domains while managing ongoing
challenges

Client will engage in vocational
development activities including
resume building, job search skills, and
interview preparation with goal of
obtaining stable employment within
[timeframe]

Client will achieve and maintain stable
housing through active participation in
housing search, application processes,
and connection with community
support resources

Client will strengthen family
relationships through participation in
family therapy/education and
demonstration of improved
communication and boundary-setting
skills

Client will demonstrate progressive
improvements in quality of life
indicators including employment,
housing, family relationships, physical
health, and community integration



When writing progress notes, reference these court-friendly goals and document specific behaviors that
demonstrate progress. Example: "Client achieved 100% attendance this month, actively participated in
safety planning sessions, and identified 3 new recovery support contacts—all aligned with treatment goal
of strengthening recovery-supportive relationships and demonstrating effective engagement."

You're not lying to the court. You're reframing clinical reality in language they understand and value.
Courts want reduced recidivism, client stability, and community safety. Harm reduction delivers these
outcomes more effectively than abstinence-only approaches—you're just documenting it in terms courts
recognize.
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