
Understanding and combating
mental health stigma:
Exploring the roots and remedies 
of stigmatisation in mental health
Introduction
Mental health stigma is a pervasive issue that affects individuals, families, and communities globally. Despite
significant advancements in the understanding and treatment of mental health challenges, stigma persists,
creating barriers to care and support. This article delves into the reasons behind why stigma exists in mental
health and explores actionable steps to help combat it.

Media representation
The way the media portrays mental health often
exacerbates stigma. Sensationalised and
inaccurate depictions of mental ill-health in
movies, television shows and news stories can
create and reinforce negative stereotypes.
Characters with mental health conditions are
frequently shown as dangerous, unstable or
unpredictable, and this contributes to the public's
fear and misunderstanding.

Fear of the unknown
Fear of the unknown is a powerful driver of stigma.
Mental health conditions can be unpredictable and
are often perceived as difficult to understand or
control. This anxiety can lead to avoidance and
exclusion of people with mental health challenges,
further perpetuating stigma.

Cultural and social norms
in this day and age, cultural and social norms still
play a significant role in shaping attitudes towards
mental health. In some cultures, mental health
issues are seen as a sign of weakness or personal
failure, leading to shame and stigma. Social
expectations around behaviour and emotional
expression can also influence how mental health is
perceived and addressed.

Historical perspectives
Stigma surrounding mental health has deep historical
roots. In some cultures and societies, mental health
conditions were often misunderstood and
mischaracterised. Ancient civilizations at times
attributed mental ill-health to supernatural forces or
moral failings. These misconceptions fostered fear and
discrimination, laying the groundwork for the stigma
that persists today. These ideas led to marginalisation
and distancing of people into asylums. As people were
hidden away from society, their human rights were
often abused. Although today institutions have
reduced and improved, and human rights are better
upheld, these historical mindsets and beliefs are still
deeply ingrained in our shared psyche.

Lack of awareness and education
Many people are not familiar with the symptoms,
causes, and treatments of mental health conditions,
leading to misconceptions and fear. This ignorance
can result in judgmental attitudes and discriminatory
behaviours towards people experiencing mental
health challenges. 

Self-stigma
Then there is self-stigma, which refers to when
someone who is experiencing mental health
challenges adopts the negative beliefs and attitudes
that society holds about them and mental health
conditions. This can lead to feelings of shame, guilt,
and low self-esteem. People may start to believe the
negative perceptions and myths about mental health,
which can hinder their willingness to seek help or
support. Self-stigma can be a significant barrier to
recovery and can exacerbate the challenges faced by
those with mental health conditions.

What can we do about it?
Read on for some easy ways we
can all help make a difference.

#ChallengingStigmaWeek



6 ways we can help combat
mental health stigma and make
a huge difference

Advocacy and leadership
Advocacy at local, national, and global levels is
crucial in addressing mental health stigma. Leaders
in various sectors, including healthcare, education,
and government, can champion mental health
initiatives and policy changes. Grassroots
movements and advocacy organisations play a
vital role in driving societal change and holding
institutions accountable.

Empathy and compassion
At the heart of combating stigma is the need for
empathy and compassion. Treating individuals with
mental health conditions with respect and kindness
can create a more inclusive and supportive society.
Empathy involves actively listening, validating
experiences, and offering support without
judgment.

Education and awareness campaigns
Educating others about mental health is crucial in
combating stigma. Awareness campaigns can help
dispel myths and provide accurate information about
mental health conditions. Schools, workplaces, and
community centres can offer programs and
workshops to foster understanding and empathy. Self-
education and learning from people with lived
experience are both effective strategies. 

Promoting open conversations
Encouraging open and honest conversations about
mental health can help reduce stigma. When
individuals share their experiences, it humanises
mental health issues and breaks down barriers.
Creating safe spaces for dialogue in families, schools,
and workplaces can foster a culture of acceptance
and support.

Positive media representation
The media has a powerful influence on public
perception. Advocating for and creating accurate and
compassionate portrayals of mental health in all
forms of media can help shift societal attitudes.
Highlighting stories of recovery, resilience, and hope
can counteract negative stereotypes and promote
understanding.

Supportive policies and practices
Implementing supportive policies and practices in
organisations can make a significant difference. This
includes providing mental health resources, ensuring
accessibility to care, and promoting mental health
awareness in the workplace. Policies that protect
against discrimination and provide accommodations
for individuals with mental health conditions are
essential.

MIFWA’s vision
Mental health stigma is a complex issue with deep-
seated historical, cultural, and social roots.
However, by helping the community understand the
reasons behind stigma and the proactive steps
everyone can take to help address it, we can
encourage more people to create a more inclusive
and compassionate society. 

Education, open conversations, positive media
representation, supportive policies, advocacy, and
empathy are key elements in this effort. Our vision is
of a community where we all work together towards
a future where mental health is understood,
accepted, and supported without stigma. 

#ChallengingStigmaWeek
For more resources, visit mifwa.org.au


