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MODULE DESCRIPTION  
 

 

At the end of this module, you will… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overview of the Module 

This module will provide learners, specifically young people and youth workers, with practical information, 

awareness and advice regarding mental health stigma which has arisen due to fear and lack of 

understanding. 

Through this module, learners will gain awareness on the importance of understanding mental health 

stigma and its types, how it can lead to many forms of discrimination, how it can affect people with mental 

health issues as well as promote the inclusion of these people and fight mental health stigma.  

  

Learn more about the social and self- stigma of having a mental illness. 

   Recognise the discrimination towards the mentally ill people in the different aspects 

of life (workspace, in everyday relationships, in society etc). 

Increase awareness on the impact of mental health stigma. 

Find ways to tackle mental health stigma. 
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TOPIC 1 WHAT IS THE SOCIAL AND SELF-STIGMA 

OF MENTAL HEALTH 
 

 

Stigma is when someone negatively views you because you have a distinguishing characteristic or personal 

trait that's thought to be, or actually is, a disadvantage (a negative stereotype). Unfortunately, negative 

attitudes and beliefs toward people who have a mental health condition are common. 

Stigma can lead to discrimination. Discrimination may be obvious and direct, such as someone making a 

negative remark about your mental illness or your treatment. Or it may be unintentional or subtle, such 

as someone avoiding you because the person assumes you could be unstable, violent or dangerous due 

to your mental illness. You may even judge yourself. 

 

Figure 1. Stigma definition. Source: https://www.mhpcolorado.org/fighting-the-mental-health-stigma/ 

 

Stigma is a worldwide concern that influences people’s illness trajectory, treatment process, available 

opportunities, quality of life, and recovery outcomes. Stigma is a burden for patients with mental illness 

that can be intrapersonal (self-stigma), interpersonal or in relationships with other people, and structural 

or discriminatory stigma relating to exclusionary policies and other aspects of life or systems. 

  

https://www.mhpcolorado.org/fighting-the-mental-health-stigma/
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1.1. Self-Stigma 

Many people with mental health problems often describe feelings of shame and being rejected and 

isolated from society, which results in feelings of powerlessness. A plausible explanation for this is that 

they have internalized stigma (self-stigma) because of negative attitudes and beliefs toward them. Self-

stigma exists when an individual believes negative stereotypes about mental illness and people with 

mental illness, and feels that these stereotypes apply to them. Implicit self-stigma appears to be 

associated with negative outcomes. It has been noted that people with mental health issues who 

internalize stigma do not respond as well to evidence-based interventions as those that do not internalize 

stigma.  

 

 

 

 

People with mental health problems usually express feelings of shame, and speak about how the label of 

being a “crazy” person made them feel useless and powerless. Scientific studies indicate that 70% of 

patients reported moderate to high levels of perceived discrimination, which has been significantly 

associated with high self-stigma. 

 

Figure 2. How self-stigma looks like. Source: https://www.voicesofyouth.org/blog/mental-health-end-stigma 

Studies show that 40% of people with severe mental illness had high levels of self-stigma 

https://www.voicesofyouth.org/blog/mental-health-end-stigma
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Because self-stigma can have negative effects on an individual’s life and treatment outcomes, it is 

important for professionals to be aware of the existence of self-stigma, so they can recognize patients’ 

internalized stigma and address this effectively in treatment.    

Self-stigma has been associated with: 

 Poor self-esteem 

 Hopelessness 

 Reduced self-efficiency 

 Disempowerment 

 

 

Figure 3. Health Triangle. Source: https://www.mindmypeelings.com/  

 

 

Figure 4. Video "Mental Health Self Stigma". Source: Disability Rights of West Virginia. 
Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QYNw9j0Hh1E&ab_channel=DisabilityRightsofWestVirginia 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you want to know more about self stigma? 

‘’On the Self-Stigma of Mental Illness: Stages, Disclosure, and Strategies for Change’’ 

is one of the most publications on self-stigma of mental health. It can be found here: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3610943/ 

 

For patients, hospitalization in a psychiatric hospital can be experienced as 

disempowering and stigmatizing. 

https://www.mindmypeelings.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QYNw9j0Hh1E&ab_channel=DisabilityRightsofWestVirginia
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3610943/
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1.2.  Public stigma 

Public stigma has negative effects on the lives of people with mental illness, and creates barriers to the 

individual’s pursuit of vocational, housing, and healthcare goals. In addition, public stigma affects living, 

working, and socializing for people with a mental illness. Confinement and seclusion have a negative 

impact on patients with mental illness, and their use has potential to cause physical harm and further 

psychological trauma. 

 

Figure 5. How the social stigma of mental health looks like. Source: https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/behavioral-
health/stigma/jcr%3Acontent/contentFullWidth/tn_columnctrl/column_parsys1/tn_image.img.jpg/1633114216798.jpg 

 

 

 

  

Did you know that…? 

9 out of 10 patients with mental illness had experienced discrimination 

 

https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/behavioral-health/stigma/jcr%3Acontent/contentFullWidth/tn_columnctrl/column_parsys1/tn_image.img.jpg/1633114216798.jpg
https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/behavioral-health/stigma/jcr%3Acontent/contentFullWidth/tn_columnctrl/column_parsys1/tn_image.img.jpg/1633114216798.jpg
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1.3. Professional stigma 

Having a secure job provides an individual with status in society. For a patient with mental illness, 

employment is an important part of recovery. Research studies indicate that patients had experienced 

stigma in their workplaces. It’s very common to bee refused work because of a mental illness.  

 

Figure 6. Can mental health stigma prevent employment? Source: https://www.nami.org/getmedia/16dfb331-545e-427c-a296-
9118849ccba0/employ-ORIG?width=500&height=326 

 

Discrimination and stigmatizing beliefs and attitudes make it difficult for people with mental illness to find 

employment. A study involving people living with schizophrenia found that over one-third anticipated 

discrimination in job-seeking. Stigma can result in difficulties for people with mental illness entering the 

competitive workforce. Some employers explicitly express negative attitudes regarding workers with 

mental illness and may be hesitant to hire them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

An open and inclusive workplace, where workers feel safe and supported to seek help 

early, is better for everyone. 

https://www.nami.org/getmedia/16dfb331-545e-427c-a296-9118849ccba0/employ-ORIG?width=500&height=326
https://www.nami.org/getmedia/16dfb331-545e-427c-a296-9118849ccba0/employ-ORIG?width=500&height=326
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Stigma is when someone sees you in a negative way because of your mental illness. 

Discrimination is when someone treats you in a negative way because of your mental 

illness. 

TOPIC 2 IMPACT OF MENTAL HEALTH STIGMA  
 

 

There are many consequences of mental health stigma. Often, the most significant impact is that people 

avoid getting support for their mental health concerns out of fear of discrimination or prejudice. Stigmas 

can lead to these burdens being endured in silence, making them even more challenging to manage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Mental health stigma. Source: https://stayprepared.sg/mymentalhealth/articles/addressing-the-heart-of-stigma/ 

 

Let’s take a closer look at some of these and other effects of stigma. 
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Social stigma and discrimination can make mental health problems worse and stop a 

person from getting the help they need. 

2.1. Reluctance to seek treatment 

Fear of stigma can result in delayed treatment of issues, which in turn can exacerbate the condition. 

Self-help is vital to the journey to recovery. Self-help begins with self-awareness and self-discipline. Self-

awareness helps identify certain triggers of mental illness. While also being aware of what helps relieve 

them. These triggers can range from high levels of stress, family, friends, relationships or even world 

events. 

Recovery goes beyond self-care. Therapy can help the individual to identify the healthy habits needed for 

self-care and gives the tools and techniques to live a more confident and emotionally balanced life. 

Therapy fosters help, empowerment, and motivation. But then there’s the stigma of therapy that it’s only 

for ‘’crazy’’ people. This is something that many people believe and it prevents them from ever stepping 

foot in a therapist's office.  

 

Figure 8. Getting help for mental health issues. Source: https://www.mydr.com.au/mental-health/where-do-i-get-help-for-
mental-health-issues/ 

 

 

 

https://www.mydr.com.au/mental-health/where-do-i-get-help-for-mental-health-issues/
https://www.mydr.com.au/mental-health/where-do-i-get-help-for-mental-health-issues/
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Feelings of shame is a common consequence of mental health suffering. 

2.2.  Social isolation & Feelings of shame 

A meaningful connection to other people is as essential to health as the air we breathe. So the stigma that 

sets people with mental health problems apart from others is damaging in the extreme – to the individuals 

affected, and to wider society. 

Often mental health sufferers avoid interacting with others due to fear of rejection. Loneliness and 

isolation can make symptoms worse over time. This creates more challenges, digging a metaphorical hole 

that can be hard to climb out of. Due to stigmas, many feel shame about having a diagnosis at all. Shame 

then perpetuates more social isolation and can lead to feelings of low self-esteem and self-worth. 

 

Figure 9. Loneliness and mental health. Source: https://www.hygeahomecare.co.uk/loneliness-and-mental-health/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.hygeahomecare.co.uk/loneliness-and-mental-health/
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2.3. Unemployment and discrimination at work 

Having a mental health issue can result in a lack of employment. Some companies may not want to take 

on a person who seems to be struggling in any way. It can also lead to discrimination at work if colleagues 

joke or offer unhelpful or hurtful commentary. Company policies and procedures that are not 

accommodating can perpetuate the problem.    

 

 

 

 

Stigma in the workplace can: 

 lead to discriminatory behaviour, including harassment 

 affect people’s attitudes and beliefs towards those struggling with their mental health (including 

themselves) 

 prevent those struggling with their mental health from feeling safe to disclose and seek support 

from their employer and others around them. 

 

Figure 10. Mental illness and work. Source: https://resources.workable.com/career-center/should-you-disclose-a-mental-illness-
in-a-job-interview/ 

Did you know that…? 

Employment rates for people with severe mental illness are as low as 4% 

https://resources.workable.com/career-center/should-you-disclose-a-mental-illness-in-a-job-interview/
https://resources.workable.com/career-center/should-you-disclose-a-mental-illness-in-a-job-interview/
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2.4. Impact on the families  

Stigma related to mental illness also impacts the families of the people with mental illness. More 

specifically, the mental health stigma has negative implications on the health and well-being of patients 

and their families. Various impacts on the families of people with mental illness have been documented, 

including sleep disorders, alterations in interpersonal relationships, worsening well-being, and reduced 

quality of life.  

 

Figure 11. Mental health stigma in the families of the patients. Source:https://www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/June-
2022/How-I-Talk-About-Mental-Health-with-My-Kids 

Further, it has been reported that some families with a relative suffering from mental illness experience 

shame because other people blame them for being responsible for the illness.  A family can also feel 

ashamed if people in their community know that they have a relative with mental illness.  

Three stereotypes associated with family stigma have been described: Shame, Blame, Contamination 

 

Figure 12. Video " When mental illness enters the family ". Source: Dr. Lloyd Sederer | TEDxAlbany. Link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRO0-JXuFMY&ab_channel=TEDxTalks 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxIDKZHW3-E&t=8s
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TOPIC 3 REDUCING THE STIGMA AROUND MENTAL 

HEALTH 
 

Stigmas around mental illness that are still widely believed include that people affected can just “get over 

it,” that they caused their mental illness, or that they deserve punishment. Consider how differently 

society treats someone with a mental illness versus someone with cancer. Both are medical conditions 

that deserve compassion and affordable, comprehensive treatment. But both aren’t treated that way. 

 

Figure 13. Let’s talk about mental health. Source: https://www.plandnova.org/reducing-mental-health-stigma/ 

 

By reducing the stigma around mental illness, we are better able to create healthy relationships with the 

people we love, such as our youth, and promote our own well-being.  
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3.1. Increase Your Own Education 

Fear of mental illness is often related to the lack of education and understanding. Through education, we 

can begin unlearning negative stereotypes and stigmas. Knowledge is power. Educate yourself (from 

reputable sources) about mental illness, symptoms and treatments. Being informed is the first step in 

getting the proper treatment one needs for emotional wellness.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Aspects regarding mental health education.Source: https://medium.com/speedlabs/how-important-is-it-to-include-
mental-health-education-in-school-curriculums-in-2021-4d237b9af2d5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you want to know more about mental health? 

You can find reputable information from sources such as the World Health 

Organization (WHO). Another way to learn more and increase your empathy is through 

reading memoirs and nonfiction. Here are some titles you may be interested in 

https://gr.pinterest.com/pin/668854982170852212/?nic_v3=1a1uXQrnh 

 

“I take every opportunity to educate people and share my personal story and struggles 

with mental illness. It doesn't matter where I am, if I over-hear a conversation or a rude 

remark being made about mental illness, or anything regarding a similar subject, I always 

try to use that as a learning opportunity and gently intervene and kindly express how 

this makes me feel, and how we need to stop this because it only adds to the stigma.” – 

Sara Bean 

 

https://medium.com/speedlabs/how-important-is-it-to-include-mental-health-education-in-school-curriculums-in-2021-4d237b9af2d5
https://medium.com/speedlabs/how-important-is-it-to-include-mental-health-education-in-school-curriculums-in-2021-4d237b9af2d5
https://gr.pinterest.com/pin/668854982170852212/?nic_v3=1a1uXQrnh
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3.2.  Choose Your Words Carefully 

How we speak and think about some things often influences the way we feel. Certain ways of talking about 

mental illness can alienate members of the community, sensationalise the issue and contribute to stigma 

and discrimination.  

 

Figure 15. Choose your words carefully. Source: https://giphy.com/gifs/IntoAction-mental-health-corrieliotta-action-day-
iEb0D1H5lCDacGM8gc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language matters 

Instead of saying, “I’m bipolar,” you may move toward saying, “I have bipolar 

disorder” or “I struggle with mental illness,” or “I was diagnosed with PTSD,” or “My 

brother struggles with depression.” This will help separate the person from the 

illness. No one is an illness. 

 

https://giphy.com/gifs/IntoAction-mental-health-corrieliotta-action-day-iEb0D1H5lCDacGM8gc
https://giphy.com/gifs/IntoAction-mental-health-corrieliotta-action-day-iEb0D1H5lCDacGM8gc
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A study showed this through the use of two different surveys. In one survey, the term “mentally ill” was 

used, and in the other, “people with mental illnesses.” They found participants showed less tolerance 

toward people referred to as “the mentally ill” than “people with mental illness.” This is evidence that 

language matters. Below is a summary of preferred language to use when communicating about mental 

illness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do say Don't say Why? 

A person is ‘living with’ or ‘has a 
diagnosis of’ mental illness  

‘mental patient’, ‘nutter’, 
‘lunatic’, ‘psycho’, ‘schizo’, 
‘deranged’, ‘mad’  

Certain language 
sensationalises mental illness 
and reinforces stigma. 

A person is ‘being treated for’ or 
‘someone with’ a mental illness  

‘victim’, ‘suffering from’, or 
‘affected with’ a mental illness  

Terminology that suggests a 
lack of quality of life for people 
with mental illness. 

A person has a ‘diagnosis of’ or 
‘is being treated for’ 
schizophrenia  

A person is ‘a schizophrenic’, ‘an 
anorexic’  

Labeling a person by their 
mental illness. 

The person’s behaviour was 
unusual or erratic  

‘crazed’, ‘deranged’, ‘mad’, 
‘psychotic’  

Descriptions of behaviour that 
imply existence of mental 
illness or are inaccurate. 

Antidepressants, psychiatrists or 
psychologists, mental health 
hospital  

‘happy pills’, ‘shrinks’, ‘mental 
institution’  

Colloquialisms about 
treatment can undermine 
people’s willingness to seek 
help. 

Reword any sentence that uses 
psychiatric or media 
terminology incorrectly or out of 
context  

‘psychotic dog’, using 
‘schizophrenic’ to denote duality 
such as ‘schizophrenic economy’
  

Terminology used out of 
context adds to 
misunderstanding and 
trivialises mental illness. 

“I fight stigma by reminding people that their language matters. It is so easy to refrain 

from using mental health conditions as adjectives and in my experience, most people 

are willing to replace their usage of it with something else if I explain why their 

language is problematic.” – Helmi Henkin 
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3.3. Busting myths and addressing stigma 

Mental illness is common, but it is still often misunderstood. Myths and misconceptions about mental 

illness add to stigma and make life harder for the people affected. 

 

Figure 16. Myths & Facts about Mental Health. Source: https://www.ichars.foundation/do-you-have-these-myths-about-mental-
health/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Though a particular mental illness will tend to show a certain range of symptoms, not everyone will 
experience the same symptoms - for example many people with schizophrenia may hear voices, while 
others may not. 

Mental illnesses are not purely 'psychological' and can have many physical features. While a mental illness 
may affect a person's thinking and emotions, it can also have strong physical effects such as insomnia, 
weight loss or gain, increase or loss of energy, chest pain and nausea. 

 

Myth: mental illnesses are all the same 

Fact: There are many types of mental illness. Simply knowing a person has a mental 

illness will not tell you how well or unwell they are, what symptoms they are 

experiencing, or what impacts the illness is having on their life. 

https://www.ichars.foundation/do-you-have-these-myths-about-mental-health/
https://www.ichars.foundation/do-you-have-these-myths-about-mental-health/
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Some people have only one episode of mental illness and will completely recover. For others, symptoms 

associated with mental illness occur only occasionally with years of being well between episodes. For a 

minority of those with a more severe illness, periods of acute illness may occur more regularly and, 

without medication and effective management, leave little room for recovery. 

 

 

 

 

 

There appears to be a weak statistical association between mental illness and violence. This seems to be 
concentrated in certain subgroups, for example - people not receiving treatment, those who have a 
history of violence, and those who use drugs or alcohol. 

 

 

 

 

Research exploring cultural background and mental illness is limited. The available data suggests people 
born in Australia have slightly higher rates of mental illness than those born outside Australia. On the 
other hand, many people from culturally and linguistically diverse and refugee backgrounds have 
experienced torture, trauma and enormous loss that can impact on distress and vulnerability to mental 
illness. 

Myth: people who live with mental illness are violent 

Fact: Research indicates people receiving treatment for a mental illness are no more 

violent or dangerous than the general population. People living with a mental illness are 

more likely to be victims of violence, especially self-harm. 

Myth: some cultural groups are more likely than others to experience mental illness 

Fact: Anyone can develop a mental illness and no one is immune to mental health 

problems. However, a person’s cultural background affects how they might experience 

mental illness and how they understand and interpret the symptoms of mental illness. 

Myth: mental illness is a life sentence 

Fact: The majority of people will recover fully, especially if they receive help early. 

Recovery will be different for everyone and some people may require ongoing treatment 

to manage their illness. 
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3.4. Steps to cope with stigma 

Here are some ways you can deal with stigma: 

 Get treatment You may be reluctant to admit you need treatment. Don't let the fear of being 

labeled with a mental illness prevent you from seeking help. Treatment can provide relief by 

identifying what's wrong and reducing symptoms that interfere with your work and personal life. 

 Don't let stigma create self-doubt and shame Stigma doesn't just come from others. You may 

mistakenly believe that your condition is a sign of personal weakness or that you should be able 

to control it without help. Seeking counseling, educating yourself about your condition and 

connecting with others who have mental illness can help you gain self-esteem and overcome 

destructive self-judgment. 

 Don't isolate yourself If you have a mental illness, you may be reluctant to tell anyone about it. 

Your family, friends or members of your community can offer you support if they know about 

your mental illness. Reach out to people you trust for the compassion, support and understanding 

you need. 

 Don't equate yourself with your illness You are not an illness. So instead of saying "I'm bipolar," 

say "I have bipolar disorder." Instead of calling yourself "a schizophrenic," say "I have 

schizophrenia." 

 Join a support group Some local and national groups, offer local programs and internet resources 

that help reduce stigma by educating people who have mental illness, their families and the 

general public.  

 Speak out against stigma Consider expressing your opinions at events, in letters to the editor or 

on the internet. It can help instill courage in others facing similar challenges and educate the 

public about mental illness. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  
Stigma often comes from lack of understanding or fear.  Individuals speaking out and 
sharing their stories can have a positive impact. When we know someone with mental 
illness, it becomes less scary and more real and relatable. 

  
Stigma not only directly affects individuals with mental illness but also the loved ones who 
support them, often including their family members. 

  
Stigma and discrimination can contribute to worsening symptoms and reduced likelihood 
of getting treatment.  

 Mental illness is common, but it is still often misunderstood. Myths and misconceptions 
about mental illness add to stigma and make life harder for the people affected. 

 Certain ways of talking about mental illness can alienate members of the community, 
sensationalise the issue and contribute to stigma and discrimination. 
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GLOSSARY 
 

 

COPING SKILL: a strategy to help you deal with difficult situations and lessen unpleasant emotions, 

thoughts, or behaviors. 

PUBLIC STIGMA: (which is sometimes referred to as social stigma) is the negative attitude of society 

toward a particular group of people. 

SELF-STIGMA: negative attitudes and shame regarding an individual’s own mental health, resulting 

from internalizing public stigma. 

STIGMA: negative, judgmental, and/or discriminatory attitudes toward mental health challenges and 

those who live with them. 

STRUCTURAL STIGMA: Structural stigma (including workplace stigma) refers to system-level 

discrimination—such as cultural norms, institutional practices, and healthcare policies not at parity with 

other health conditions—that constrains resources and opportunities and therefore impairs well-being. 
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