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Collegiate Recovery Programs are An Effective But 
Underused Resource on College Campuses 
 

Emily Graham 

Substance use disorder1 is one of the most serious public health issues for young people 
in the United States. About 30% of full-time college students develop a substance use 
disorder during their academic careers.2 These students often must take leaves of 
absence to receive substance use treatment, disrupting their academic and personal 
lives. If they return, they must navigate collegiate life without their recovery support 
systems and are put in situations that could trigger relapse. To help mitigate the risks of 
relapse in college and provide on-campus support, Collegiate Recovery Programs 
(CRPs) were established.  
 

However, having a CRP on campus does not necessarily mean students use this 
resource. Barriers such as college party culture, the stigma associated with being in 
recovery, and an overall lack of education on the recovery process keep students from 
accessing recovery-based programs.3 Therefore, college campus administrators must 
cultivate a culture that dismantles substance use recovery stigma and encourages 
students to access supportive services like CRPs. This brief explores the barriers to 
accessing CRPs on college campuses and provides recommendations to enhance student 
engagement.  
 

College Culture Unknowingly Promotes Substance Use 
Students often assume alcohol and other drug (AOD) use is typical of the “college 
experience.”4 Excessive partying and substance use is normalized and seen as a rite of 
passage. However, for some, the "college experience" can lead to long-term 
consequences.5 Dangerous behaviors involving the use of substances during the college 
years increase the risk of developing a substance use disorder. For example, binge 
drinking, characterized by consuming four or more drinks in a 2-hour period, increases 
the likelihood of developing alcohol use disorder.6 It is estimated that 50% of college 
students binge drink regularly.7 Meanwhile, students who do not engage in these 
behaviors report feeling like outliers and often feel pressure to engage in AOD use to 
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KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• Nearly half a million college students identify as in recovery from alcohol or 
drug use disorders. 

• Collegiate Recovery Programs (CRPs) make college campuses more recovery 
friendly, but the stigma of being in recovery hinders the use of these programs. 

• Recovery ally training reduces stigma, increases knowledge about substance use, 
and promotes student engagement.  
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make connections and feel included on campus.  Because college culture promotes and 
celebrates substance use, it is easy for students to look past problematic behavior. 
Today, roughly 20% of college students unknowingly meet the criteria for having a 
substance use disorder.7   
 

CRPs Make Colleges More Recovery Friendly 
Brown University established the first CRP in 1977 upon noticing an increase in the 
number of students in recovery.8 Today, the need for CRPs is as relevant as ever. 
Defined as “an institutionally sanctioned and supported program for students in 
recovery from substance use disorder seeking a degree in higher education,” the goal of a 
CRP is to make campus more recovery friendly by supporting returning students who 
recently received treatment or are in recovery for substance use disorders.9 Depending 
on the college, the programming includes peer-based recovery support, relapse 
prevention, skills training, case management, counseling, substance-free activities, 
academic and financial support, and sober living on campus. As of 2022, there were 
more than 150 CRPs nationwide.10  

 

These programs have proven to be beneficial to student success. Students in recovery 
who engage in CRPs have higher Grade Point Averages (GPAs), retention and 
graduation rates, and lower rates of relapse compared to those in recovery who do not 
participate in CRPs.11 For some students in recovery, returning to college is only possible 
with the presence of a CRP, and the decision of where to go to college depends on the 
robustness of the recovery program and the supportive resources available to 
individuals in recovery.  
 

Stigma Is a Barrier to CRP Use 
Despite the proven benefits of CRPs, the stigma of being in recovery dissuades students 
from using them. Full time college students make up the largest group of individuals 
meeting the criteria for substance use disorder but are the least likely to seek out 
treatment services.12 This gap is due to the glorification of substance use in college party 
culture and the social stigma associated with being in recovery.  
 

Those who do seek out services often fear the judgement of others. Therefore, many 
decide not to disclose their status.13 Unconscious biases and negative language used to 
describe people with substance use disorder (such as “addict”, “alcoholic”, and “abuser”) 
makes disclosure of a recovery status difficult.14 
 

Many students report that the consequences of stigma result in loneliness and 
isolation.13 Isolation and loneliness can lead to a relapse. To reduce the likelihood of a 
relapse, students in recovery report needing community and social support that includes 
compassion, acceptance, and understanding. In addition, they emphasize the necessity 
of broader societal education regarding addiction and recovery.13  
 

Recovery Ally Training Helps Reduce Stigma 
Colleges and universities must do more to reduce stigma and encourage the use of CRPs. 
For a college campus to be recovery friendly, it needs to use recovery inclusive language, 
recognize and support those in or seeking recovery, and create a culture where there is 
not any judgement toward those asking for help or receiving services for substance use 
disorders. To achieve this, university leaders need to implement programming that 
breaks down the primary barrier to accessing CRPs: stigma around recovery. University 
leaders can spearhead this by offering recovery ally training to their students, staff, and 
faculty. 

https://surface.syr.edu/lerner/64/
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Recovery ally training aims to reduce stigma toward people with substance use 
disorders by increasing awareness about individuals living in recovery.15 Throughout the 
training, participants learn how to express support for those in recovery and learn about 
on- and off-campus resources for recovery.15 After completing the training, participants 
are able to describe the science of substance use disorders and recovery and 
demonstrate how to initiate a conversation with a person struggling with substance 
use.15 Allies are trained to use more inclusive, person-first language about recovery, 
placing the person before the clinical diagnostic label, such as “person with a substance 
use disorder.”15 This aids in reducing unconscious bias from campus community 
members. 
 

Recovery ally training is an easy way to help reduce barriers to recovery-based programs 
on college campuses. It helps reduce stigma, spread awareness, and normalize the 
conversation on recovery. Seeing or hearing the word recovery around campus more 
frequently normalizes the idea of being in recovery and refraining from AOD use, 
encouraging those who need help to seek it and those in recovery to engage in these 
programs without the fear of stigmatization.16 
___________________________________________________________________ 
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