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Stigma  
In all clinical settings, stigma is a recurring problem for the 
mentally ill and those who provide care to them.  Issues of moral 
superiority, relationship conflict, or emotional overload, may 
trigger frustrations and reinforce stigma. 
 
Stigma can be reduced in patient-centered care practices defined 
by the Institute of Medicine as being informed, collaborative, 
and patient-directed. 
 
Screening, risk assessment, diagnostic formulation, and 
community oriented treatment planning are systemic attributes 
that primary care providers can provide to patients with support 
from mental health consultants.  
 

One solution to stigma 
The veteran’s Affairs department has announced this month that 
they hope to reduce the risk of suicide among veterans by 
making greater use of video conferences between patients and 
doctors. 
VA Secretary Eric Shinseki told the mental health professionals 
that videoconferencing would reduce the distance patients have 
to travel and that more veterans were communicating with the 
Department of Veterans Affairs by texting and instant chats and 
the department is encouraging the trend because it lessens the 
stigma that some patients feel when they seek treatment. 
“Shame keeps too many veterans from seeking help,” Shinseki 
said at a suicide prevention conference.  
 
Resource for patients and Providers 
 
Mental Health America – San Diego 
Chapter 
Find resources for patients, group activities, information 
for families www.mhasd.org (619) 543-0412 
 
SAMHSA website 
www.SAMHSA.gov 1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727) 
Find information on disorders, medications, legislation 
affecting people with substance abuse and mental health 
disorders, funding sources for programs.   
 
 
 
 
 

Stigma and illness (from the SAMHSA 
website) 
 
Stigma has been defined as an attribute that is deeply 
discrediting.  This stigmatized trait sets the bearer apart 
from the rest of society, bringing with it feelings of shame 
and isolation.  Often when a person with a stigmatized trait 
is unable to perform an action because of the condition, 
other people view the person as the problem rather than 
viewing the condition as the problem.  More recent 
definitions of stigma focus on the results of stigma – the 
prejudice, avoidance, rejection and discrimination directed 
at people believed to have an illness, disorder or other trait 
perceived to be undesirable.  Stigma causes needless 
suffering, potentially causing a person to deny symptoms, 
delay treatment and refrain from daily activities.  Stigma 
can exclude people from access to housing, employment, 
insurance, and appropriate medical care.  Thus stigma can 
interfere with prevention efforts and examining and 
combating stigma is a public health priority.   
 
The Substance Abuse and Mental health services 
Administration and the CDC have examined public 
attitudes toward mental illness in two surveys.  In the 2006 
HealthStyles survey, only one-quarter of young adults 
between the ages of 18-24 believed that a person with 
mental illness can eventually recover.  In 2007 adults in 37 
states and territories were surveyed about their attitudes 
toward mental illness, using the 2007 Behavioral Risk 
Factor Surveillance System Mental Illness and Stigma 
module.  This study found that : 

• 78% of adults with mental health symptoms and 
89% of adults without such symptoms agreed that 
treatment can help persons with mental illness 
lead normal lives 

• 57% of adults without mental health symptoms 
believed that people are caring and sympathetic to 
persons with mental illness 

• Only 25% of adults with mental health symptoms 
believed that people are caring and sympathetic to 
persons with mental illness 

These findings highlight both the need to educate the public 
about how to support persons with mental illness and the 
need to reduce barriers for those seeking or receiving 
treatment for mental illness.  
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