
What is mental health stigma?

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines stigma as “a mark of shame, disgrace or disapproval which results in an individual 
being rejected, discriminated against, and excluded from participating in a number of different areas of society”.1 

Mental health issues are common - more common than most people realise. One in five Australians has experienced a mental health 
issue in the previous 12 months, and it is estimated that 45% of Australians will experience a mental health issue in their lifetime.2 

While the types of stigma experienced and the impact felt varies significantly for each individual living with mental health issues, for 
those experiencing anxiety and depression, the stigma and discrimination they encounter may be worse than the condition itself, 
and the greatest impact of mental health stigma is often felt in connection to personal relationships and employment.3 

Approximately 1/3 of the average person’s life is spent at work 
Nearly 1 in 10 workers experienced stigma at work in the last year4

 How does mental health stigma impact workplaces?
Stigma in the workplace can be detrimental to both employees and employers. It can lead to: 

• Workers having lower self-efficacy and self-esteem and compromised engagement in employment5  

• People being turned down for a job because of their mental health condition

• Those living with mental health issues refraining from looking for work or seeking a promotion because they anticipate 
discrimination

• Discriminatory behaviours from managers and colleagues if a worker discloses a mental health issue. For example:

 º micro-management

 º a lack of opportunities for advancement 

 º over-inferring of mistakes to illness

 º gossip and social exclusion.6 

• Those living with mental health issues ignoring their symptoms, which “hampers the prevention of mental health disorders, the 
promotion of mental well-being and the provision of effective treatment and care.”7
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 Reducing stigma in the workplace

There are a number of ways that employers can reduce stigma in the workplace to ensure employees are encouraged and able to 
seek help, including identifying and managing mental health issues early and providing timely support and assistance.

Research suggests that focusing on the following five areas can help to reduce stigma in the workplace:8

1
  Culture and leadership – employers need to lead from the top and model organisational attitudes that create positive 
change.

2
  Public awareness campaigns – promoting understanding and dispelling myths through awareness campaigns can help 
to reduce stigma. However, it is important to note that awareness raising activities are only effective as part of a broader 
effort that addresses all five points on this list.

3
  Education – workplace education strategies that equip employees (especially managers) with the skills required 
to initiate conversations about mental health are crucial. These skills should extend to how to make reasonable 
adjustments to a role or the workplace to ensure that employees with a mental health condition can participate and 
remain in good work.

4   Creating opportunities for contact – creating opportunities for staff to listen and learn from advocates living with mental 
health conditions, from either inside or outside the organisation, can help to normalise the experience of mental health 
issues and increase empathy and understanding.

5
  Diversity and inclusiveness – if workplaces are inclusive and appreciative of diversity in all its forms, the mental health 
and wellbeing of all employees, not just those living with mental health conditions, will improve, and stigma reduction 
activities are likely to be more effective. 
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• Five ways to reduce stigma in the workplace, SANE Australia
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Psychological Sciences 
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