Section 2: What is stigma?

What is stigma?

There are a range of terms that are used when discussing stigma:
we've listed some useful definitions on this page.

However, people more commonly talk about
stigma and discrimination using everyday
language, such as discussing negative
feelings, taboos, beliefs, attitudes and bias
towards people with disabilities.

They talk about the impact of stigma on
people’s lives, including isolation and
experiences of exclusion, and the range of
discriminatory actions that can arise.

Video: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ieQQykxgkag

Definitions
Stigma

Stigma is ‘a social process that leads to the
marginalisation of individuals or groups..
Stigma is driven by norms, stereotypes and
an imbalance of power, which can lead to
the use of negative language, labelling,
exclusion and discrimination. People with
disabilities are often subject to stigma, which
is a critical barrier to disability inclusion.
Source: PubMed

As a social process, it changes across
contexts and can be intersectional, affecting
people with intersecting identities in
different ways.
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Discrimination

Discrimination is the unjust or prejudicial
treatment of a group of people on the
grounds of their individual characteristics,
such as disability, race or age. This is
sometimes called ‘enacted stigma’.
Discrimination ‘violates the principles of
equality of rights and respect for human
dignity’ Source: UHCHR

Discriminatory behaviour and actions can
sometimes be easier to understand and
capture than stigma, and can be followed up,
for example, with legal action. For example,
when a person with a disability loses their
job on the grounds of their disability.

Most employment laws require reasonable
accommodations in the workplace.

Negative stereotyping

Negative stereotyping is widely held
negative beliefs about a group of people.
For example: ‘People with disabilities are
helpless’, ‘People, with disabilities cannot
work’ ‘People with disabilities cannot get
married’. Source: Centre Disability Support

Stereotypes can lead to the exclusion of
people with disabilities from relationships,
community involvement and social activities
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Prejudice

Prejudice is an unfair and unreasonable

attitude or feeling about a group of people.

For example: ‘People with disabilities can’t
and shouldn’t be included in society and
services. Source: Unicef

Social norms

Social norms are the perceived informal,
mostly unwritten, rules that define
acceptable and appropriate actions within
a given group or community. Source: MSI
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Intersectionality

‘Intersectionality recognises that people’s
lives are shaped by their identities,
relationships and social factors. These
combine to create intersecting forms

of privilege and oppression depending
on factors such as age, gender, religion,
disability, poverty status, ethnicity,
education, and geographic location!
Source: UN Women Intersectionality
Resource Guide and Toolkit

For example, a young woman with
disabilities in a rural area may face multiple
and intersecting forms of stigma and
discrimination based on her age, gender,
ethnicity and disability.
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