
As you log in:
In the chat, list one or two groups or 

identities that are stigmatized in America. 



What’s Stigma Got To Do 
With It?

Using person-first language to counteract stigma in healthcare. 

Kristen MacKay, M.P.H. & Megan Honeck



Objectives:
• Define & describe stigma.
• Identify ways that stigma impacts patients’ ability to 

access and engage in healthcare services.
• Define person-first language.
• Identify stigmatizing language and offer person-first 

alternatives. 



Defining Stigma



Definitions of  Stigma

• Dictionary 
• Oxford English: A mark of  disgrace or infamy; a sign of  severe censure or 

condemnation, regarded as impressed on a person or thing; a ‘brand’

• Sociological: 
• The social phenomenon or process whereby individuals that are taken to be different in 

some way are rejected by the greater society in which they live based on that difference.

• Labels that associate people with unfavorable or disapproved behavior and 
characteristics.

Kenton. stigma definition. Open Education Sociology Dictionary. https://sociologydictionary.org/stigma. Accessed March 2, 2020. 



How does Stigma Work?



Hatzenbuehler ML. Structural Stigma and Health. Oxford Handbooks Online. 2017. doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190243470.013.13 

Individual
Actions of  the stigmatized person such as concealment or self-stigma.

Interpersonal
Interactions between stigmatized and non-stigmatized 
individuals that reinforce structural stigma. 

Structural
Systems and policies that disadvantage 
or restrict the opportunities of  
stigmatized populations



Stereotyping

Division

Loss of  
Social 
Status

Discrimination

Labeling

Link BG, Phelan JC. Conceptualizing Stigma. Annual Review of  Sociology. 2001;27(1):363-385. doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.363 

The Stigma 
Cycle

Po
we
r!



Stigma Behavior in Healthcare



Stigma in Healthcare

• Delayed access to care 

• Delayed diagnosis and misdiagnosis 

• Poor patient-provider relationships

• Negative outlook about chances of  recovery

• Early termination of  treatment

• Poorer physical care

• Over reliance on self-treatment

Knaak S, Mantler E, Szeto A. Mental illness-related stigma in healthcare: Barriers to access and care and evidence-based solutions. Healthc Manage Forum. 2017;30(2):111-116. 
doi:10.1177/0840470416679413
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Adapted from: Avert.org How Stigma Leads To Sickness. https://www.avert.org/printpdf/node/1941. Published 27 January 2017. Accessed 9 March 2020. 



Best Intentions: 
When Good Care Goes Wrong

Day. A hospital room with two patients: LINDA, who is white, and ANNETTE, who is black. A white NURSE enters the room, putting on gloves as she enters. She approaches ANNETTE. 

NURSE: Here are your meds, honey. 

She hands ANNETTE a small cup with pills in it. She removes her gloves. As she walks past LINDA’S bed to leave the room, she pauses.  

NURSE: Do you need anything while I’m here, dear? 

LINDA: Actually, yes. Can you adjust my pillow? 

NURSE adjusts LINDA’S pillows. 

END SCENE. 



Best Intentions: When Good Care 
Goes Wrong

• How did the nurse exhibit stigmatizing behavior? Did she mean to?

• What might Annette have perceived? Felt? 

• Does Annette know what the nurse’s intention was?

• How might this impact Annette’s health?

Perception is Reality



Demonstrated Disparities



Sexual Minority Populations
• Stigmatizing language: gays, homosexuals, queer*

• Less stigmatizing language: men who have sex with men (MSM), women who have sex with women (WSW), gay person/people

• Stats
• Life expectancy was 12 years shorter for sexual minorities living in communities with high levels of anti-gay prejudice compared to low levels of prejudice 

• Among LGB adults in states that passed same-sex marriage bans: 

• 37% increase in mood disorders

• 42% increase in alcohol use disorders

• 248% increase in generalized anxiety disorders

• Among sexual minority men after legalization of same-sex marriage in Massachusetts

• 15% reduction in medical and mental health needs and costs

• 14% reduction in depression

• 18% reduction in hypertension

Hatzenbuehler ML. Structural stigma: Research evidence and implications for psychological science. American Psychologist. 2016;71(8):742-751. doi:10.1037/amp0000068



Transgender People
• Stigmatizing language: a transgender, transgenders, transgendered, tranny, he/she, it, incorrect 

pronouns, incorrect name
• Less stigmatizing language: transgender person/people, trans person/people, correct pronouns, correct 

name
• Stats

• Among 6,000 trans people in U.S.: 
• 28% experienced harassment in medical settings

• 19% were refused care

• 2% experienced violence in doctor’s office

• Lack of  research on health outcomes

White Hughto JM, Reisner SL, Pachankis JE. Transgender stigma and health: A critical review of  stigma determinants, mechanisms, and interventions. Soc Sci Med. 2015;147:222–231. 
doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.11.010



Communities of  Color
• Stigmatizing language: ethnic, exotic, urban, inner city, thug, ghetto 
• Less stigmatizing language: communities of  color, people of  color 
• Stats

• Racial and ethnic minorities exposed to discrimination were significantly more likely to experience panic 
attacks

• African Americans were 3 times as likely as whites to have experienced discrimination, and 
discrimination was associated with poorer health

• Among African American women, experienced racism was associated with greater distress, greater 
alcohol and cigarette consumption, more common colds, and more lifetime illness

• Discrimination is associated with higher blood pressure among African Americans, Black immigrants, 
and Latino immigrants

See Notes for references



Person-First 
Language



Person-First Language

• A way of  speaking and writing in which the person is always put before a descriptor, 
identity or diagnosis. 

• Goals: 
• Reduce stigma and the use of  stigmatizing language
• Be accurate and use more descriptive language
• Prioritize the person over the diagnosis or group membership
• Cultivate self-awareness for the speaker
• Be non-judgmental and non-biased
• Reduce power imbalances between patients and service providers 

Tran NT, Baggio S, Dawson A, et al. Words matter: a call for humanizing and respectful language to describe people who experience incarceration. BMC International Health and Human 
Rights. 2018;18(1). doi:10.1186/s12914-018-0180-4



Person-First Language Does Not Always Apply

• Self-identification
• Examples of  groups?

• Possible reinforcement of  stigma 
• Not used for non-stigmatized groups 

• Casual/spoken use 
• Versus formal writing (policies, publications)

• Bottom line: members of  the group get to decide

Gernsbacher MA. Editorial Perspective: The use of  person-first language in scholarly writing may accentuate stigma. Journal of  Child Psychology and Psychiatry. 2017;58(7):859-861. 
doi:10.1111/jcpp.12706



Practical Tips
Reflection Questions to Ask Yourself



1. Is the language that I’m using the language that 
this person or group would use about themselves? 

• She seems a little over-emotional about 
this.

• He is just so angry all the time. 

• Nonbinary identities are really complex. 

• Risky sexual behavior.

• Combatting discrimination in healthcare is 
really important to me. It is a life or death
issue for my community.

• I’m passionate about injustice. I’m 
frustrated, watching others not 
understand or believe the words of  my 
community. 

• Trying to fit myself  into a strict box was 
confusing. Things are a lot simpler now 
that I’m able to be myself. 

• Sex that is excellent; meaningful; 
profitable; exciting; condomless; normal. 



2. Is the language that I’m using something typically 
associated with a stigmatized group or community? 

• Wow that was crazy!

• Do you ask potential sexual partners if  they’re clean? 

• It’s different for patients who are on welfare. 

• He looks so thuggish when he wears his pants that way. 

• Ew, that’s so gay.  



3. When I use these words… do I really mean 
something else? 

• I’m so ADD/OCD about this.

• I look so ratchet today. 

• Ugh, I feel so fat right now.

• I’m having trouble focusing; I’m stressed 
about how disorganized this is. 

• I don’t feel very put-together today. 

• I feel really low-energy right now. 



4. Does my impact match my intent?

• Impact > intent

• Intent matters, but impact is where stigma lives Intent Impact

Distrust

Anger

Shame

Lack of  
Knowledge

Curiosity



Thank You!
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Additional Resources

Sum of Us Style Guide

https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.sumofus.org/images/SUMOFUS_PROGRESSIVE-STYLEGUIDE.pdf

Article by Randy Robinson, Anti-Stigma Advocate, Detailing his experiences within the healthcare system

https://healthydebate.ca/opinions/my-experience-with-stigma-within-the-health-care-profession

The Body Is Not An Apology, an education and advocacy website focusing an a variety of identities.

https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/

The Addictionary

https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/

WHO Style Guide

https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/sg13_web_v4%20pdf%20-%20adobe%20reader.pdf

https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.sumofus.org/images/SUMOFUS_PROGRESSIVE-STYLEGUIDE.pdf
https://healthydebate.ca/opinions/my-experience-with-stigma-within-the-health-care-profession
https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/
https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/
https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/sg13_web_v4%20pdf%20-%20adobe%20reader.pdf

