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Stigma
• Stigma is a social process that occurs when a person is deemed by 

others to possess a trait or status that makes them less 
acceptable.

• Stigma is the process whereby an individual or group of people 
are held in contempt, “othered” or viewed in a negative way 
because of their behaviour or a characteristic they possess. These 
characteristics or behaviours are considered outside of what is 
generally considered “normal”.

• When a person experiences stigma it "makes you start believing 
in the stereotypes about yourself."

• As clinicians, we need to recognise that stigma and value 
judgments about trauma, mental health and/or substance use 
(internalised by clients/consumers and expressed by ourselves) 
can interfere with treatment-seeking and staying engaged.



What is stigma?

• Stigma is described in the Oxford Dictionary as a “mark of
disgrace” and occurs when an individual or group of people are
discredited in relation to how they live, the actions they take,
or for one or more of their behaviours.

• The Stereotype: “those people/people with a mental illness
are not good employees”.

• Prejudice: agreeing with the stereotype, “people with a dual
diagnosis are always unreliable, etc”.

• Discrimination: “refusing to employ or provide a lease for a
home etc or have different response of care when a person
presents at ED”. Refusal of service.





Causes of 
Stigma

• Importantly, there is no one 
“cause” of stigma. It is a 
complex social phenomenon 
and there are many different 
ideas about why stigma 
exists, and why stigma has 
been attached to different 
human traits, behaviours and 
experiences over time.

• Although ‘why’ is an 
extremely difficult question 
to answer, what we do know 
is that stigma is harming the 
people to whom it is 
attached.



Stigma – why it matters...

• Research and user experience 
surveys suggest that the experience 
of stigma could be considered as a 
social determinant of health.

• Stigma has been shown to worsen 
stress, reinforce differences in socio-
economic status and delay help-
seeking.

• It can also lead to people leaving 
treatment and support services.

• We need to consider the person as a 
whole, not the aspects of their 
individual diagnoses.



The lived experience of stigma from ADF 

• “The campaigns made out all ice users are violent people, so I was 

met with violence and fear when using health services.” 

• “All my health issues were seen as stemming from my drug use, 

rather than a lifetime of abuse and mental health concerns.” 

• “Stigma creates a cycle of self-stigma, shame, and unworthiness. 

A loss of health, a loss of life.”



Stigma – why it matters...

• Harmful misconception that being 
dependent on a drug is an act of 
“personal choice or moral failure”,… 
can lead to people who are 
dependent on alcohol or other drugs 
not receiving enough social support 
and internalising blame.

• Language that is inaccurate and 
dehumanising plays a critical role in 
the process of stigmatisation. 
Consequently, when stigmatising 
language is circulated by the media it 
reaches a wide audience, creating and 
perpetuating negative stereotypes 
and attitudes.



The lived experience of stigma 

• “What I’ve done to address stigma is not to disclose my use to 

health care professionals.” 

• “When I disclosed that I smoked cannabis I was told there was 

nothing that could be done for my anxiety until I stopped 

smoking and I wasn’t offered any support for my cannabis use 

either.” 







Illness Model of Health

• Supports stigma by focusing on problems/ 
deficits of the person

• Treatment options are based on diagnosis

• Doesn’t allow for person’s story

• Continually reinforces/emphasises the 
individual’s problems (every session)

• Medical-ises issues

• Assumes something is wrong

• Doesn’t allow for functionality of the 
presentation to be considered (e.g. substance 
use, DSH, etc)



Stigma = disconnection



From: B Brown, Atlas of the Heart, 2021. 



https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/files/OCP/MadQuarryDictionary.pdf









Language is important to consider...

• Use person-first and person-centred language.

• Language is broader than just words used. 
Adapt your body language and tone to 
convey respectful engagement.

• Avoid framing alcohol and drug use as a 
moral failing. It is a health and social issue.

• Choose terms that are strengths-based and 
empowering.

• Keep your audience in mind as words can mean 
different things to different audiences, 
depending on language and cultural contexts. 
Not everyone understands mental-health/AOD-
speak.

https://adf.org.au/resources/power-words/



Language is important to consider...

Ask the person what terminology they prefer:

• Client
• Consumer
• Patient
• Service User
• Participant
• Person who experiences…
• Consider pronouns e.g. them/they

Encourage self-reference terminology to be 
positively focused e.g. not referring to 
themselves as an addict or alcoholic.

(adapted from the Power of Words. http://anyflip.com/line/fqdv/)

https://adf.org.au/resources/power-words/



From: B Brown, Atlas of the Heart, 2021. 



How to ask sensitive questions?

https://nada.org.au/resources/asking-sensitive-questions-considering-the-consumer-perspective/



Tackling stigma bringing hope

What can you do? 



Tackling stigma; bringing hope

Get to know the Peer Support Workforce

Use their expertise, explore ways of working together, develop 
collaborative practices and together share stories of hope and 
recovery

An essential element of any treatment plan is the holding and 
sustaining of hope for clients

Work on constant improvement of practices

Develop good compassionate collective care and other positive 
practices to lessen the likelihood of empathic distress 
(previously known as Compassion Fatigue) 

Get to know the Peer Support Workforce

Use their expertise, explore ways of working together, develop 
collaborative practices and together share stories of hope and 
recovery

An essential element of any treatment plan is the holding and 
sustaining of hope for clients

Work on constant improvement of practices

Develop good compassionate collective care and other positive 
practices to lessen the likelihood of empathic distress 
(previously known as Compassion Fatigue) 



Top Tips

First

DO 

NO 

HARM!

Don’t scare

Don’t scare 
people -
Avoid 
messaging 
that activates 
fear and 
disgust or 
implies that 
all drug use is 
necessarily 
problematic.

Avoid

Law & Order 
Framing -
Avoid 
justifying drug 
policy reform 
or drug 
treatment 
services from 
the 
perspective of 
reducing 
crime or 
increasing 
community 
safety. 

Don’t 
Mythbust

Stop 
reminding 
people of 
unhelpful 
ideas and 
tell your 
story 
instead. 
When you 
mythbust, 
you 
mythbuild. 

Abandon

The War on 
Drugs - Stop 
talking 
about the 
failed war 
on drugs. It 
traps us in 
an 
unhelpful 
frame and 
fails to 
move 
persuadable 
audiences.

Empathy

Don’t build 
empathy 
through 
enjoyment -
Framing 
drugs as 
enjoyable 
does not 
build 
empathy for 
people who 
use drugs. 

https://www.aadant.org.au/sites/default/files/uploads/files/message_guide_drug_stigma.pdf



Tell a new Story

Symptoms Frame dependence as a symptom - frame substance dependence as an outcome of 
other life challenges, rather than something caused by the drug itself.

Alcohol Bring alcohol into the frame - Remind people that alcohol is a drug that causes 
significant harm in Australia.

Point out
Point out the preventing all drug use is unrealistic - One way to shift the 
conversation from preventing drug use to improving the health and wellbeing of 
those who do.

Paint Paint a new picture of people who use drugs - Point to the diversity of people who 
use drugs in Australia to undermine simplistic stereotypes.

Perpetuate Put people who perpetuate stigma in the frame - To shift the focus off people who 
use drugs, frame those who use perpetuate drug stigma as the problem.

Values Frame by values - Use messaging that connects strongly to altruistic and open-
minded values. 

https://www.aadant.org.au/sites/default/files/uploads/files/message_guide_drug_stigma.pdf



Addicted Australia



Rethink Addiction
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Creative Commons

You are free to share and adapt the content as per the creative commons license provided that Nexus 

and the VDDI is acknowledged, under the following conditions:

•Attribution - You must attribute the work to Nexus and the VDDI but not in any way that suggests that 

the Nexus or the VDDI endorses you or your use of this work

•Non-commercial - You may not use this work for commercial purposes. 

•Share Alike - If you alter, transform, or build upon this work, you may distribute the resulting work only 

under the same or similar license to this one. 

See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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